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CHAPTER 2 

FEMALE SEXUALITY IN THE MEDIA:

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Television

Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique (1963) was one of the first to discuss the sexual exploitation of women in advertising.  Researchers in the 1970’s and 80’s focused on the growing amount of television being watched by Americans and the effects on behavior (Frueh & McGhee, 1975; McGhee & Frueh, 1980).  These researchers did not specifically address depictions of female sexuality on television, but they did examine sex-role stereotyping in television programming.  They showed that portrayals of sex-roles on television increased viewers’ sex-role stereotyping.

Jennings, Geis and Brown (1980) conducted an experiment that showed evidence of the negative impact of stereotypical television commercials.  They showed that women who viewed four stereotypical commercials showed less self-confidence and independent judgment than women who viewed commercials showing women in positive, less stereotypical roles.  This study is important because it provides some evidence that television can affect how women think about themselves.  To underscore the importance of this point, these authors suggested that exposure to positive non-stereotypic commercials could produce positive cognitive and behavioral changes in women.  In a similar study, Geis, Brown, Jennings, and Porter (1984) showed that women who viewed television commercials depicting traditional gender roles (i.e., a woman as homemaker who serves her husband) were more likely to emphasize homemaking over achievement when asked to write about their lives ten years from now.  Based on these results the authors suggested that stereotyped commercials decreased women’s aspirations for future achievement, and reinforced traditional occupations for women.  Both of these studies showed limited, experimental, but important evidence that television commercials do have some impact on women in the areas of self-esteem and achievement.  Extending these findings, an argument could be made that negative depictions of female sexuality could have similar negative impacts on the self image and behavior of women.

Unfortunately, other researchers studying female sexuality in the media did not use experimental methods to address issues of impact.

Researchers in the late 1970’s and 1980’s began to address depictions of sexuality in television.  Researchers noted that there was an increasing volume of sexual messages on television and that these messages were often presented subtly as innuendoes (Silverman, Sprafkin, & Rubenstein, 1979; Sprafkin & Silverman, 1981).  Strouse and Fabes (1985) discussed media as one of the primary agents of socialization about sexual activity for adolescents.  Due to the amount of time spent watching television, adolescents are heavily exposed to sexual messages.  Unfortunately, television presents many negative models of sexual behavior.  Strouse and Fabes suggested that sex on television is most often shown as an overwhelming and uncontrollable desire.  A rare exception in the 1980’s, was the characters of “Laverne and Shirley” who were not always sexually available, and were thus presented as “unattractive and goofy” (p.  255).  In a later article, Fabes and Strouse (1987) indicated that the consequences of sexual behavior for television characters are almost always positive, which is extremely unrealistic.  However, in the exceptional cases when the consequences are shown to be negative, such as a character becoming pregnant unexpectedly, this consequence is more severe for women than for men.  These pieces of research provide some evidence for the differential  representation of male and female sexuality in television.  

The study by Fabes and Strouse (1987) discussed above, is one of the few pieces of research at that time to address the impact of these media models of sexuality.  They studied a sample of 534 college students to identify responsible and irresponsible models of sexual behavior in their lives, and asked questions about their sexual behavior and attitudes.  Although the findings did not reach statistical significance, trends showed the following: Students who identified with media and peer models of sexual behavior tended to be more liberal in sexual attitudes, have more sexual partners, and use less birth control than those students who identified with parents and educators as sexual models.  This study is important because it connects media models of sexual behavior to the sexual attitudes and behaviors of young people.  Based on these findings, media models of sexuality may be encouraging less responsible sexual behaviors in young people, which is an important issue that needs to be further explored.

Current researchers have shown that women are far under-represented in television programs (Signorielli, 1993), and Seiter (1995) found that young African American girls are also under-represented.  According to Rhodes (1995), television perpetuates stereotypes of adult African American women as well.  She stated that African American women have lacked substantial roles in television programming, but the few roles that did exist were less than flattering, such as the African American female roles in Good Times and Gimmie a Break (Nell Carter), that perpetuated the mammy stereotype.  Rhodes pointed out that in programs such as Hill Street Blues and L.A.  Law, when African American females were represented, they were depicted as drug addicts, hookers, abused wives, and victims of rape, but rarely part of the police force or justice system.  

Recently researchers have discussed demeaning and racist images of African American women as “mammies” including the figure of Aunt Jemima, even though there is an increase in African American characters in television today (Dines & Humez, 1995; Lindsey, 1995).  African American female characters in soap-operas are often imitations of Euro American characters, and are rarely seen with friends who are not Euro American (Lindsey, 1995).  In addition, Asian American and Latina women characters are rare in day-time dramas (Lindsey, 1995).  Therefore, researchers are becoming more aware of negative portrayals of females and female sexuality in television programming.  However,  these researchers have not commented on how women may be affected by these portrayals.  

Rogers (1991) discussed soap-operas as the only form of television created specifically for women.  In her analysis she indicated that these daytime dramas do little more than reinforce traditional stereotypes for women.  For example, she found that many of the female characters were portrayed as achieving ultimate fulfillment by having children, and many of the female characters were often infantilized by men.  In addition, she discovered that in some instances of rape, the female characters restructured their interpretation of the act and described it as an act of love.  Rogers suggested that these rape portrayals could have a negative impact, and that these are extremely poor messages to be sending women who should be reporting male violence.  

Judith Daniluk’s book  Women’s Sexuality Across the Life Span (1998) discussed many areas of  female sexuality such as menstruation and menopause and how they are reflected in television.  In this book she pointed out that menstruation is practically invisible in media such as  television.  Television does not show female characters whose lives are affected in any way by physical symptoms associated with menstruation.

However, advertising is an exception to this rule.  Currently, ads depicting menstrual symptoms and the products to deal with them are frequently shown on television.  These ads were previously shown only in women’s magazines.  Daniluk notes that the emphasis in these ads (on television and in magazines) is placed on cleanliness and protection.  As a result, young women, who are more likely to be influenced by media than by their mothers regarding information about menstruation (Stoltzman, 1986), react to menstruation with fear and shame and learn that this natural female process should be sanitized and hidden.  

In addition, Daniluk indicated that middle aged women are not positively represented in the media.  Specifically, television and other media portray menopausal women as very depressed, irritable, and unattractive.  She noted that characters in television programs rarely discuss menopause.  Often television characters refer to menopause as “the change” or “that time of life” to explain a woman’s troubling behavior, and many television characters are portrayed as having extreme difficulties letting go of their children and having empty nest syndrome.

Daniluk (1998) also argued that there is a lack of media portrayals of older (post-menopausal) women who are sexually active and have healthy relationships.  Characters such as Peg on Married with Children, who are trying to hold on to their sex appeal are often ridiculed.  Daniluk indicated that when older women are represented in the media they are often portrayed as comical or eccentric characters.  For example,  the character of Blanche in the Golden Girls was portrayed as desperate for sex.  Therefore, according to Daniluk, the sexual behavior of older women in television is either extreme or not taken very seriously, underscoring the notion that older women are not sexually appealing.  As a result television depictions of older women are even less flattering than depictions of younger women.  Daniluk implies that these depictions are not healthy for women of any age, but does not address the influence of these characterizations.

Earlier researchers studying television and sex-role stereotyping used correlational analysis indicating a correlation between amount of television viewing and stereotyping, while later researchers used a content analysis approach.  Both of these methods produced valuable information about negative television images; however, these methods limit the inferences that can be made on the direct impact of the television media or causal links to women’s behavior.  Researchers studying television during the 1980’s included a focus on sexual messages and sexual role models, but little attention was given to how media models of sexuality may have an impact on sexual attitudes.  Researchers showed that depictions of sexuality on television are not necessarily realistic, or positive, especially for African American women, and that television portrayals serve to socialize women into sexual roles that are socially acceptable.  Although the purpose of these content analyses was to illustrate the meanings portrayed on television, this methodology is limited to speculative and potentially biased interpretations, and lacks the ability to demonstrate the impact these images have on women.  Content analysis is used to describe and decode the meanings and messages in theses images.  Further research is needed to examine women’s interpretations of these images.

Print Media

Works by Courtney and Lockeretz (1971), John Berger (1972), Irving Goffman (1976), and Jean Kilbourne (1979) illustrated the growing interest in observing depictions of women and sexuality in the media in the 1970’s.  Courtney and Lockeretz (1971) conducted the first content analysis of portrayals of women in magazine advertising and concluded that magazine ads at the time did not accurately reflect women’s varied roles in American society.  Although these authors demonstrated stereotypically negative images of women, they did not analyze specific meanings communicated by the images.  

John Berger’s book Ways of Seeing (1972) was one of the earliest pieces of work to analyze depictions of women in the media.  Berger stated that publicity or advertising makes us dissatisfied with our current status and encourages us to buy the product to improve ourselves.  Berger also observed that sexuality is used to sell almost any product, and by buying the product one will be seen by the self and by others as sexually desirable.  Similarly, the widely cited work by Erving Goffman,  Gender Advertisements (1976), was an analysis of stereotyped depictions of both men and women in more than 500 magazine and newspaper advertisements, and the meanings they portray.  One of Goffman’s important points is that depictions of women tend to be very childlike in gesture and appearance, implying that women are not to be taken seriously.  Goffman’s analysis of advertising showed dramatic evidence of the subordinate status women have in advertising.  While the purpose of their work was only to describe the portrayals, neither Berger nor Goffman suggested how women could be affected by such portrayals.  

Similar to Goffman’s analysis is Jean Kilbourne’s film Killing Us Softly (1979).  In Kilbourne’s film, she gave a lecture about images of women in advertising.  She focused on sexuality, violence, infantilization, and sexual objectification of women in magazine advertising.  Similar to Goffman, Kilbourne showed advertisements in which women were infantilized by being shown in child-like poses and clothing.  She provided examples of women in vulnerable poses with their necks exposed, and in poses that make them very obviously sexually available.  In addition, Kilbourne showed images of women who are overtly sexual and are valued only for their sexual appeal.  Kilbourne’s film showed dramatic evidence for stereotypical and negative depictions of women in the print media,  however this film did not address the direct impact of these portrayals on women.  

Researchers in the 1980’s continued to focus on magazine advertising, specifically in magazines targeted to adolescent women.  In addition, researchers began to analyze specific magazine content, and not just the depiction of women in general.  The predominant method for analyzing print media has been content analysis.  Several prominent themes emerged in the research on print media.  The first theme is a connection between female sexuality and guilt or shame in many forms of print media.  A study by Havens and Swenson (1988) examined advertisements related to menstruation in Seventeen magazine from 1976 to 1986.  Their content analysis of ads for sanitary products and menstrual relief products demonstrated that the ads depicted menstruation as a hygienic crisis.  This crisis is best dealt with by using products that provide security and peace of mind.  The connotation is that if young women use the advertised products they will have confidence and will be able to continue with their active lifestyles.  Havens and Swenson also uncovered a sub-theme of failure.  If the “protection” system (the product advertised) fails then the young woman is at risk for stains, odor, and embarrassment or shame.  Therefore, contradictory themes of peace of mind and fear of embarrassment are reinforced by these advertisements.  The authors also point out that menstruation is depicted as unnatural, inconvenient, and as an event that needs to be kept secret.  This idea is underscored by menstrual relief products that claim to keep the woman from feeling any discomfort and allow her to function normally.  This analysis is compatible with the idea in North American culture that menstruation is not “feminine” and any evidence of it must be concealed by these products.  Havens and Swenson’s work clearly shows the negative images of menstruation in the media, but their research does not address whether these images have an effect on young women’s ideas about their own menstrual cycles.  

Naomi Wolf in her book The Beauty Myth  (1991) also illustrates the connection between female sexuality and guilt and shame.  In her book, Wolf discussed women’s magazines and their role in perpetuating the notion that women must both look perfect and act in the perfect feminine roles.  Wolf extended her argument by showing how the beauty myth suppresses true expressions of female sexuality by assigning shame and guilt to the sexual experiences of women.  Wolf uses the terms “beauty pornography” and “beauty sadomasochism” to explain how our culture shapes the expression of female sexuality.  She described beauty pornography as the sexualized poses women display in magazine advertising, such as the back arched, eyes closed, mouth open, and body parts exposed.  Wolf described a series of ads for lingerie, perfume, and shoes in women’s magazines that are sexualized poses.  Beauty sadomasochism refers to depictions of women as objects of violence in advertisements.  She provides examples of advertisements for products such as perfume, cigarettes, and clothing with women’s bodies being carried over the shoulder of men, hanging upside down, being tied up, being pulled by the hair, and even screaming!  Wolf suggested that many women are dissatisfied with the way they look, have poor self-esteem, and are uncomfortable with sexual intimacy and their own sexuality, in part because of these beauty pornography images of women.  Thus, Wolf identified extremely negative depictions of women and also implied that the media may have some influence on the way women view their sexuality.  However, Wolf’s book was not research oriented, and she did not provide research findings to support this influence on women.

Ellen McCracken (1993) also recognized the connection between female sexuality and guilt and shame in her book,  Decoding Women’s Magazines: From Mademoiselle to Ms.  She stated that sexual content was very prevalent in magazine covers, with contradictory messages that tell women they need to be sexier while showing very attractive and confident women on the cover.  According to McCracken, these disparate messages on magazine covers promote insecurity and suggest a female image to strive for.  McCracken’s analysis of the content of young women’s magazines revealed shame and guilt connected with sexuality.  One specific instance she cited is a column in Seventeen magazine about birth control that was subtly used to discourage sex.  The content of this column suggested that if the young women had sex they would feel guilty and their success in school could be affected.   

A content analysis by McMahon (1990) also included guilt and shame associated with female sexuality.  McMahon analyzed the popular Cosmopolitan magazine over the 13 year period from 1976 to 1988 and focused her analysis on feature articles to determine what kinds of messages they conveyed.   She concluded that the editorial text of this magazine created a profile of the “Cosmo girl” that was contradictory: she is   “sexy and wild” but “romantic and conservative,” a good/bad girl, sometimes promiscuous, yet still respectable” (p.  391).  Other text in the magazine condoned women who participated in sexual acts that were considered to be wrong as long as they felt guilty about them.  In this way, the editors allowed the good girl also to be “bad,” and connected female sexuality and guilt.  Overall, McMahon concluded that in Cosmopolitan, women were encouraged to learn how to gain the most benefit from their own sexuality, thus allowing them to use their sexuality in order to succeed.  As with other analyses of women’s magazines, the characterizations of women in Cosmopolitan were negative, conflicted, and unflattering.  

Havens and Swenson’s “hygienic crisis,”  Wolf’s “beauty myth,” McCracken’s  analysis of the editorial content of teen magazines, and finally McMahon’s analysis of the “Cosmo girl,” all suggest that female sexuality is something that women should be ashamed of, and women should feel guilty for enjoying their own sexuality.  Again, the purpose of  these large scale pieces of research was only to analyze the content of media  images. Unfortunately, these researchers did not address whether or not women are actually influenced by these depictions of sexuality.  It is important to examine women’s reactions to these images to determine if there is an impact of the “hygienic crisis” or the “beauty myth.”

The second theme that summarizes the findings on female sexuality in the print media is the connection between female sexuality and violence and domination.  Similar to Wolf’s ideas about beauty sadomasochism, Bartky’s book Femininity and Domination (1990), discussed feminine masochism as it is portrayed in romance novels.  She pointed out that female and male characters in these novels very often enact sexual scenarios in which the male dominates and humiliates the heroine.  She gave examples of female characters who are mocked, kidnapped, seduced, and raped by men who are characterized as both lovers and rapists.  The interpretation is that these women find the domination and brutality of these male characters sexually appealing.   

Similarly, McCracken (1993) found “explicit images of men in the act of visually consuming women” (p.112).  One example was of a bikini clad woman flashing her tan to a group of eight men.  This ad (for a suntan lotion) encourages women to take on the male “flasher” role, which according to McCracken trivializes the sexual aggression of these “flashers.” Similar to the findings of Wolf and Bartky, she found many images of violence and danger associated with sexual excitement and male approval.  She also discussed many ads that included signs of a woman’s sexual availability, such as stiletto heels, the position of a woman’s legs, or a woman partially clothed.  Almost all of these images either implied a man was watching or actually showed a man watching the woman.

Further analysis of sexual discourse in magazines was conducted by Reinholtz, Muehlenhard, Phelps, and Satterfield (1995).  As with other researchers’ analysis of magazines, Reinholtz and associates found advertising portrayals of women as submissive and women as sex objects.  However, their analysis focused on depictions of female sexuality that may impact sexual coercion.  Just as Strouse and Fabes (1985) observed that sex is shown on television to be an uncontrollable desire, Reinholtz and associates suggested that images and text in women’s magazines imply that men are sexually uncontrollable.  The authors provided an example in Glamour magazine that discussed the percentage of female virgins without mentioning the possibility that males could be virgins as well.  The suggestion of male sexuality as uncontrollable communicates the message to women that male sexual advances are normal and expected.

 Further, Reinholtz and associates showed how women’s bodies demand the attention of men and have some power over men.  One example in Glamour contained a caption that read “shoes that turn heads,” implying that female bodies force involuntary responses from men.  In addition, the authors identified a theme of  women asking for it – in advertising.  In Glamour ads, women were wearing revealing clothing, with captions such as “Request Jeans” that they said implied women are making a sexual request just by wearing certain clothing.  The authors interpreted this to mean that women’s appearance expresses her sexual intent and that there need not be any direct sexual communication.  

In addition,  Reinholtz and associates found that ads for contraceptives emphasized preserving the mood and de-emphasized discussions of sex.  An ad in Glamour for a contraceptive sponge implies that contraception should not interrupt the natural progression of sexual activity and contraception should not be discussed by the partners.  Reinholtz and associates indicated that these subtle messages in advertising affect reader’s interpretations of sexual interactions and have implications for blaming of the victim in situations of sexual coercion.  

Daniluk’s (1998) analysis of romance novels reflected the conclusions of Reinholtz et al.  Daniluk indicated that the female characters in these novels are very passive, never seeking out the male.  This is similar to analyses of romance novels in which women win the man because they are passively waiting in a state of constant sexual readiness (Sitnow, 1995).  When the male comes to her, she is taken and he “ravages her body and captures her sexuality” (Daniluk, 1998, p.  116).  She stated that media portrayals of sex for women usually involves their inability to resist male sexual power.  Daniluk suggested that young girls learn several messages about sexuality from the print media.  The messages are the following: (a) sex is genitally focused and that she should protect her body from the unwanted and urgent advances of men, (b) heterosexuality is the norm and that the woman surrenders to the man, (c)  if she is worthy, the man will choose her, (d) she must be in love before having sex, and (e) exploring her own sexual desire is very risky or dangerous.  

The connection between female sexuality and violence and domination was clearly demonstrated  by the work of  Wolf, Bartky, McCracken, Reinholtz, et al., and Daniluk.  These authors provide many examples of implied violence and domination in print media,  however they do not discuss women’s interpretations of these images or any potential impact on women’s sexual interactions.  For example, women’s perceptions of sexual relationships between men and women may be influenced by these images and messages.  

A third theme is the existence of  contradictory messages and double standards that are provided by images of women in the print media.  As previously mentioned,  Havens and Swenson (1988) identified contradictory messages of peace of mind and fear of embarrassment, and McMahon identified the contradictory Cosmo girl (1990).  McCracken also discussed contradictory images of sexualized children.  Similar to the findings of Kilbourne and Goffman, McCracken discussed how women are often shown as childlike in appearance (wearing pink) and in gesture (holding a balloon).  Many of these ads present a sexually enticing little girl, which serves to sexualize children.  Further, in an analysis of Mademoiselle magazine she found messages encouraging women to regress to childlike behavior to be sexually attractive.  In her analysis of Spanish language magazines, she found similar contradictory messages encouraging women to be both a child and an adult.  McCracken also looked at some of the messages portrayed in the content of the magazines.  Much of the content of teen magazines promoted properly socialized behavior such as not having sex too soon.  However, these messages that discouraged sex for young women were readily contradicted by other ads and articles that supported young women as sex objects, by showing them in sexually alluring poses.  She concluded that a double standard that young women should be both childish and sexually appealing was operating in these magazines.  

In addition,  Daniluk (1998) indicated that the young woman of the 1990’s, depicted in other forms of print media, is a woman who is always ready for sex.  For these young women sexual pleasure comes easily, and they are not afraid to seek out what they want sexually from a man.  For example, Daniluk pointed out that the headlines on women’s magazine covers imply that women are getting exactly what they want from a sexual relationship (e.g., acting out fantasies).  These images and messages may be misleading to women, and some women may not have the kinds of sexual power that these images portray.  The contradiction between images of women as sexually assertive (i.e., magazine covers) and images of women as sexually passive (i.e., in novels), is evidence of mixed messages being presented to women about their sexuality.  

A fourth theme involves print media as agents of socialization, specifically socializing sexual scripts for women.  As previously mentioned, Daniluk (1998) suggested that young women learn about male sexual dominance from the print media.  Meryl Altman (1984) analyzed the depictions of female sexuality in popular sex literature (self help books).  Altman pointed out that sex manuals often provide short stories that depict female sexuality as a disease that can be cured by proper re-socialization.  She cited examples of these stories in which a woman has a problem (i.e., she is promiscuous), attends therapy, and goes on to have a happy marriage.  Unfortunately, these situations are not so easily solved in real life.  Altman also points out that sex manuals and even novels provide specific “plots” that reinforce acceptable sexual behavior in the culture.  One example is the marriage plot that promotes marriage as the desirable alternative and rewards it while punishing the undesirable alternative of not marrying.  A dramatic example cited by Altman is one particular book that provides explicit instructions on how a woman can fake an orgasm.  Altman suggested, that by identifying with the lives and experiences of the female characters in these books, women are socialized into the dominant views of female sexuality.

More recent research has focused on content analyses of women’s and teen’s magazines, specifically for feminist content (Budgeon & Currie, 1995; Malkin, Wornian, & Chrisler, 1999; Schlenker, Caron, & Halteman, 1998).  A study by Carpenter (1998) focused exclusively on female sexuality and illustrated a trend toward more positive portrayals of sexuality for young women.  Carpenter’s content analysis of Seventeen magazine focused specifically on sexual scripts presented in the editorial material in 1974, 1984, and 1994.  She found that the percentage of items referring to sexuality increased, and that editors portrayed young women less as sexual objects and more as agents of their own sexual experiences across time.  In addition, depictions of sexuality as victimization declined, and editors encouraged the teens to abstain from sex over the time periods studied.  However, by 1994 the magazine editors began to treat sexual desire as a positive aspect of a girl’s life.  According to Carpenter, the magazine began to recognize teen’s ambivalence about sexuality, and encouraged them to choose protection over pleasure.  

Carpenter also analyzed Seventeen for discussions of non-normative sexual scripts, which she defined as sexual activities other than heterosexual kissing and vaginal intercourse.  Over the 20 year time period topics such as masturbation, homosexuality, and oral sex increased in frequency.  Sexual scripts that supported a relational view of sexuality, or a view that sexual activity is acceptable in the context of a loving relationship, were the most prevalent in the three years studied.  Traditional sexual scripts, ones that advocate no sexual activity outside a marriage, declined from 1974 to 1994.  Finally, recreational sexual scripts, which assume that the primary purpose of sex is pleasure, were not mentioned until 1984 and increased to a small percentage in 1994.  Carpenter concluded that the editors acknowledgement that young women are active participants who have control over their own sexuality is a positive message that will encourage young women to take control of their sexuality.  However, she noted that even though the editors have introduced less traditional views, they still rely on dominant sexual norms and standards for young women.  While Daniluk, Altman, Carpenter and others have exposed the sexual scripts described by print media, they did not address the direct impact of these scripts on the lives of women.

In addition to these main themes, other significant concepts were addressed in the literature on print media: body fragmentation; the representation of African American and older women.  McCracken (1993) used the term “fragmented bodies” to describe ads showing only parts of the female body, a technique often used to sell cosmetics and lingerie.  Ads that sell lipstick often only show the lips, and ads for hosiery often only show a woman’s legs.  McCracken concluded that advertisers, whose primary intentions are to sell products, are actually encouraging women to see themselves as fragments rather than whole persons.  Due to the prevalence of these images, women are constantly reinforced for seeing themselves as parts, such as eyes, lips, and legs.  These body parts become sexual signals that “fetishistically” represent the whole body.   Daniluk (1998) also pointed out that women’s body parts are used to sell products, and thus, the most valuable female body parts are the breasts, buttocks, and legs.  This form of sexual objectification by the media implies that body parts are representative of the woman and her sexuality.  Daniluk suggested that this objectification may contribute to young women being uncomfortable with their bodies.  

Bell Hooks, in her book Black looks: Race and representation (1992), discussed representations of African American females as highly sexualized in the print media.  Hooks illustrated that African American models in fashion magazines are depicted in such a way that racial stereotypes are reinforced.  She stated that darker skinned models are often shown with their body parts distorted, while bi-racial models are often seen in sexualized poses.  According to Hooks, Naomi Campbell is an example of a popular model that is often portrayed in a sexualized manner but is often made to resemble a Euro American woman by changes in hair color or length.  Hooks pointed out that when the purpose of an ad was to express sex appeal, an African American model exposing flesh was used to gain this effect.  

Hooks also discussed the historical roots of African American women’s bodies being objectified, and viewed as commodities or parts for sale.  Hooks indicated that in books and film African American female bodies are portrayed as expendable.  She pointed out that African American women’s “butt” is a symbol of heightened sexuality, and that African American women’s bodies are represented as more animal-like than human-like.  

Plous and Neptune (1997) also suggested that African American women are portrayed as oversexed by the print media.  They examined the stereotype of images of African American women as animal-like and predatory by examining advertisements in of three magazines types: magazines targeted to Euro American women, African American women, and Euro American men.  In all magazine types, they found that a disproportionate number of African American women, relative to Euro American women, wore animal prints of predatory animals and displayed animal-like poses.  Often these poses were sexualized by the amount of the body exposed, a sexual posture, and by the text accompanying the image that included words like hunting, desire, and wild.  These authors provide some support for the hypothesis that African American women are depicted as animal-like in media images.  

Daniluk (1998) pointed out that images of middle aged women are very rare in women’s magazines.  The majority of the images are of young women who are advertising products that imply that any woman can appear younger by using the product.  These ads imply that a woman should do all she can to eliminate wrinkles and take every possible step to cover up her real age.  In addition, the media very rarely portray middle-aged women who are sexually appealing.  According to Daniluk, the few images of middle-aged women tend to be women who look “young” and are, therefore, still attractive.  However, photographs of many of these 40-50 year old women have been air-brushed to look young or the women have gone through extensive surgery to maintain their young and sexy appearance.  In addition, according to Daniluk, there is a lack of media images of women who are mothers and are sexually appealing.  She stated that sexuality and motherhood do not often co-exist in popular media, implying that once a woman becomes a mother she loses her sexual desirability.  

The work of McCracken, Daniluk, Hooks, and Plous and Neptune demonstrated body fragmentation, negative depictions of African American women and the relative lack of images of older women.  However, these researchers did not intend to answer the question of impact or why these images are important.  

One piece of recent research by MacKay and Covell in 1997 did address the impact of advertisements on perceptions of women.  In their study, college females viewed two different kinds of ads: stereotypical depictions of women as sex objects, or women in non-sexual progressive roles.  After viewing the ads the women completed a questionnaire that included measures of sex role stereotyping and a rape myth acceptance scale.  McKay and Covell found that the females who saw the stereotypical ads had higher sex-role stereotyping scores and had higher scores on the rape myth acceptance scale.  Unlike previous descriptive analyses, their study provided some evidence that depictions of females as sex objects may have some detrimental psychological effect on the women themselves.

Film

Researchers of the depictions of female sexuality in film revealed concepts similar to the themes uncovered in the print media.  First, researchers of film have revealed that popular films reflect the negative cultural attitudes toward female sexuality, especially African American women (Daniluk, 1998; Hooks, 1992; Kaplan, 1990).  Second, a prominent theme that arose from examining film was that female sexuality is dangerous (Daniluk, 1998; Hooks, 1992; Kaplan, 1990).

Ann Kaplan (1990) in her analysis of representations of sex, work, and motherhood noted that film in the 1980’s began to represent issues of female sexuality and treat it with some acceptance.  In many cases female sexuality was depicted in traditional, stereotypical ways (i.e., women as virginal or promiscuous) in films such as 9 ½ weeks and Sex, Lies and Videotapes.  However, Kaplan argued that popular films have not addressed women’s multiple roles as mothers and career women in addition to their sexuality.  She cited the example of the movie Working Girl, that depicts a successful business woman but does not include any references to motherhood.  

Kaplan also argued for the existence of a dominant patriarchal view of female sexuality that believes that sex outside marriage is extremely violent and destructive.  She cited, the female character played by Glen Close in the movie Fatal Attraction as an example of how dangerous a woman’s sexuality can be when it is outside the confines of a family.  Kaplan concluded that film images show that the only acceptable expressions of female sexuality are within a marriage, and that female sexuality is depicted as dangerous if left unchecked.  Kaplan’s analysis of film underscores the very negative depictions of female sexuality and a connection between sexuality and danger.  However her study provides limited evidence based on a content analysis, and she did not address the impact of these films.

According to Hooks racist media depictions of African American females portray these women as sexually free and open. She contends that many African American female singers have perpetuated this by presenting themselves as extremely sexually available.  Hooks discussed the singer Tina Turner as an example of  African American women whose image was based on the notion of sexual availability.  Hooks described Turner’s popular culture image as “hot and highly sexed - the sexually ready and free Black woman” (p 66).  She suggested that Turner’s singing career was based on an image of “wild animalistic lust.” Turner’s character is the film Mad Max: Beyond the Thunderdome elicits two racial/sexist stereotypes: the African American “mammie” who is seeking power, and a savage woman who uses her body and sex appeal body to seduce and conquer men.  Hooks also pointed out the image of a powerful African American seductress in Turner’s video “What’s Love Got To Do With It.”  In this video Turner takes on the role of a sexualized hunter who sees men as prey, and according to Hooks, this is an image of violence and sexual power used against men.  In addition, Hooks points out that the title of this song reinforces the connection between African American women’s sexuality and prostitution.  Implied in Hooks’ analysis is that these extremely negative images of African American women are a detriment to African American women, however she does not discuss clear evidence of this impact.

Hooks discussed the images of African American and bi-racial women in film.  Just as the media message to Euro American women is that sexuality is dangerous, Hooks showed that in films such as Imitation of Life and Choose Me, African American female characters were often rejected, abandoned, or abused when asserting their sexuality.  Hooks suggested that contemporary film continues to portray African American women in two ways: as a mammy or as a slut.  

Further evidence of the cultural views of African American female sexuality, is the case of Vanessa Williams.  According to Hooks, this fair-skinned African American woman, who lost her crown because she posed nude, was able to make a career for herself by playing sexy characters in movies.  Hooks indicated that the public readily condemned her for being sexual when it went against the pure/virginal role of Miss America; however, the public readily accepted her as a sexy movie star which is a culturally appropriate role for a African American women.  Once again this underscores the view of the highly sexed African American female.  

Hooks’ interpretation of the depiction of women in film was based on her own singular analysis, however she supported her conclusions with compelling examples.  Hooks provided evidence of extremely racist and demeaning portrayals of African American women and suggested that Tina Turner and Vanessa Williams provided examples of these negative portrayals of African American female sexuality.  However, she did not address the impact of these media images on women as a whole.  Given the conclusions of Hooks, it is important to study how African American women and other women of color are affected by these stereotypical portrayals of violence and heightened sexuality.  

Daniluk (1998) also discussed implicit messages of female sexuality in popular films.  Daniluk stated that female characters in popular media for children, including film, fall into two categories: the princess or the witch.  These two categories, according to Daniluk characterize traditional notions of female sexuality as the pure virgin and the seductive, dangerous temptress.  She stated that characters such as Ariel, in Disney’s The Little Mermaid, help to socialize young girls into understanding their sexual roles.  The character of Ariel is the virginal character who must give up her voice to the evil witch in order to gain the prince.  Daniluk suggested that this is a metaphor for her sexual awakening in which she gives in to the dangerous temptress side of sexuality.  This serves to underscore the good versus evil portrayal of female sexuality.  Daniluk maintained that these kinds of stories (found also in Sleeping Beauty, Aladdin and others) emphasize the dichotomy of pleasure and danger in media depiction of female sexuality,  and these stories leave young girls with two options: to be an evil temptress and be rejected, or to be a sweet, good virgin and gain the protection of a prince.  


Daniluk showed that films for adults contain much more obvious sexual messages.  She cited the movie 9 ½ Weeks as an example of how the popular media, especially movies, contain explicit sexuality.  The sexual scripts in these movies often portray women who are unable to enjoy sex without a relationship, which is not as true for male characters.  Daniluk stated that sexual scripts have not changed over the course of history, and that women’s sexuality is portrayed in two ways.  One portrayal is that a young woman’s sexuality is awakened by the “right” man (an extension of children’s movies like Snow White).  The other portrayal is that it is dangerous for a woman to act on her sexual desires.  The “good” woman is sexually discrete and waits for the right man to come along.  This right man will awaken her sexuality and she will be safe and in no danger.  Daniluk cited three examples of female characters in the media who were punished for their desires.  The first was a character played by Holly Hunter in the movie The Piano, who seeks sexual pleasure with another man and has her finger cut off as a punishment.  The second example was the character played by Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction, who was beaten to death as a result of her desire for a family man.  Finally, the character of Dana Scully in the X-files television series fell in love with a man who turned out to be a psychotic serial killer.  According to Daniluk, this underscores the view that the pleasure/danger paradox in female sexuality applies even to the smart characters.  Once again, as with previous research, Daniluk described female sexuality in the context of danger.  

Overall, in her book, Daniluk (1998) presented many ways in which women of all ages are faced with negative, unrealistic, and potentially damaging images of women’s sexuality in the print media.  One of the purposes of her book was to present strategies to ameliorate the effects of these negative images on women of all ages.  This purpose was based on the assumption that women are, in fact affected by these images, and that the public are aware of this impact.  However, Daniluk does not provide explicit evidence of the impact of this media on women.  

The work of researchers reported here has examined depictions of female sexuality in film and described these depictions and implied meanings.  Recently, one researcher investigated how these depictions are received by women.  A study by Meischke (1995) investigated how a group of women interpreted sex scenes and sexual messages in film.  She found that when a sample of women made judgments about an implicit sex scene, they often relied on sexual scripts, or ideas about how sexual encounters typically proceed between two individuals.  These women also used schemas, specifically their knowledge of relationships, personality traits, and sexual goals rather than observable cues to make inferences about the outcomes of the sex scenes.  As a result, about half of the women inferred that the couples in the sex scenes had safe sex while the other half inferred that they did not.  Meischke concluded that because women have such disparate interpretations, it may be difficult to create film characters who portray a safe sex scenario.  In addition, Meischke found that women were able to distinguish between sexual scenarios that happen in real life from sexual scenarios that are shown in Hollywood movies.  Meischke identified these schema as Hollywood sexual norms schema, and pointed out that if women recognize the Hollywood schema as different from real life, then these sexual scenarios may not have much of an effect on women’s sexual attitudes or behaviors.  Meischke’s study is one of the few studies to actually address the possible cognitive impact of media portrayals.  Her study provides some impetus for further investigating how women’s thoughts are impacted by media messages of sexuality.  

The work of researchers cited here clearly demonstrated how women and aspects of their sexuality are portrayed negatively in the media.  The majority of their research focused on the content of media in its many forms, but these studies did not address the subjective experience of women who are exposed to these media.  In contrast, a study by Daniluk (1993) did address this issue by gathering focus-group data about 10 women’s experiences of sexuality and the meanings they associate with their experiences.  One of the themes that emerged from this work was the impact of media in defining their own sexuality.  The women in this study identified unrealistic media images that made them feel marginalized and objectified.  All of the women indicated that they could not identify media models that were like themselves.  They also identified negative media images of natural body processes that made them feel insufficient and ashamed.  These women indicated that the reproductive process was important in defining their lives.  However, they were also aware that their reproductive status was directly related to their value as women, and reproductive failures (miscarriage, infertility, menopause) made them feel inadequate.  Daniluk concluded that the media had “an extremely subtle but pervasive impact on the women”(p.  65).  Further, she concluded that feelings of shame and self-blame characterized these women’s depictions of their own sexuality.  

“Clearly, the dominant culture’s negative views of women and female sexuality had been introjected by the women in the group, and all participants expressed feelings of shame for who they are and self-blame for what they have done.” (pp.65-66)

Daniluk’s study is one of the few studies that addressed the impact of the media on women.  Unfortunately, illustrating the impact of media portrayals of sexuality on only a few women is not sufficient evidence, and more work is needed to determine if these images have a definitive impact.  
In a related area of research on body image, researchers have successfully demonstrated the impact that media images can have women.  Researchers have shown that the prevalence of thin media models has a negative impact on women’s self-image, body image, and eating disorders in young women (Kilbourne, 1994; Richins, 1991).  According to Wolf (1991) American models weigh 23% less than the average woman.  Kilbourne’s (1979; 1994) work on the images of women in the media focused on the obsession young women have with thinness.  She indicated the importance of media issues in the following:

 “The current emphasis on excessive thinness for women is one of the clearest examples of advertising’s power to influence the cultural standards and consequent individual behavior.” (Kilbourne, 1994, p.  395)

Kilbourne and Wolf (1991) indicated that the media images of extremely thin women help women to feel inadequate and inferior, and to have negative body images.  Several researchers have shown that this negative body image is related to negative self-image, negative self-esteem, anxiety, and depression (Kilbourne, 1994; Mintz & Betz, 1986; Wolf, 1991).  Accordingly, 70% of normal weight women want to be thinner, 72% of women will be on a diet in any given year (Media Education Foundation, 1997).  Chronic dieting is dangerous to young women’s health as they are starving themselves to be as thin as media models; and young women are using amphetamines and smoking to control their weight (Kilbourne, 1994).  Researchers studying the effects of the media on eating disorders suggest that even brief exposure to advertisements with very thin models is associated with women’s dissatisfaction with their appearance (Grogan & Williams, 1996; Richins, 1991).  A study by Tiggeman and Pickering (1996) showed that the more time women spent watching soap operas and movies was associated with more dissatisfaction with their bodies.  Kilbourne (1994) stated that the obsession with thinness is a major public health problem that is doing both psychological and physiological harm to women.  

Literature on body image has shown some evidence of a link to media depictions of thinness. This suggests that media images impact many women’s body image and overall health, and implies that women’s body images are negatively affected by media portrayals.  Following from these conclusions, it is important to determine if media portrayals of female sexuality have a similar impact on women.  Unfortunately, unlike the body image literature, existing literature on the depictions of female sexuality did not focus on the impact of these images on women.  

Previous research has relied on descriptive and correlational analyses to examine media depictions of female sexuality.  While this research has clearly demonstrated negative images of female sexuality, it has not explored women’s subjective interpretations of media images nor has the research addressed the impact that the images and messages may have on women.  The purpose of the current study is to give women an opportunity to discuss how depictions of female sexuality in the media relate to their own experiences of sexuality.  In order to most effectively reach this goal, a focus group methodology was chosen to collect the thoughts, ideas, and opinions of women on the topic.  

A focus group methodology was chosen for several reasons.   First, focus groups are useful to explore a particular topic in order to identify specific concepts and issues to be explored in more detailed research.  Again, the literature cited here has not clearly defined how women are impacted by media, therefore the first step should be to discuss this issue with women and gain their personal perspectives and experiences.  Second,  compared to traditional research methods, focus groups strive to be less restrictive, less manipulative, and give more power and control to the research participants which are important goals when discussing a topic such as female sexuality.  Third, focus groups are naturalistic because they involve discussing concepts in a group, behaviors that often occur in everyday life (Wilkinson, 1999).   

Previous research cited here has demonstrated negative images of female sexuality, and has suggested potential impacts on women’s sexual experiences, sexual self-esteem, and comfort with one’s own sexuality.  This study will provide information about these potential areas of impact.  The current study will examine how young women perceive media images, determine if the media have affected women’s experiences of their own sexuality, and examine whether or not media portrayals of sexuality are important in women’s lives.  It is hypothesized that focus groups will reveal an awareness of media images of female sexuality that are not representative of the lives of these young women.  It expected that young women will express that these media depictions have some impact on their lives or the lives of other women around them.  

Method

The study consisted of three components.  The first component was a qualitative study that involved two samples of women who rated media images of female sexuality from women’s magazines.  The goal of this study was to pre-test media images of female sexuality to be used in the subsequent studies.  The second component was a focus group study in which women discussed media images of female sexuality.  The purpose of the focus group study was to gain in-depth information on women’s perceptions of media and to gain insight into the potential areas of impact that the media images may have for these women.  The third component was a follow-up study that further examined women’s perceptions of the media.  The purpose of this study was to further explore specific issues and areas of impact that were revealed by the women in the focus groups.  This study was a quantitative study in which women viewed images of female sexuality in the media and answered specific questions about the images.  These three studies combined provided a thorough analysis of women’s perceptions of female sexuality in the media.  Each of these components is a separate study.  The following chapters include the methods, results, and discussion for each of these studies.  
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