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Abstract

The omnipresence of sexualized imagery of women in our society has raised questions
about its potential impact on young women, primarily concerned with whether these
representations are dehumanizing or empowering. Because most of these studies and their
accompanying scales have tested predominantly white samples, researchers cannot assume that
current findings and assumptions about sexualization operate similarly across participants
occupying different social locations. Due to the proliferation of hypersexualized stereotypes in
society, Black women are confronted with harmful narratives about their beauty and sexuality
which render enjoyment of sexualization a complex issue to navigate. Though past qualitative
work demonstrates that interpersonal sexualization is a concern for Black women and a few
quantitative studies have explored this construct, none have used a psychometric approach to
examine the correlates and consequences of Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization.

To shed light on this issue, the current study explored the psychometric properties of the
Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale (Liss et al., 2011) among a national sample of 493
heterosexual and bisexual Black women aged 18-40 (Mage = 28.39; SD = 6.49). Confirmatory
and exploratory factor analyses first revealed that participants’ responses reflected two correlated
yet unique factors: Male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization and self-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization. Measurement invariance testing revealed that this two-factor solution adequately
represented both younger (18-29) and older (30-40) women’s experiences, but that older women
endorsed some items to a greater extent than younger women. Towards understanding intragroup

heterogeneity in Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization, I next conducted descriptive
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analyses to determine how these novel facets of enjoyment of sexualization were correlated with
specific demographic variables. I also explored how enjoyment of sexualization was linked to
traditional or egalitarian gender and body beliefs, including both mainstream and culturally
relevant measures. Age, marital status, and religiosity emerged as significant demographic
correlates of enjoyment of sexualization, and both facets were moderately positively correlated
with traditional gender ideologies and body beliefs. Interestingly, the only differences that
emerged between these two facets of enjoyment of sexualization were in the case of racial
identity and body appreciation, which correlated with self- but not male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization.

Finally, I explored the mental health and self-esteem consequences of these two forms of
enjoyment of sexualization using multigroup structural equation modeling. Analyses
demonstrated that male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization was associated with more
symptoms of anxiety, depression, and hostility, and lower self-esteem. In contrast, self-motivated
enjoyment of sexualization was unrelated with symptoms of anxiety, depression, or hostility, but
predicted greater self-esteem. Though these associations looked different for women of different
ages, these models provided statistically equivalent fit when the paths were forced to be equal.

These findings have important theoretical and practical implications and contribute to the
ongoing debate concerning empowerment and sexualization. My findings seem to suggest that
Black women’s motivations for self-sexualizing meaningfully differentiate the outcomes they
experience. This study demonstrated the value of psychometrics to interrogate whether pre-
existing measures developed with predominantly white samples accurately reflect the reality of
those with different lived experiences. Furthermore, they underscore the need to develop safe

spaces intended for Black women to reclaim bodily autonomy while also addressing larger
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systemic inequalities stemming from the predatory, patriarchal male gaze that make enjoyment

of sexualization potentially harmful.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
Objectification theorists (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996) posit

that as women navigate Western, patriarchal society, they encounter both interpersonal sexual
objectification and sexually objectified representations that reduce them to a collection of body
parts. As a result of this chronic reduction of the self, women are thought to assume an
objectified body consciousness, a state of being wherein they regard themselves from a third
person perspective and are more concerned with how their body looks than how their body feels
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; McKinley & Hyde, 1996). This internalization of an objectified
body consciousness has been associated with a host of deleterious outcomes, including increased
body shame, appearance and general anxiety, depression, disordered eating, sexual dysfunction,
and reduced concentration and awareness of internal bodily states (e.g., hunger and satiety; Jones
& Griftiths, 2015; Moradi & Huang, 2008; Schaefer & Thompson, 2018; Quinn, et al., 2011).
Though several studies have empirically tested the tenets of objectification theory, more
work remains to be done to capture more fully women’s lived experiences. First, because a
majority of past studies tested predominantly white samples, these findings may not represent the
experiences of women occupying other social locations. Furthermore, the most commonly used
scales in the extant literature were normed and developed with predominantly white samples,
meaning that their reliability and validity among samples with other demographic characteristics
cannot be assumed. Second, some researchers have proposed the need to extend analyses beyond
objectification to focus instead on sexualization, a broader umbrella term that includes

objectification and also includes the grounding of self-worth in one’s sexual appeal and having



sexuality inappropriately imposed upon a person (APA, 2007). Yet shifting the focus to
sexualization comes with some complexities. In contrast to the demonstrated negative
consequences of objectification among predominantly white samples, the possible outcomes of
sexualization have been hotly debated, in part because some women profess to enjoy and even
feel empowered as a result of it, despite sexualization’s reductive nature (Attwood, 2006; Erchull
& Liss, 2014; Gill, 2012; Grower & Ward, 2021; Liss et al., 2011; Regehr, 2012). Others have
suggested that women’s subjective feelings of empowerment are overshadowed by the fact that
self-sexualizing behavior fundamentally reinforces the idea that a woman’s value comes from
her body and sexual appeal, while larger gender inequities in society remain unchanged. Other
researchers have argued that there are contexts where women’s decision to participate in and
accommodate patriarchal systems of oppression may represent a form of agency, inasmuch as
women’s so called “buy-in” to these systems may provide tangible or intangible benefits that
allow women to meet their basic needs (e.g., food, water, physical safety) or acquire status in
society (Bay-Cheng, 2019, Hamilton et al., 2019).

Finally, though this debate in the psychological literature is predominantly
conceptualized in terms of patriarchal oppression, it is also important to consider the role of other
systems of power, such as racism, classism, heterosexism, and ableism that shape women’s
experiences of sexualization and their potential for deriving empowerment from sexualization,
specifically. For Black women in particular, who contend with problematic stereotypes that seek
to dehumanize them on the basis of their presumed hypersexuality, previous studies exploring
their experiences of objectification and sexualization, and the measures used therein, may not
adequately capture their lived reality. Disciplinary norms within psychology that focus most

often on variables rather than systems of power may fail to capture the role of gendered racism



and cultural stereotypes that Black women note as important in shaping their feelings about their
bodies in general (Capodilupo & Kim, 2014; Dunn et al., 2018; Kelch-Oliver & Ancis, 2011;
Lewis, 2016).

Building upon prior objectification and sexualization literature, I seek to expand the field
with this dissertation in five central ways. First, I respond to the call in the literature to address
issues of sexualization, rather than focusing exclusively on objectification. Second, I want to
investigate the correlates of sexualization when applied to the lived experiences of Black women,
shaped by their unique sociohistorical context, employing intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) and
Black feminist thought (Collins, 2002) to do so. Third, I offer a psychometric analysis of one
commonly used measure in the sexualization literature, the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale
(Liss et al., 2011), to determine whether this scale accurately captures Black women’s enjoyment
of sexualization. Fourth, I test both “mainstream” and culturally relevant ideological and body
image correlates of this scale to determine whether it is associated with traditional,
disempowering beliefs or with more egalitarian, empowering beliefs. Finally, I explore the
consequences of enjoyment of sexualization for Black women’s self-esteem and mental health.
Taken together, these contributions represent an important effort to quantitatively understand
Black women’s experiences of sexualization, interrogate assumptions of how these experiences
should be measured, and contribute to the larger debate regarding women’s derivation of
empowerment from sexualization.

First steps: Defining and operationalizing sexualization

The APA Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls defined sexualization as occurring

when a person is sexually objectified, equates their self-worth or attractiveness with being sexy

(usually in a narrowly defined way), or when sexuality is inappropriately imposed on a person.



The experience of being sexualized can be imposed by others, or on one’s own self, as in the
case of self-sexualization. One challenge to studying the consequences of self-sexualization
within a quantitative framework is the absence of a unified definition of what self-sexualization
includes. Though researchers readily agree that the objectifying male gaze can be internalized
(e.g., Calogero et al., 2011; Moradi & Huang, 2008; Roberts et al., 2018), less research has
focused on the internalization of the sexualizing male gaze, perhaps due to its varied dimensions.
As a result, this construct has been operationalized in a variety of ways. For example, some
researchers have defined self-sexualization as comparable to sexual subjectification, reflecting
women’s ability to have agency and be playful (e.g., Gill, 2008). Others have focused more on
the manifestation of certain behaviors that emphasize one’s sexualized features, draw attention to
oneself, or encourage a sexualized gaze (Allen & Gervais, 2012; Aubrey et al., 2017). Still others
define self-sexualization as an internalization of the APA definition of sexualization (Ward,
2016; Ward et al., 2018). Recently, in Choi and Delong’s (2019) work, self-sexualization is said
to occur when a woman favors sexual self-subjectification, relates her sexual desirability to her
self-esteem, equates her physical attractiveness with being sexy, or accepts violations of her
sexual boundaries (e.g., views unwanted sexual attention as normalized or commonplace; Choi
& Delong, 2019). The field’s lack of clarity in defining sexualization and self-sexualization
represents a significant impediment to the study of this phenomenon, but also underscores the
need for precise definition and measurement in future empirical research.

Given the numerous ways that self-sexualization has been defined, studies have been
equally diverse in their use of measures to assess it, with no one scale capturing its varied
dimensions. Instead, researchers have used scales that reflect different facets of this complex

construct. For example, some studies have addressed the behavioral aspects of self-sexualization



via the Self-Sexualizing Behavior Questionnaire for Women (Smolak, et al., 2014). This scale
examines specific behaviors that women engage in to feel sexy (e.g., wear perfume, wear tight
clothes). Other researchers have sought to examine the extent to which an individual grounds her
self-worth in her sexual appeal using scales such as the Sexual Appeal Self-Worth scale (sample
item: [Prompt: How would you feel about yourselfif . . . | “you were asked to be a model for a
calendar featuring college students”; “you were wearing an outfit that you know looks good on
you?”’; Gordon & Ward, 2000). Finally, some work has focused on women’s positive thoughts
and feelings concerning the experience of being sexualized by others via scales such as the
Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale (sample items: “I feel proud when men compliment the way I
look”; “I like showing off my body”; Liss, et al., 2011). These measures also reflect differing
interests in assessing the affective, behavioral, and cognitive components of a woman’s tendency
to self-sexualize. The absence of a unified tool for assessing women’s experiences of
sexualization indicate that researchers in this area must attend to findings from prior research
with care so as not to misinterpret or generalize a finding from one measure of sexualization to
another and should select their measures carefully with consideration for which conceptual
definition and component of sexualization they hope to assess. With this awareness of conceptual
and measurement issues within the field of sexualization in mind, I now discuss theories and
empirical data relevant to Black women’s experiences and enjoyment of sexualization.
Understanding Black women’s experiences of sexualization: Theoretical considerations
Whereas work on sexualization has drawn primarily from objectification theory as its
theoretical grounding, I also bring in intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) and Black feminist
thought (Collins, 2002), which both contextualize Black women’s lives within multidimensional

systems of power, and offer insight into the complex interplay of factors shaping Black women’s



experiences of sexualization. Crenshaw’s intersectionality proposes that the tendency of laws and
policies to think of individuals in acontextual, single matrix identity frameworks fundamentally
misrepresents their lived experiences, which are in fact the result of interlocking systems of
privilege and oppression. Rather than understanding individuals’ experiences as a product of the
identities themselves, Crenshaw posits that individual’s social locations are socially constructed
signifiers of advantage and disadvantage that serve to reify existing inequalities structurally,
politically, and representationally. The overreliance on dichotomous single identity frameworks
acts as an intentional tool to exclude and decenter multiply marginalized individuals. Although
intersectionality was popularized in the academic sphere through Crenshaw’s seminal legal
writings, its origins lie within the writings of prominent abolitionists such as W. E.B. DuBois
and Julia Cooper. More recently, its political impact has been underscored through the writings
of the Combahee River Collective, a group of socialist Black lesbians who argued that existing
feminist and civil rights movements failed to consider their unique sociopolitical needs informed
by interlocking systems of power (Collective, 2014). This statement protested additive
conceptualizations of identity that would have the authors ignore their positionality—which was
especially repugnant in the context of a feminist movement deeply entrenched in maintaining
white supremacy, a civil rights movement deeply entrenched in maintaining patriarchy, and with
both movements perpetuating classist, homophobic ideals.

Black feminist thought (Collins, 2002), much like intersectionality, seeks to understand
Black women’s experiences as a product of white supremacy and patriarchy, while also
promoting space for more authentic expressions of Black womanhood. A central tenet of Collins’
work is her discussion of culturally constructed “controlling images”: stereotypical

representations that dehumanize Black women by reducing them to societal “others,” defined by



their subservience to and deviation from white patriarchal norms. Historically, these images of
Black womanhood served to socially sanction the exploitation and sexual victimization of Black
women, but their continued relevance in the present day cannot be understated; though
occasionally repackaged or relabeled, echoes of the asexual and maternal mammy, the lascivious
jezebel, or the emasculating matriarch permeate the fabric of modern society (e.g., Hazell &
Clarke, 2008; Smith, 2013; Tyree, 2011; Ward et al., 2013; though see Woodard & Mastin, 2005
and Baker, 2005 for some exceptions in magazines). Essential to Black feminist thought is the
notion that all Black women serve as Black intellectuals, creating space wherein externally
defined images of Black womanhood are rejected, and personally defined images emerge and are
uplifted. This reclamation of institutionally devalued information positions Black feminist
thought as a critical social theory that destabilizes traditional conceptions of knowledge
production, challenges positivistic assumptions of objectivity, and disrupts existing hierarchies.
The decision to describe the principles of these theories separately obfuscates the
significant conceptual overlap between them. Indeed, though Black feminist thought and
intersectionality are cited separately here, both emerged from a similar historical and
sociopolitical context that demanded the centering of Black women’s voices. Importantly,
neither of these works were intended as analytical tools for use in psychological research but
were instead disseminated for the purpose of combatting social injustice (McCormick-Huhn et
al., 2019; Warner et al., 2018). As such, the depoliticization of these theories and their use in
academic research has been the focus of ample debate. The proliferation especially of “weak
intersectionality”—intersectional work that fails to consider how psychologists can take their
efforts beyond the confines of the ivory tower to create transformative change (Shin et al.,

2017)—has created a dilemma wherein work that operates largely within disciplinary standards



and neglects issues of power beyond demographic descriptors has become the norm (Cole, 2020;
McCormick-Huhn et al., 2019; Sabik et al., 2021). Worse yet, the popularization of these works
has led to scholarship that in some ways reifies existing inequalities, both within and outside of
academic institutions (Grzanka, 2020; McCormick-Huhn et al., 2019; Sabik et al., 2021; Settles
et al., 2020). At a minimum, these theories should be used to evaluate the ability of policy to
serve the multiply marginalized, with their primary concern being the disruption of oft-
normalized social injustices in our society.

Although not their intended purpose, intersectionality and Black feminist thought do
provide a framework for understanding the sociohistorical context that may simultaneously
create cultural pressure for Black women to embody hypersexualized stereotypes of their group
while also using this imagery to justify their relegation to the margins (Collins, 2002). The
jezebel stereotype represents one cultural image that normalizes and sanctions the sexual
exploitation of Black women. One prominent figure that illustrates the intersection of cultural
images, policy, and institutions is Sarah Baartman, a Khoisan woman sold to white colonizers
and whose body became the subject of scientific scrutiny and erotic projection in life and death,
at which time a cast of her body was put on display in museums until the mid- to late-1970s
(Gordon-Chipembere, 2011; Henderson, 2014; Hobson, 2018b). Baartman’s story is
simultaneously singular yet exemplary of the ongoing objectification and commodification of
Black women’s bodies that render the question of individual autonomy, agency, and enjoyment
of sexualization so complex for Black women to navigate. In my own work, Black feminist
thought and intersectionality serve as a critical lens through which Black women’s experiences
can (and perhaps should) be understood.

Tests of objectification theory among Black women



Before discussing the small body of work that has sought to understand Black women’s
experiences of sexual objectification (one facet of self-sexualization), I will review common
measures of objectification to offer greater understanding of their potential utility in capturing
Black women'’s lived experience. The Body Surveillance subscale of the Objectified Body
Consciousness Scale (McKinley & Hyde, 1996) and the Self-Objectification Questionnaire
(SOQ; Noll & Fredrickson, 1996) are the most cited measures of women'’s self-objectification,
each capturing different facets of objectification. The Body Surveillance Subscale assesses the
extent to which individuals monitor their appearance and prioritize their body’s appearance over
their body’s comfort (sample item: “During the day, I think about how I look many times”). The
Self-Objectification Questionnaire reflects the extent to which individuals value the observable,
appearance related aspects of their physical self-concept relative to the non-observable,
competence related aspects of their physical self-concept. Here, participants are asked to rank the
relative importance of different aspects of their self-concept, including competence related items
such as “stamina” and appearance related items such as “muscle tone.” It is also important to
note the development of Lewis’ (2016) Gendered Racial Microaggression Scale, which includes
an “Assumptions of Beauty and Sexual Objectification” subscale; however, this measure
captures interpersonal experiences of sexual objectification grounded in gendered racism rather
than the internalization of these messages, differentiating it from other self-objectification scales.
In the literature more broadly, the use of different measures reflects different theoretical
conceptualizations of how the process of objectification unfolds; in work with Black women,
researchers have predominantly used the body surveillance subscale.

Scholars using these scales to empirically test assumptions of objectification theory

among Black women have generally supported the core tenets of the theory, with some



qualifiers. The theory argues that within our patriarchal society, women encounter and
internalize a variety of sexually objectifying representations that intimate their societal value
comes from their utility to others. This internalization of the objectifying male gaze, in turn,
contributes to worsened mental and physical health for women. In one of the first studies to
investigate these associations among Black women, Buchanan and colleagues (2008) tested how
skin tone and body surveillance predicted self-objectification (as measured by SOQ) among a
convenience sample of 117 Black women aged 18-59 (median =22, SD = 8.73). Here, body and
skin tone surveillance predicted self-objectification, which in turn predicted women’s feelings of
shame concerning their body and skin tone. Other studies have used regression and path analysis
to link Black women’s self-objectification to higher levels of depressive affect (Carr et al., 2014;
Mitchell & Mazzeo, 2009; Watson et al., 2013), more anxiety, body shame, and disordered
eating (Awad et al., 2020; Watson et al., 2013). These studies have also highlighted ethnic
identity as a protective factor and the internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals as a risk factor
for experiencing negative consequences of self-objectification (though see Awad et al., 2020 for
an exception regarding ethnic/racial identity as a protective factor). A few issues temper the
conclusions that can be drawn from these findings, including the use of composite variables
(Mitchell & Mazzeo, 2009) and small or niche samples (all studies <300 participants; one study
focused on 144 women seeking mental health treatment). Together, this work underscores the
deleterious effects of self-objectification for Black women’s mental health.

Using structural equation modeling to examine racial group differences in objectification
theory’s proposed connections has also been revealing. Schaefer and colleagues (2018) tested a
model linking body surveillance and body shame to disordered eating among Black, white, and

Latina women. In this sample, Black women reported significantly lower levels of body
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surveillance compared to white women, and these feelings were less strongly linked to
disordered eating. However, when Black women’s surveillance contributed to feelings of body
shame, they reported similar levels of disordered eating compared to white women. There are
several statistical limitations to note in his study: firstly, group sizes were quite disparate (white
n = 880; Hispanic n = 133, Black n = 116), meaning that beta estimates for Hispanic and Black
women were less precise than those for white women. Secondly, this study used item parceling
to establish their measurement model, which makes it difficult to determine individual item
loading onto the latent constructs. Finally, the fit criteria used were internally inconsistent and
the measurement model criteria were more lax than the structural model criteria, making it
difficult to know just how well these items operated for Black and Hispanic women. Taken
together, we see from this work that the physical and mental health consequences of
objectification originally theorized hold true for Black women, both with and without the
integration of culturally relevant constructs to these models, but that the models tested could still
be psychometrically improved upon by reconsidering the application of traditional measures of
self-objectification.
Expanding work to include self-sexualization: Theoretical considerations

As noted earlier, researchers have hotly contested whether it is possible for women who
self-sexualize to be empowered, though much of this debate focuses on how self-sexualization
may provide benefits in some situations yet prove deleterious in others. Some theorists have
proposed that women’s enacting and embracing a sexually appealing appearance represents their
efforts to reclaim their body and is a healthy expression of their sexuality (e.g., Levy, 2006);
others have asserted that enjoyment of sexualization represents another instance wherein

women’s bodies are treated as consumable objects, while societal inequalities between women
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and men remain unchanged (e.g., de Wilde et al., 2021; Gregus et al., 2014). Relatedly, some
scholars (e.g., Gill, 2008) argue that the focus on individual women in debates concerning sexual
empowerment unduly puts the onus on the individual to overcome inequalities. Further
complicating this issue is the fact that in some situations, conceding or compromising one’s
sexual or bodily boundaries may be the only way a woman can meet her basic needs (i.e., food,
shelter, physical safety; Bay-Cheng, 2019). Finally, because attractiveness and sexiness are often
equated in our society, some women do receive patriarchal benefits from self-sexualizing (e.g.,
Hamilton et al., 2019; Murnen & Smolak, 2013), which some could argue represent a form of
empowerment; yet these rewards only reinforce the notion that a woman’s value comes primarily
from her body and sexual appeal. With some exceptions (e.g., Bay-Cheng, 2019), this work has
discussed the derivation of empowerment from sexualization without regard to race or identity.

Rather than drawing wholesale conclusions regarding the outcomes of sexualization,
other researchers have chosen to make an argument that different contextual factors and
conditions may differentiate the downstream consequences of sexualization. For example, some
scholars posit that in certain contexts such as romantic relationships, the negative effects of
sexualization may be offset by the equality, consent, and respect shared between individuals
involved (Bogaert & Brotto, 2014; Meltzer, 2020; Nussbaum, 1995); still others argue that the
experience of being sexualized inherently precludes the possibility of equality, consent, and
respect, because an individual’s personhood is denied in the process (Calogero & Siegel, 2018).
Outside of the romantic context, research with predominantly white samples has illustrated that
white women who self-sexualize in professional contexts are most often penalized, viewed as
less honest, trustworthy, and capable (Infanger et al., 2016). Furthermore, Black women in

qualitative literature frequently comment that their larger bodies are deemed unprofessional or
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sexualized and note double standards between Black and white women concerning what clothing
is read as sexual due to differences in body size or proportions (e.g., Hesse-Biber et al., 2010;
Ringrose et al., 2019). Taken together, this work broaches important questions as to the
conditions and contexts wherein engaging in self-sexualizing behavior may or may not be
empowering.

Though Black women have largely been excluded from the psychological literature
exploring the consequences of sexualization, there has been extensive writing on the impact and
legacy of hypersexualized portrayals of Black women, particularly focused on Sarah Baartman
(Ashley, 2021; Crais & Scully, 2021; Derbew, 2019; Halliday, 2020; Hobson, 2018a, 2018b;
Hoxworth, 2017; Lyons, 2018). These writings, often sociological or anthropological in nature,
remark extensively on the complexities of Black women’s efforts to reclaim their bodily
autonomy while rejecting stereotypical, reductionist representations that seek to dehumanize
them. Prominent in these writings is an emphasis on Black women’s joy, power, and pride in
African heritage that survives in the face of persistent white colonialism (Halliday, 2020;
Hobson, 2018; Gentles-Peart, 2020). In qualitative investigations from a psychological
perspective, it is important to note that Black women do report interpersonal experiences of
sexualization as a concern, even in romantic contexts where equality, consent, and respect are
presumed to be present (Crooks et al., 2019; Silvestrini, 2020). Furthermore, understanding
Black women’s experiences of sexualization is particularly relevant as the historical and modern-
day stereotype of Black women as hypersexual jezebels represents a socially sanctioned form of
inappropriately imposing sexuality upon Black women, a direct component of the definition of
sexualization. Given the multifaceted nature of self-sexualization and the relevance of this

historical context for Black women, the implications of self-sexualization may be distinct from
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those gleaned from literature on self-objectification and from previous literature that has focused
on white women. Thus, Black women may feel motivated to avoid this type of behavior to avoid
aligning themselves with harmful stereotypes in society or may be motivated to engage in this
type of behavior in order to resist these externally defined images of Black women, turning
behavior that may otherwise be deemed reductive into an act of resistance and liberation.
Exploring sexualization among Black women

Though no qualitative studies to date have focused on the issue of enjoying or deriving
empowerment from sexualization among Black women, there have been three qualitative studies
in the field of psychology that have examined Black girls’ experiences. Lamb and colleagues
(Lamb & Plocha, 2015; Lamb et al. 2016) sought to understand how a sample of diverse girls (12
of 17 whom reported their race as Black or biracial Black) navigated the issue of being sexy (as
defined and discussed by the participants). Girls talked about Black women with darker skin
having to try harder to be sexy or having to have the perfect body to “make up” for the fact that
they were dark skinned. Girls described different standards of what qualified as sexually
provocative clothing for Black and white girls and described the potential dangers of being “too
sexy too soon.” Though girls wanted to be sexy for themselves, their conversation belied
knowledge that it is hard to be sexy for oneself. Interestingly, the authors of these studies note a
certain distance present in a lot of these themes, wherein girls were more willing to talk about
other girls’ sexiness and the consequences of it, rather than discussing their own sexuality. In
another study of diverse adolescent girls by Ringrose and colleagues (2019), similar themes
emerged regarding double standards for clothing. Whereas white girls in this study sought to

reap patriarchal benefits from self-sexualizing, Black girls resisted the notion of deriving
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empowerment from sexualization, instead emphasizing how such behavior would lead to
punishment in school contexts or even endanger their physical safety in the world at large.

Two studies have explored the consequences of enjoyment of sexualization for Black
women within a quantitative framework. The first study examined how Black women’s
enjoyment of sexualization was associated with their sexual agency, while also considering the
mediating role of body shame and the moderating role of Jezebel stereotype awareness (Jerald,
2018). Here, the author found that Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization was linked
directly to greater sexual agency (measured as sexual assertiveness, sexual shame, and sexual
guilt) but linked indirectly to less sexual agency when mediated by body shame. In other words,
Black women who reported greater enjoyment of sexualization reported greater sexual
assertiveness and less negative affect concerning their sexual experiences; but if their enjoyment
of sexualization engendered feelings of body shame, they reported less sexual assertiveness and
more negative affect concerning their sexual experiences. Another study explored the mental
health and self-esteem consequences of enjoyment of sexualization for Black and white girls
aged 13-18 (Grower et al., 2021). In this case, Black girls’ enjoyment of sexualization was linked
to greater depression, anxiety, and hostility, but was unrelated to their self-esteem or body
shame.

Given that these studies did not find enjoyment of sexualization universally deleterious,
they highlight the nuance necessary to understand Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization.
From the qualitative literature, there is a gap in analyses of adult Black women’s experiences; it
will be important to examine what aspects of adolescent girls’ experiences may generalize to
adult women. From this qualitative literature, themes related to maintaining bodily autonomy and

being “sexy for oneself” likely persist, as Black women must construct a sense of Black
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womanhood that resists externally defined stereotypes (Collins, 2002). From the quantitative
literature, it is notable that both studies reviewed here made use of the enjoyment of
sexualization scale to quantify one aspect of Black women’s experiences with sexualization.
From the perspective of a general body image measure, this scale has utility for understanding
Black women’s experiences because it taps into both affective and behavioral aspects of body
image, but further attention should be given to understanding the psychometric properties of this
measure given that it was normed and developed with a sample of predominantly white women.
Qualitative work on Black women’s global body image

Though Black women’s negotiation of sexualization is under-studied, a foundational
understanding of Black women’s connections to their bodies can be gleaned from qualitative and
quantitative literature investigating their body image more generally. Here, numerous qualitative
studies provide a valuable groundwork regarding both the external and internal characteristics
that inform Black women’s general thoughts, feelings, and behaviors related to their body (Awad
et al., 2015; Parker et al., 1995; Rubin et al., 2003; Watson et al., 2019). These studies typically
recruit largely middle or higher socioeconomic status college and graduate students, though a
few studies have used snowball sampling or convenience sampling; in general, their average age
is slightly higher than participants recruited in the predominantly white college samples that
comprise a majority of the body image literature.

Contrary to core findings within the body image literature that underscored white
women’s persistent dissatisfaction with their weight, shape, and size (Bucchianeri et al., 2013;
Jacobi & Fittig, 2010), qualitative investigations among samples of Black women have
emphasized their preference for larger body sizes and the importance of culturally relevant

features. First, this work reveals that Black women do comment on weight and shape, but do so
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in such a way that highlights the beauty of heavier bodies or of having curves in the right places,
rejecting the thin-ideal as central to being beautiful (Appleford, 2016; Gentles-Peart, 2018; 2020;
Kelch-Oliver & Ancis, 2011; Poran, 2006). Furthermore, commentary on weight and shape is not
the dominant appearance theme emerging from this literature; instead, Black women often
discuss their hair, its texture and thickness, and its style as important to their self-image. Despite
experiencing frequent microaggressions concerning their hair, Black women report investing a
lot of time, effort, and money into wearing their hair naturally (or not) and feel a sense of pride
in their hair, the varied ways it can be worn, and its use for personal expression (Awad et al.,
2015; Capodilupo & Kim, 2014; Pope, Corona, & Belgrave, 2014; Rubin, Fitts, & Becker,
2003). Black women also comment extensively on the importance of skin tone to their body
image, with experiences of colorism particularly salient in their reflections, discussing
interpersonal and institutional bias in favor of those with lighter complexions and an
overrepresentation of light skinned women in the media, perpetuating beauty ideals unattainable
to many (Appleford, 2016; Awad et al., 2015; Capodilupo & Kim, 2014; Kelch-Oliver & Ancis,
2011; Poran, 2006; Rosario et al., 2021). This literature suggests that although Black women do
experience body image concerns, these concerns are generally focused on hair and skin tone, and
typically reflect efforts towards self-acceptance or appreciation.

The arduous process of individual self-acceptance or rejection conveyed by Black women
in these body image narratives in some ways reflects institutional pressures in action. In the
American context, the importance that Black women imbue their hair styling preferences echoes
a fraught history wherein Black women’s natural hair was deemed unattractive or likened to
wool, a cultural message naturalizing the view of Black women as objects, or even animals.

Though these ideologies may seem a distant relic to some, societal devaluation of Black
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women’s hair is evident in workplace and school discrimination against natural and protective
hairstyles (Dawson et al., 2019; Mbilishaka et al., 2020; Rogers et al., 2021); policy efforts to
end such discrimination (Donahoo & Smith, 2019; Hamilton, 2021); and the personal efforts of
many women to undergo the painful process of chemically straightening their hair (Dodson et al.,
2021; Robinson, 2011). A similar interpretational lens can be applied to Black women’s
valuation of skin tone as a central part of their body image, replicating historical and modern-day
norms wherein approximating whiteness is rewarded and embodied Blackness is penalized
(Awad et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2021; Gaztambide-Ferndndez & Angod, 2020). This colorism is
evident in multiple domains, including the relative absence of darker skinned Black women in
(for example) high profile positions due to discrimination in industry hiring (Deloitte, 2018;
Ortiz & Roscigno, 2009), and their invisibility from or relegation to more stereotypical media
portrayals which deny them a more complex, human experience (Brown et al., 2021; Smith,
2013; Tyree, 2011). Although both Black men and Black women experience biased treatment
concerning societal interpretations of hair texture and skin tone, hegemonic femininity renders
appearance special importance in determining a woman’s value (Collins, 2002). The societal
overvaluation of appearance for women renders skin tone and hair texture prominent tools used
to exclude Black women from “achieving” hegemonic femininity while encouraging them to
assimilate to mainstream, white supremacist norms. Thus, the emphasis on skin tone and hair
texture in Black women’s constructions of body image may reflect an ongoing struggle to assert
and reclaim personal and cultural conceptions of beauty in the face of systemic oppression that
prioritizes Eurocentric beauty ideals.

Black women’s appreciation for larger body sizes can also be understood as a product of

intersecting systems of oppression and their own efforts to reclaim bodily autonomy. On the one
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hand, all individuals in larger bodies encounter discrimination based on body size due to rampant
fatphobia (a form of ableism) in our society, including discrimination by educators, employers,
health professionals, and media (Ata & Thompson, 2010; Brochu et al., 2014; Cameron et al.,
2018; Phelan et al., 2015). Yet for Black individuals living in larger bodies, societal judgements
may reflect cultural stereotypes, whereby individuals’ larger bodies may be used as evidence of
personal failures or character flaws (e.g., lazy, undisciplined; Strings, 2019). Whereas white
people living in larger bodies may endure others’ moralistic judgments about their bodies, these
judgments are of individuals, and likely do not represent or provide information about their racial
group (Boero, 2013; Farrell, 2011). These cultural stereotypes of larger Black individuals again
serve to maintain existing oppression, whereby society’s view of Black people as lazy or
undisciplined is used to naturalize their oppression and make systemic inequalities seem like the
result of personal failings (Campo & Mastin, 2007). This thinking intentionally minimizes the
fact that thinness has become a marker of privilege, attained only by those with the time, energy,
and financial resources to prepare healthy meals and exercise at leisure. As previously
mentioned, though both Black men and women experience discrimination based on larger body
sizes, Black women’s embrace of larger body sizes may represent a form of resistance against
white supremacist and patriarchal narratives that would use their larger bodies to dehumanize
them, exclude them from the category of “woman,” or otherwise “other” them (LeBesco, 2011;
Litchfield et al., 2019).

Regarding internal characteristics, findings indicate that Black women extensively
emphasize personality and self-confidence as dictating what is beautiful (Cameron et al., 2018;
Kelch-Oliver & Ancis, 2011; Parker et al., 1995). Black women in these qualitative studies

underscore the importance of “making what you’ve got work for you,” commenting that if a

19



woman feels confident, she can be beautiful (Cameron et al., 2018; Hesse-Biber et al., 2004;
Parker et al., 1995). Personality, attitude, and expression of style also emerge as central to Black
women’s perception of both themselves and other women. In addition, some Black women
comment on strength as being a quality that makes them beautiful, even if society at large fails to
recognize this quality (Watson et al., 2012). Finally, some women highlight spirituality and
health as explicit aspects of realizing that they are beautiful (Cameron et al., 2018; Gentles-Peart,
2018, 2020). Black women in several studies have commented on their body as being “a gift
from God” or a temple to worship and to care for through healthful behaviors to protect and
preserve the body given to them (Appleford, 2016; Pope, Corona, & Belgrave, 2014; Rubin,
Fitts, & Becker, 2003). Some women also invoke spirituality and Christian scripture as a way of
rejecting societal messages about their bodies and reclaiming their inherent beauty (Gentles-
Peart, 2018, 2020).

The valuation of these internal characteristics represents a personalized construction of
beauty that articulates a unique truth in light of white supremacy’s refusal to accept their natural
features as attractive. Given the systemic oppression they experience, it is argued that vibrant
expressions of personality and personal style represent a form of resistance and reclamation,
worth celebrating in their own right (e.g., Halliday, 2020). Furthermore, the idea of “making
what you’ve got work for you” makes beauty something that any Black woman can achieve,
rather than something prescriptive and only attainable to a select few. In identifying strength as
something that makes someone beautiful, Black women express appreciation of a personal
characteristic that has unfortunately been necessary for their survival in the face of continued
racism, sexism, and gendered racism (Davis & Afifi 2019; Watson & Hunter 2016; Woods-

Giscombé, 2010). Though outside the scope of this dissertation, it is noteworthy that recent
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research has identified the pitfalls of identifying strength as central to Black women’s self-
concept, representing a schema or stereotype that presents Black women as invulnerable,
dehumanizing them by making them superhuman (Armstrong, 2020; Jones et al., 2021; Nelson et
al., 2020). Finally, that Black women in this literature frequently invoke religion and spirituality
as a part of their body image experience reflects the importance of the church and religious
institutions within their communities, which often act as a hub of political discussion and
dissemination of resources (Mattis et al., 2019; Reed & Neville, 2014). Many Black women
convene and confront gendered racism and heteropatriarchy within and outside of the church,
turning to scripture to cope with chronic stressors such as discrimination (Higginbotham, 1997;
Taylor et al., 2003).

These empirical findings shed some light on how Black women may experience or come
to enjoy sexualization. For example, Black women’s valuation of personal style and confidence
may position them to enjoy sexualization despite externally defined messages that devalue their
beauty. Changing how women style their hair or choosing clothes that “mak[e] what you’ve got
work for you” may represent a form of reclaiming bodily autonomy in the face of deleterious
cultural messages that would render their bodies simultaneously asexual and hypersexual. This
body of research also implicates the importance of grappling with hegemonic femininity. Though
it remains an open question whether Black women seek to attain or approximate hegemonic
femininity, qualitative data do suggest that the approximation or rejection of hegemonic beauty
ideals is relevant to Black women’s construction of a personal sense of beauty. These studies
raise the question: Might Black women seek the validation and recognition of their beauty that
accompanies sexualization? Conversely, might Black women especially eschew sexualization to

distance themselves from hypersexualizing stereotypes borne out of slavery that continue into the
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present day? This duality, one potential explanation for how Black women may orient
themselves towards or away from sexualization, renders enjoyment of sexualization a
particularly complex construct to investigate.

Though distinct from the general literature on Black women’s body image, there is also
one qualitative study of note that has explored how Black women’s interpersonal experiences of
sexual objectification influenced their mental health and physical safety concerns, implicating
the male gaze as particularly dangerous (Watson et al., 2012). Interviews with 20 heterosexual
Black women aged 18-53 (Mage= 30, SD = 7.83) from predominantly working- or middle-class
backgrounds revealed frequent experiences of interpersonal objectification, ranging from body
evaluation from others, unwanted sexual advances, and the encountering of sexualized imagery
of African American women. Participants in this study explicitly described how the historical
context of slavery deprived Black women ownership of their own bodies, and instead gave men,
within the culture of patriarchy, a sense of entitlement to women’s bodies, cultivating an
expectation that Black women self-objectify for the benefit of others, including their romantic
partners. Women who reported more sexually objectifying experiences also reported higher
internalization of an objectified body consciousness, more engagement in disordered eating
behaviors, greater anxiety concerning their physical safety, higher psychological and emotional
distress, and more interpersonal consequences than women who reported fewer interpersonal
sexual objectification experiences. Some women reported restrictive eating tendencies as a
means of conforming to mainstream beauty ideals, whereas others reported overeating to gain
weight and become "unattractive" in the eyes of mainstream society, to avoid sexual harassment.

To cope, Black women sought social support, intellectualized their experiences, sat with their
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emotions, fought the objectification by ignoring or speaking out against the perpetrators, and
used spirituality as a source of comfort.

The perspectives shared in this study demonstrate the ways in which the pernicious
perpetration of harmful stereotypical images have served to naturalize the idea of sexualized
Black women. Aside from emphasizing the very real impact of these interpersonal experiences of
sexual objectification, this study also demonstrates women’s varied responses and coping
mechanisms. The fact that some women reported trying to lose weight to attain a Eurocentric
thin-ideal whereas others tried to gain weight to distance themselves from it highlights the
pressures of hegemonic femininity at play. Bodily, Black women in this study professed two
choices: To “lean in” and try to conform to the ideal, or to gain weight as a form of rejection of
hegemonic femininity. In each case, these decisions Black women made to change their bodies in
the face of sexual objectification represent an instance wherein institutional pressures suppressed
individual agency by forcing women to behave in reactive ways. Aside from this body-sized-
based coping, some women in this study did report active resistance (i.e., confronting the
perpetrators of objectification), though the ability of some women to do so is likely dependent on
their feelings of safety (or lack thereof) in those situations. Though a single study, this research
demonstrates the continued relevance of objectification for Black women; although the study
was conceptualized within an objectification framework, having sexuality inappropriately
imposed upon them (one facet of sexualization) is a core part of the ethos motivating the
participants’ responses.

Across this small body of literature, Black women frequently cite both internal and
external characteristics as contributing to their body image, including characteristics such as

personality, confidence, personal style, hair style and texture, and skin tone. A few of these
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studies explicitly revealed Black women’s awareness of the historical context within which they
came to love their bodies, as well as negative feelings about their bodies resulting from the
propagation of problematic beauty ideals through modern day media. Of note, the modern-day
media were seen to showcase often unrealistic and unattainable images of beauty for Black
women that overrepresented phenotypic features approximating whiteness (thin, light skinned,
straight or wavy hair), and at other times reduced Black women to hypersexualized caricatures
(Capodilupo & Kim, 2014; Kelch-Oliver & Ancis, 2011). Women remarked upon the “absence
of the everyday Black woman” from these media portrayals, highlighting that they are left to
construct their own sense of beauty in the absence of positive media role models embodying
their features, perhaps suggesting an alternative pathway through which Black women could
come to enjoy sexualization while maintaining a sense of agency and bodily autonomy.
Quantitative investigations of Black women’s bodies have built upon this work in a few ways,
predominantly through investigating Black-white group differences in body image or examining
mediating and moderating factors such as ethnic identity or thin-ideal internalization. I review
this work below.
Quantitative investigations of Black women’s body image

To identify and quantify systematic patterns in Black women’s feelings about their
bodies, scholars have used a number of approaches, each with strengths and weaknesses. It is
important to note that no single qualitative or quantitative study can provide a complete picture
of Black women’s experiences, but that each approach serves to answer different empirical
questions informed by theory. Before diving into these methods in greater detail, I offer an
important caveat that should temper conclusions drawn from this work as a whole: Except when

otherwise noted, these studies make use of scales normed and developed with non-representative,
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predominantly white samples, often during a time when the field’s understanding and application
of psychometric theory was not on par with the current standards. Though I address this
limitation in my subsequent review of this literature, it is worthy of separate note, because this
limitation dramatically undercuts the confidence with which we can say a certain pattern of
results applies to Black women when Black women were not adequately represented in the
development and validation samples for a given measure.

One approach has been to investigate mean level differences in Black and white women’s
body image. This approach is typically older, uses smaller samples of predominantly college
women, and looks at mean level differences in existing measures of body image such as the
Body Image Ideals Questionnaire, Body Shape Questionnaire, or the Multidimensional Body-
Self Relations Questionnaire. These studies have demonstrated that Black women report lower
levels of body dissatisfaction, engage in fewer behaviors aimed at controlling their weight, and
are less preoccupied with weight gain than are white women (e.g., Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Roberts,
et al., 2006; Watson et al., 2019). This early approach has the benefit of documenting intergroup
differences but highlights the need for measures more attuned to Black women’s experiences.
The conclusion we might draw from this early work is that Black women (on average) have
fewer body image concerns than their white counterparts, but it is evident from the body of
qualitative work discussed earlier that such an interpretation is problematic. Black women do
report body image concerns related to skin tone and hair texture, and researchers have indeed
increasingly recognized that this early literature’s overreliance on measures normed and
developed with white women minimized Black women’s body image concerns because they
failed to assess culturally relevant aspects of appearance. Furthermore, the proliferation of a

curvy body ideal may come with its own pitfalls because this emphasis on attaining a particular
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body shape may act as just one more prescriptive, largely unachievable ideal, a reality rendered
invisible by scales designed to assess white women’s preoccupation with having a smaller body.

One common argument presented as part of discussing these mean difference findings is
that perhaps Black women’s cultural context provides support for larger bodies, cultivating more
positive body image for Black women (e.g., Rucker & Cash, 1992). However, it is difficult to
draw firm conclusions regarding this hypothesis, as much work examining mean level
differences utilizes existing measures of body image normed with white women and only applies
a cultural lens in post-hoc explanations rather than explicitly examining these factors as a part of
the study (Roberts et al., 2006; Schaefer et al., 2015). The use of quantitative averages in the
mean difference approach also means that much nuance is lost in the data provided: more
information could be gleaned by using more advanced statistical techniques attending to
variability in participants’ responses rather than collapsing across items. Furthermore, this mean
difference approach diminishes the value of studying Black women’s body image as a topic unto
itself, instead framing Black women’s experiences solely in contrast to those of white women. In
this way, mean difference work inadvertently reifies institutional practices that “other” Black
women, presenting them as a foil to white women. Though beyond the scope of the current
study, it is also intriguing to speculate on the ways in which the narrative of Black women’s
reporting few body image concerns serves to dehumanize Black women; if white women’s
negative feelings about their body are so common that empirical research labeled this
phenomenon “normative body discontent,” contrary findings with Black women may intimate
that they are abnormal or “superhuman” for being unconcerned with appearance.

A second methodological approach has been to test factors that could moderate Black

women’s body image, such as ethnic identity and internalization of the thin ideal. Studies that
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have incorporated these constructs address important individual differences and generally bear
out expectations that individuals with lower ethnic identity and greater thin-ideal internalization
report higher levels of body dissatisfaction, greater disordered eating symptomatology, and more
weight concerns (Gilbert, Crump, Madhere, & Schultz, 2009; Jefferson & Stake, 2009;
Rakhkovskaya & Warren, 2014; Shuttlesworth & Zotter, 2011; Warren, 2014; Wood & Petrie,
2010; though see Davies et al., 2020 for an exception). A related approach has used either
quantitative or qualitative methods to interrogate the sociocultural contexts in which Black
women have been socialized. For example, a qualitative study by Hesse-Biber, Livingstone,
Ramirez, Barko, and Johnson (2010) used semi-structured interviews to identify four groups of
college women who varied in the extent to which they aligned themselves with Eurocentric
beauty ideals. Their findings reveal that Black women who had internalized this ideal were more
likely to have been raised in predominantly white communities, while those who conceptualized
beauty more broadly were more likely to have been raised in predominantly Black communities
(Hesse-Biber et al., 2010). This work highlights the value of investigating individual difference
factors shaped by sociocultural contexts that influence women’s feelings about their bodies.
When considering the inclusion of moderators as a quantitative framework within an
intersectional paradigm, there are some clear advantages over the simpler mean-difference
approach. First, exploring the role of potential moderators of Black women’s body image serves
to center their experience and understand it in a more nuanced way. Rather than assuming Black
women all share the same body image experiences, this approach considers the way in which
context informs individuals’ feelings about their body. That said, these measures do tend to use
personality-focused variables to capture context rather than directly assessing context itself. Yet,

using measures such as racial identity or internalization of the thin ideal does move beyond the
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pitfall of using dichotomous demographic descriptors as stand-ins for complex concepts, instead
measuring participants’ actual attitudes concerning identity and identity-informed constructs.
Though the reliance on measures such as thin-ideal internalization frames Black women’s body
image through a construct perhaps more relevant to white women who endorse thinness as an
ideal, Black women’s general rejection of the thin ideal as personally relevant does not indicate
the absence of societal pressure to conform to it. In this way, thin-ideal internalization could be
considered a reflection of white, patriarchal pressures for Black women to conform to hegemonic
femininity; in a context focused analysis, it would follow that some environments exhibit greater
institutional pressure than others.

Building upon this work, a third approach has been to incorporate culturally relevant
appearance concerns such as skin tone and hair texture into quantitative work examining Black
women’s body image (Capodilupo, 2015; Lewis & Neville, 2015; Watson et al., 2013; Webb et
al., 2014). For example, Webb and colleagues (2014) used culturally relevant and ethnically
neutral figure rating scales to assess Black adolescent girls’ body satisfaction. Findings indicated
that girls endorsed a personal ideal smaller than their actual body size but selected a cultural
ideal larger than their body size, perhaps reflecting their navigation of competing body norms.
Sampling young adult women aged 20-36, Capodilupo (2015) looked at both generic body image
(Body Esteem Scale; Franzoi & Shields, 1984) and culturally relevant beauty ideals (a modified
version of the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire-3, Markland & Oliver,
2008; e.g., internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals) to better understand Black women’s
negotiation of these competing ideals. Results showed that although Black women generally did
not report body shape concerns, those who reported greater internalization of Eurocentric beauty

ideals reported worse body esteem in other dimensions. Finally, Gautier (2021) explored how
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ethnic identity and womanist consciousnesses (defined in this study as the integration of gender
and ethnic identity) predicted Black college women’s satisfaction with skin tone and hair texture;
intriguingly, womanist consciousness predicted greater satisfaction with racially relevant aspects
of body image, above and beyond ethnic identity. This work both highlights the importance of
including culturally relevant variables as part of the analyses and underscores the need for taking
intersectional perspectives in quantitative work, as the integration of these perspectives and
variables may reveal unique associations in the data that would otherwise be overlooked.

The incorporation of culturally relevant measures is one way to capture Black women’s
body image more meaningfully. In the above studies, incorporation of these measures
highlighted the impact of white supremacy and patriarchy in cultivating certain ideals that Black
women wrestled with accepting or rejecting. One limitation of this body of work is that measures
used therein (e.g., the modified SATAQ) were often created for the purpose of the individual
studies, making it difficult to determine the validity or generalizability of the findings.
Researchers need to be aware of the costs and benefits of taking such an approach, determining
whether it is more important to operate within disciplinary norms by using previously validated
measures or to create novel measures not subjected to equally thorough psychometric evaluation.
However, results from singular studies may still serve as a springboard for future research,
prompting work in a novel area or the development of culturally relevant measures.

A fourth way that researchers have developed a deeper understanding of Black women’s
body image is through structural equation modeling, factor analysis, and measurement invariance
testing (Burnette et al., 2020; Epperson et al., 2016; Kashubeck-West et al., 2013; Warren,
2014). This approach provides greater statistical flexibility over traditional regression methods or

path analysis models by accounting for error in measurement and creating avenues to explore
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bias in psychological assessments, though researchers need to exercise caution not to
overgeneralize the psychometric properties of a scale to samples that differ from those in a given
study. Existing literature provides some evidence that previously validated body image measures
may be misapplied to Black women. For example, a study by Kashubeck-West and colleages
(2013) examined the factor structure of three established measures among 278 Black women
aged 18-60 (Mage = 29.94, SD=9.35): the Multidimensional Body Self-Relations Questionnaire,
the Sociocultural Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire, and the Body Dissatisfaction
subscale of the Eating Disorder Inventory. Though these scales demonstrated good discriminant
and convergent validity, as well as good internal consistency, among this sample, the previously
validated factor structure fit the data poorly. Exploratory factor analysis revealed either different
factors than previously validated or similar factors comprised of different items (Kashubeck-
West et al., 2013). Other psychometric evaluations of body image measures have come to similar
conclusions, but these studies have used more lenient criteria, making it difficult to draw firm
conclusions from their analyses (Epperson et al., 2016; Warren, 2014). Still, this work
underscores another way in which scholars have attempted to work within the constraints of
existing measures to develop a quantitative understanding of Black women’s body image.
Taking a psychometric approach to understanding Black women’s body image has the
advantage of explicitly interrogating the assumption of how certain scales operate when applied
to samples that differ from the development and validation samples. Given that properties of
scales often assumed to be constant are in fact sample dependent (reliability, validity, internal
consistency, factor structure), psychometric re-evaluation of existing measures is an essential
step for any study interested in understanding a particular group’s experience, in the absence of

developing entirely new measures. In addition, structural equation modeling provides researchers
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with insight into both construct level information (through item loadings) and model level
information (through fit indices), though decisions concerning these models should be both
statistically and theoretically supported. However, this approach is not without issues; in some
ways, measurement invariance testing across groups could be considered a more statistically
advanced form of mean-difference testing, framing participants’ experiences in contrast to
majority groups. Moreover, some researchers may misapply psychometric and item response
theories as a means of validating biased or problematic measures or for “correcting” for biased
items when revision or wholesale reinvention of a measure may be more appropriate.

As a whole, the quantitative literature investigating Black women’s body image more
broadly provides several valuable insights concerning Black women’s experiences and potential
enjoyment of sexualization. This work suggests that Black women contend with competing
norms of beauty and appearance, and that different race and gender ideologies (e.g., racial
identity or internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals) may significantly differentiate their
experiences in different contexts. Furthermore, this body of work has made a meaningful effort
not to treat Black women as a monolith. It seems clear from this literature that mean difference
work fails to meaningfully capture Black women’s body image and that caution should be taken
in framing their experiences solely in reference to the white majority because this may serve to
“other” them. Rather than making assumptions of how certain scales operate, structural equation
model approaches informed by psychometric theory may be an important first step in identifying
which aspects of existing scales are and are not appropriate and in moving our understanding of
Black women’s body image forward. Accordingly, the current dissertation makes use of
psychometric theory and structural equation modeling to develop a more nuanced understanding

of Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization.
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Exploring within group heterogeneity of Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization

An often overlooked, but equally important consideration in this discussion of whether
women derive empowerment from sexualization is the question of developmental stage and age.
Though much research has been devoted to this issue in general, there is a clear delineation of
when developmental stage recedes from the empirical discussion. Much theoretical and empirical
work has focused on the sexualization of girls, including the APA Task Force Report from which
the often-cited definition of sexualization originates; and entire theories have been devoted to
understanding young girls’ internalization of sexualization (APA, 2007; Bigler et al., 2019).
Work focusing on adolescent girls’ experiences also tends to consider developmental stage, if not
in the analysis, then at least in the framing of the work, grappling with how the increased
relevance of peers in adolescence, the impact of emerging romantic and sexual relationships, and
pubertal development and timing may motivate adolescent girls to self-sexualize (Daniels et al.,
2020; Foulkes & Blakemore, 2016; Grower et al., 2019; Lam et al., 2014). As discussions of
sexualization transition into college-aged women and young adults, however, relatively less
literature emphasizes developmental stage. Though there may be some effort to understand how
college environments grant young women more freedoms than afforded them previously,
research generally minimizes developmental stage in studies conducted with the predominantly
white, heterosexual, college-aged women who are presumed to be the norm; as such, findings
regarding their experiences are interpreted in largely decontextualized ways.

The issue of deriving empowerment from sexualization has continued relevance to
women at all ages of the lifespan, who contend with different psychosocial milestones and the
changing ways their bodies are seen and interpreted in society. Considering the many age-

related changes to adult women’s bodies, including changes in weight, distribution of fat on the
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body, changes in hair color and skin (Kipela et al., 2015; Lewis-Smith, 2014), women may
struggle to feel beautiful or sexy in ageist, Western society. Alternatively, it is possible that
changes related to childbirth may increase appreciation for the body’s functionality. Finally,
women’s participation in long-term partnerships may cultivate a sense of body comfort
(Lovering et al., 2018; Raspovic et al., 2020; van den Brink et al., 2017). Research suggests that
many midlife and older women continue to feel dissatisfied with their bodies and continue to
self-objectify (Grippo & Hill, 2008; Robbins & Reissing, 2018a, 2018b; Samuels et al., 2019;
Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Tiggemann, 2004; Quittkat et al., 2019; though see Hockey et al.,
2021 for an exception). However, further nuance is needed to understand this pattern of results;
for example, a study by Grippo and Hill (2008) revealed that although self-objectification and
body surveillance were stable across the lifespan for women aged 40 to 87, older women who
surveilled their bodies were less likely to report body dissatisfaction as a result of that self-
scrutiny (Grippo & Hill, 2008). Furthermore, extant literature also demonstrates that women
have stable or even higher body appreciation—love and respect for the body and what it can
do—as they age, even in the presence of continued self-objectification (Robbins & Reissing,
2018a, 2018b; Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015; Quittkat et al., 2019). These results demonstrate
the complex interplay of positive and negative thoughts, feelings, and evaluations of the body
that change with age.

Though insightful, a discussion of body image changes across the lifespan is inherently
different from a discussion of self-sexualizing across the lifespan, as competing influences on a
woman’s self-concept may make enjoyment of sexualization more or less appealing to her. First,
though objectification theorists posited that women who were middle-aged or older may be more

free from the objectifying male gaze, results from these tests have been equivocal (e.g.,
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Tiggemann & Lynch, 2001; Grippo & Hill, 2008; McKinley, 1999, 2006). Second, the centering
of white women’s experiences and body image concerns fails to capture the sociohistorical
context informing how Black women navigate experiences of sexualization and report enjoying
sexualization. Third, women entering adulthood may want to further emphasize sexual appeal as
they search for a partner; conversely, sexual appeal may become less important as a woman
transitions to motherhood. In other words, we cannot assume that changes in women’s body
image across age will be paralleled by changes in enjoyment of sexualization because these
constructs, and the reasons women have for engaging in behaviors around them, are different.

In addition to considering developmental age and milestones, attention is needed
concerning demographic and ideological correlates of enjoyment of sexualization in order to
develop a richer understanding of this construct. To what extent is there heterogeneity in Black
women’s experiences of enjoyment of sexualization? Given the debate concerning women’s
deriving of empowerment from sexualization, is their endorsement of this construct associated
with traditional or egalitarian gender views? Existing research on Black women’s body image
has uncovered several factors that impact the nature of these self-perceptions, including skin tone
(Awad et al., 2015; Rosario et al., 2021), spirituality (Cameron et al., 2018; Gentles-Peart, 2018,
2020), and the impact of romantic partners (Capodilupo & Kim, 2014; Crooks et al., 2019;
Silvestrini, 2020). Previous research investigating Black women’s experiences of sexual
objectification generally did not include demographic controls, but research with predominantly
white samples have underscored the importance of body mass index (e.g., Awad et al., 2021) and
marital status or the role of partners; these also serve as crude indicators of bodily changes and
developmental milestones that participants may be experiencing (e.g., Claudat & Warren, 2014;

Ramsey et al., 2015; Ramsey & Hoyt, 2017; Saez et al., 2019). In terms of different attitudes and
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ideologies, both racial identity and internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals have been
highlighted as important to Black women’s body image (Capodilupo, 2015; Rakhkovskaya &
Warren, 2014). Given that feminist identification has been investigated in relation to the issue of
deriving empowerment from sexualization (Liss et al., 2013; 2014) and that feminist
identification has been associated with unique aspects of femininity for Black women (Cole &
Zucker, 2007), this variable is also worthy of investigation. Finally, it would be prudent to
investigate if enjoyment of sexualization is linked to more traditional or egalitarian gender-
related views of the self and others, including views of other women as sexual objects,
endorsement of the jezebel stereotype, and diverse body beliefs (e.g., body appreciation, body
shame).
The current study

Taken together, the literature on Black women’s experiences of sexual objectification and
sexualization suggest that sexualization, and especially enjoying sexualization, is an incredibly
relevant topic for Black women. Though existing qualitative literature demonstrates the salience
of hypersexualized imagery in Black women’s lives, there have only been a few studies to
investigate this issue quantitatively. Accordingly, the present dissertation sought to address the
limitations of the prior literature in several ways. First, I explored the psychometric properties of
the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale, one common measure of self-sexualization utilized in the
literature. I chose to focus on this scale because it captures both behavioral and affective aspects
of sexualization (sample item: “When I wear clothing to show off my body, I feel sexy and in
control”). Given the dearth of literature exploring enjoyment of sexualization among adult
women, | used measurement invariance testing to examine whether the proposed factor structure

fit the data equally well for women of different ages.
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Next, I used descriptive analyses to explore the demographic and ideological correlates of
Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization, with the goal of understanding whether these reports
of enjoying sexualization are linked to egalitarian and empowering views or traditional and
constraining views of women’s gender roles and racialized body beliefs. In terms of
demographic variables, I explored the associations between enjoyment of sexualization and age,
educational attainment, income, body mass index, skin tone, religiosity, and marital status.
Regarding ideological and body image correlates, I investigated the link between enjoyment of
sexualization and racial identity, feminist identification, jezebel stereotype endorsement,
internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals, body appreciation, body surveillance, body shame,
the view of other women as sexual objects, and traditional sex role stereotypes. This selection of
variables addressed several questions. I included feminist identification, racial identity, and body
appreciation to explore potential positive or protective correlates of enjoyment of sexualization. I
included body surveillance and body shame as potential negative body image correlates of
enjoyment of sexualization, and internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals as one culturally
relevant negative body image correlate. I included women’s perception of other women as sexual
objects and their endorsement of traditional sex roles as potential indicators of their
disempowering gender role ideologies. Finally, I investigated the association between
participants’ enjoyment of sexualization and their endorsement of the Jezebel stereotype to
capture one culturally relevant gender ideology.

Finally, I used multigroup modeling to explore the mental health and self-esteem
consequences of self-sexualization for both emerging and young adult women. Following from
the core tenets of objectification theory, previous work has explored the mental health

consequences of objectification (e.g., Carr et al., 2008; Mitchell & Mazzeo, 2009); accordingly, I
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would like to explore the impact of enjoyment of sexualization on similar outcomes.
Furthermore, given the debate concerning women’s deriving of empowerment from
sexualization, I would like to investigate the “objective” outcomes of enjoyment of sexualization
for Black women. With these goals in mind, I proposed the following research questions:

RQ1: How will the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale operate psychometrically when
tested among a sample of Black women aged 18-40?

RQ2: Will there be differences in the factor structure or item endorsement for emerging
adult (18-29) and young adult women (30-40)?

RQ3: How will different ideological and body image measures correlate with the
Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale?

RQ4: How will Enjoyment of Sexualization be related to Black women’s mental health
and self-esteem?

RQS5: Will there be differences in the consequences of enjoyment of sexualization for
emerging adult (18-40) and young adult women (30-40) in this sample?
Researcher Positionality

“Mainstream” research has increasingly acknowledged the non-objective nature of the
work we do, calling instead for researchers to recognize their own role in shaping research at
every stage of the process (Banister et al., 2011). As such, I would like to recognize my own
positionality in testing these questions. As a white, middle class, highly educated, cisgender,
heterosexual, able-bodied woman, I have been granted many privileges that influence my lived
experience and the insights I bring to the research process; for this reason, I take special care to
ensure the conclusions I draw are strongly grounded in empirical literature on Black women’s

body image. Important to conducting this work was the fact my committee is comprised
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exclusively of Black women, who can verify and correct my interpretations of my findings as
needed. The theory and empirical research I read, and the service work I do are firmly situated
within an anti-racist framework oriented towards creating social change.

Furthermore, I would like to acknowledge the institution and empirical tradition that I
have been trained within: At a top-tier R1 research university trained predominantly in
quantitative methods, I have been shaped within very specific disciplinary norms that have
chronically dismissed the value of qualitative work and labeled work focused on the experiences
of underrepresented populations in psychology as “niche” or suitable only to be published in
“specialty journals.” Finally, it is worth noting that psychology as a science typically concerns
itself with the antecedents and consequences of individuals’ behavior, rather than focusing on
broader systemic institutions that shape individuals’ experiences (Bowleg, 2021; Hegarty, 2013).
I have undoubtedly internalized, at least to some extent, this disciplinary training and
institutional norms. I actively engage in an ongoing process to unlearn and counter those harmful
messages. Despite these efforts, I recognize that this training is reflected in the research project
described here, which is comprised of predominantly quantitative methods asking individuals

about their individual experiences and behaviors.
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Chapter 2 Methods

Participants

The initial pool of respondents included 725 Black women aged 18-40 living in the
United States recruited through the national survey service, Qualtrics. Of the 725 initial
respondents, 601 had complete data for our key construct of interest, the Enjoyment of
Sexualization Scale (excluded participants had skipped all 8 items). Of these 601 participants, 82
incorrectly responded to both attention checks in the survey and were subsequently removed.
Because the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale makes explicit reference to men in four of its
items, we removed an additional 30 participants who self-reported their sexual orientation as
exclusively or predominantly lesbian, leaving us with a final sample of 493 heterosexual or
bisexual Black women aged 18-40 (Mage = 28.39; SD = 6.49). Approximately half of the
participants indicated that they had completed some college education (n = 209; 42.4%); in
addition, a substantial proportion earned either less than $20,000 per year (n = 164, 34.2%) or
between $20,001 and $40,000 per year (n = 121, 24.5%). They were predominantly single (rn =
299, 60.6%) and exclusively heterosexual (n = 383, 77.7%). Regarding employment,
approximately half were employed full time (n = 205, 41.6%), with the next largest group
reporting that they were unemployed (n = 117, 23.7%). Finally, nearly two thirds of the
participants lived in the South (n =297, 60.2%), followed by the Midwest (n = 77, 15.6%). See
Table 1 for full information regarding participants’ demographic characteristics.

Procedure
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Following IRB approval, I launched the survey on Qualtrics in April of 2019. Participants
were recruited based on the inclusion criteria for this study: identifying as a Black or African
American woman aged 18-40 living in the United States. This age range reflects emerging and
young adult women, a sample that both replicates and extends prior research that has focused
primarily on the experiences of college-age participants. Participants who clicked into the survey
but who did not match the inclusion criteria were immediately directed to the end of the survey
based on their responses to questions regarding their self-identified race (item: "What is your
main ethnic group background/identification?”’) and gender (item: “What is your gender?”).
Those who matched the inclusion criteria were directed to a consent screen that informed them
about the study’s content: “Black women’s feelings about themselves, their social and sexual
relationships, and their media use.” Participants completed the survey at their leisure using either
a computer or mobile device and were compensated by Qualtrics with e-points that can be used
to buy gift cards through the Qualtrics Panels platform.

Measures

Enjoyment of Sexualization. Participants reported their enjoyment of sexualization
using the 8-item Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale (Liss, Erchull, & Ramsey, 2011). Response
options on this scale range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Sample items
include “It is important that men are attracted to me” and “When I wear tight clothing, I feel sexy
and in control.” Mean scores were computed such that higher scores reflect greater enjoyment of
sexualization. Originally developed and validated among two samples of undergraduate women
(N =212 and 227 respectively; Mage = 18.72, 21.37 respectively; 83.5% white and 81.8% white;
no other racial demographics provided), the scale’s construct and discriminant validities were

upheld. In the development and validation samples, Cronbach’s alphas were .85 and .86,
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respectively; Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was slightly higher, at .90. There have been
a few other studies that have used the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale with samples of Black
women (alpha = .82; Jerald, 2018) and Black teen girls (alpha = .92; Grower et al., 2020), but its
construct validity and factor structure have yet to be explored in other studies. In the current
study, I changed the eighth item in the scale, “I feel empowered when I look beautiful” to “I feel
empowered when I look hot,” as I thought this wording better reflected the construct of
sexualization, wherein a person’s value comes from their sexual appeal specifically rather than
from their attractiveness, more generally.

Racial Centrality and Private Regard. We measured participants’ ethnic identity using
the 4 items assessing racial centrality and 3 items assessing private regard from the shortened
and revised version of the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI; Sellers et al.,
1997). The centrality subscale captures the extent to which a person’s race is a core part of their
self-concept. The private regard subscale reflects a person’s affective and evaluative judgment of
their race, or their positive or negative affect about Black people and about being Black. A
sample item for the centrality subscale is “I have a strong sense of belonging to Black people”; a
sample item for the private regard subscale is “I am proud to be Black.” Participants rated their
endorsement with these items on a Likert scale anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly
agree). Among its initial development and validation samples, these items showed good
construct validity based on their correlations with other subscales (e.g., those high in centrality
felt positively about being Black; reported lower assimilationist views). The Cronbach’s alpha in
the validation sample was good for centrality (alpha =.77), but poor for private regard (.60).
Subsequent evaluations of the MIBI have raised questions regarding the factor structure and

reliability of the subscales (Cokley & Helm, 2001; Simmons et al., 2008; Vandiver et al., 2009),
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though work with a shortened version of the MIBI showed improved psychometric properties
(Martin et al., 2010). The centrality and private regard items utilized here showed high internal
consistency (alpha =.92, .90 respectively). Because these subscales were highly correlated (» =
.83), I used a composite variable in my subsequent analyses.

Feminist Identification. Participants rated their agreement with a single item, “I identify
as a feminist,” on a 7-point Likert scale anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree).
Previous literature has successfully made use of both continuous and dichotomous single-item
assessments of feminist identification (Conlin & Heesaker, 2018; Conlin et al., 2021).

Body Appreciation. We assessed participants’ feelings of body appreciation using the
Body Appreciation Scale-2 (BAS-2; Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015). Participants used a 7-point
scale to rank their agreement with ten statements such as “I respect my body” and “I take a
positive attitude towards my body;” higher mean scores indicated a greater degree of body
appreciation. In support of its construct validity, the Body Appreciation Scale-2 was correlated
as expected with body esteem, body shame, and body surveillance, and Cronbach’s alpha was
high, at .94. Among samples of Black women, Cronbach’s alphas have been similarly high, at
.89 (Webb et al., 2014), .90 (Dunn et al., 2019), and .92 (Cotter et al., 2015), with expected
associations with other body image measures (e.g., body surveillance; disordered eating).

Body Surveillance and Body Shame. Participants responded to the Surveillance and
Shame subscale of the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale to capture the extent to which they
monitor their appearance and feel shameful about their bodies (McKinley & Hyde, 1996).
Participants responded to 16 items (8 per subscale) anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 7
(strongly agree). Sample items include “I often worry whether the clothes I am wearing make me

look good” and “When I’m not the size I should be, I feel ashamed.” Mean scores were
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calculated, with a higher score indicating a greater tendency to monitor one’s appearance and
feel shameful about one’s body. The scale items were originally developed among a sample of
121 women (M = 20.0; 85.1% white) and then validated among a second sample of 278
undergraduate women and their middle-aged mothers. Among samples of Black women, the
measure has been shown to be both reliable and valid through its associations with self-
objectification and body dissatisfaction (e.g., Buchanan et al., 2008; Kelly et al., 2012).
Cronbach’s a for the current sample was .82.

Internalization of Eurocentric Beauty Ideals. The 12-item Image Acceptance Measure
(IAM; Plybon et al., 2003) was used to assess participants degree of internalization of
Eurocentric beauty ideals, including straight hair, lighter complexion, and smaller body size. In
the current study, participants rated their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale anchored from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), such that higher scores indicated greater internalization
of Eurocentric beauty ideals. Sample items include “Straightened hair looks better than natural
hair” and “I think guys prefer girls who have lighter skin.” Though unrelated to racial identity in
its validation study (Plybon et al., 2003), this construct showed associations with racial centrality
in a subsequent study (Avery et al., 2021). The Image Acceptance Measure has demonstrated
good internal consistency in other samples, with alphas ranging from .78 to .90 (Avery et al.,
2021; Plybon et al., 2003; Townsend et al., 2010). Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was
similar, at .89.

Jezebel Stereotype Endorsement. To assess participants’ endorsement of the jezebel
stereotype, participants responded to 11 items from the Jezebel Stereotype Endorsement Scale
(Cheeseborough et al., 2020). Participants responded to the prompt “I think that Black

women...”; sample items include “always want to have sex” and “are more promiscuous than
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other groups of women.” Four items from this scale came from the Stereotypic Roles of Black
Women Scale (Thomas et al., 2004) and 7 others were developed based on previous theoretical
and empirical research on the Jezebel stereotype. Items were anchored on a 1 (not at all) to 5
(almost always) scale and a mean was computed, such that higher scores reflect greater
endorsement of the jezebel stereotype; in support of its construct validity, Jezebel stereotype
endorsement was associated with justification of interpersonal violence, both independently and
interactively with interpersonal sexual objectification experiences (Cheeseborough et al., 2020).
This scale has shown good internal consistency in past research (alpha = .93). Cronbach’s alpha
in the current sample was .94.

View of Women as Sex Objects. To assess my participants’ endorsement of the view
that women are sexual objects, [ used a 13-item Women as Sex Objects Subscale, which was a
revised version of the subscale from the Attitudes Towards Dating and Sexual Relationships
Measure (Ward, 2002). Participants responded to items on a 6-point scale anchored by 1
(strongly disagree) and 6 (strongly agree). Sample items include “It is okay for a guy to stare at
the body of an attractive woman he doesn’t know” and “The best way for a girl to attract a
boyfriend is to use her body and looks.” Mean scores are calculated such that higher scores
indicate a greater belief that women are sex objects. In its initial scale development among 269
undergraduates aged 18-22 (M = 20.3; 68% white), the 7-item version of this measure had
adequate internal consistency with alpha of .76; among a sample of Black adolescents,
Cronbach’s alpha was lower, at .65. Since its initial inception, this scale has been revised to
include 13 items; the longer version of the measure used here had much better internal

consistency, alpha = .88.
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Sex Role Stereotypes. I used the Sex Role Stereotypes subscale of Burt’s (1980) Rape
Myth Acceptance Scale to assess participants endorsement of traditional gender roles. Sample
items include “There is something wrong with a woman who doesn’t want to marry and raise a
family” and “It is acceptable for a woman to have a career, but marriage and family should come
first.” These items were anchored on a 7-point scale, in which 1 = strongly disagree and 7 =
strongly agree. In the initial development and validation samples (598 men and women; Mge =
42; 60% female; no racial/ethnic information provided), these items showed acceptable internal
consistency (alpha = .80); Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was lower, at .66. No other
studies have used this subscale of Burt’s measure among Black participants, though a few studies
have utilized other subscales from this measure in their work (Carmody & Washington, 2001;
Varelas & Foley, 1998; West & Rose, 2000). In the current sample, we sought to improve the
internal consistency of this measure; examination of the Cronbach’s alpha if item deleted results
indicated that the alpha would improve with the deletion of item 2, “It is acceptable for the
woman to pay for the date” and item 9, “There is nothing wrong with a woman going to a bar
alone.” To improve the scale reliability, these two items were dropped; the revised internal
consistency of the scale was acceptable, alpha = .77.

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. To capture global self-esteem, participants responded to
the 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). Sample items include, “On the
whole, | am satisfied with myself” and “I take a positive attitude toward myself.” Responses are
anchored on a 1 to 4 scale, with 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree, with higher mean
scores reflecting higher self-esteem. The construct validity, internal consistency, and test-retest
reliability of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale have been supported in a number of studies since

its initial validation, though its factor structure has been debated (Donnellan et al., 2016). Among
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samples of Black women, this measure has shown good internal consistency, with alphas ranging
from .74-.87 (Hatcher, 2007). Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was similar, at .89.

Symptoms of Depression, Anxiety, and Hostility. To capture mental health
symptomatology across three domains, participants responded to the Anxiety, Depression, and
Hostility subscales from the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI), an abbreviated version of the
Symptom Checklist (SCL-90-R, Derogatis & Melisaratos, 1983). Anchored by the prompt
“During the past 7 days, how much were you distressed by,” individuals rated the frequency of
symptoms such as “Feeling lonely” (depression; 6 items), “Nervousness or shakiness inside”
(anxiety; 6 items), and “Temper outbursts that you could not control” (hostility; 5 items). The
convergent validity, construct validity, and internal consistency of the BSI has been upheld in
both adult and adolescent samples (Molan & Tan, 1998). The BSI was invariant at the factorial
level between Black and White samples, though Black women did report higher mean levels of
these symptoms compared to White women (Wiesner et al., 2010). In the current sample, each
subscale demonstrated good internal consistency, with alphas of .90 for anxiety; .93 for
depression; and .86 for hostility.

Marital/Dating Status. I asked participants a single question to assess their relationship
status: “What is your current marital status?”” Response options included: single, in a relationship
and not cohabitating, in a relationship and cohabitating, engaged, married, separated, divorced,
and widowed. In my analyses, this variable was analyzed both as a categorical variable within an
ANOVA context or dichotomized with single, separated, divorced, and widowed being set equal
to 0, and the remaining response options (i.e., partnered) set equal to 1.

Self-perceived Skin Tone. I assessed participants’ perceived skin tone using a single

self-report item, “Compared to most Black people, what skin color do you believe you have?”
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Response options included “very dark brown,” “dark brown,” “medium brown,” “light brown,”
and “very light brown.”

Body Mass Index. As is standard in most body image research, I asked participants to
self-report their height and weight and used this information to compute their body mass index
using the formula (weight/height?) * 703. I do not include this variable without awareness of its
problematic nature, particularly in regards to Black women’s bodies. The body mass index is a
metric that was normed and developed with samples of predominantly white participants;
although it is correlated with white women’s body dissatisfaction, Black women often comment
on its irrelevance as an indicator of health and wellbeing (Cameron et al., 2018; Davidson &
Knafl, 2006). Furthermore, the body mass index has been used systemically as a tool to police
and stigmatize Black women’s bodies (Sercu & Brake, 2017; Strings, 2019).

Analysis Plan

Descriptive statistics, frequencies, and Pearson correlations were used to develop an
understanding of participants’ responses to individual items. This approach allowed me to avoid
the pitfalls of a mean focused analysis that might have obscured important variability in
participants’ responses. As part of my main analyses, I first used confirmatory exploratory factor
analysis to evaluate the previously validated factor structure among the current sample before
using exploratory factor analysis to determine what novel factor solution may be a more
appropriate fit for the data. Though participants were limited to answering items that were
normed and developed with a sample of predominantly white women, the exploratory factor
analysis allowed for a more authentic set of responses to emerge from the data. Third, I used
confirmatory factor analysis with the full sample to evaluate this revised solution. Fourth, I used

measurement invariance testing to examine age-related differences in the participants’ responses
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at both the factor and item level. To develop a deeper understanding of the participants’
responses and within group variability, I next moved onto exploring the demographic and
ideological correlates of this novel factor structure using zero-order and partial correlations, as
well as ANOVAs. Such an approach helped me not only understand which participants endorsed
the different facets of enjoyment of sexualization, but also to determine how these different
facets were associated with empowering or traditional gender, race, and body ideologies. Finally,
I used multigroup structural equation modeling to assess the mental health and self-esteem
consequences of enjoyment of sexualization for emerging adult (18-29) and young adult (30-40)

Black women.
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Chapter 3 Results

As the first step of my analysis, I examined patterns of missingness within the data. All
493 participants included in the current analysis had complete responses for all 8 items of the
Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale. Missingness on other variables included in the structural
equation model (e.g., the mental health and self-esteem outcomes) was treated using full-
information maximum likelihood estimation in MPlus. For the demographic, ideological, and
body image variables included in the descriptive analysis, no data were imputed; the variable
with the largest amount of missingness was body mass index, followed by sex role stereotypes,
and endorsement of the jezebel stereotype (n =450; 9.1% missingness for BMI; n = 468, 5.1%
missingness for sex role stereotypes; n = 476; 3.5% missingness for jezebel stereotype
endorsement), Given the small amount of missing data, imputation of missing data was deemed
unnecessary for these variables.

I ran descriptive statistics and frequencies for each item of the Enjoyment of
Sexualization Scale (See Table 2 and Figure 1). For each item, means fell near the midpoint of
the scale, with the most highly endorsed item being, “I feel proud when men compliment the way
I'look,” (M = 4.99) and the least highly endorsed item being, “I feel complimented when men
whistle at me” (M = 2.95). I also examined the skewness and kurtosis of the item response
curves. Although there is some variability in how skewness is defined, values greater or less than
+/- .96 for skewness and +/- 1.33 for kurtosis indicate that the data is skewed or kurtotic. Based
on these cutoff points, none of the items were considered skewed or kurtotic, although item 7,

“When I wear revealing clothing, I feel sexy and in control,” was the most kurtotic (absolute
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value = 1.12). Despite none of the items reaching the cutoff values for skewness, examination of
the frequency tables shows that items 1, 4, and 8 were slightly negatively skewed (a longer tail
on the left of the figure), and items 5 and 6 were slightly positively skewed (a longer tail on the
right of the figure).

Concerning the inter-item correlations (Table 3), each of the items were moderately to
highly correlated (» = .41 to .75), with the lowest correlation between items 1, 7, and 8 (“It is
important that men are attracted to me,” “When I wear revealing clothing, I feel sexy and in
control,” and “I feel empowered when I look hot”) and the highest correlation between item 5 (“I
love showing off my body”) and item 7 (“When I wear revealing clothing, I feel sexy and in
control”). Cronbach’s alpha for all 8 items showed good internal consistency, with an alpha
value of .90. Exploration of the alpha-if-item deleted results showed that in each case, removal of
any of the items resulted in lower alpha (see Table 5), though this may be a consequence of how
Cronbach’s alpha is calculated (i.e., scales with a more items are more internally consistent).
Cronbach’s alpha is calculated in such a way that two scales with identical “true” reliability will
differ for scales with a different number of items; the scale with more items will have a higher
alpha. Therefore, it is important to consider what constitutes meaningful changes in alpha when
removing a single item.

The mean of all § items in this sample (M = 4.24, SD = 1.41 on a 7-point scale) is slightly
lower than in data collected with predominantly white samples (e.g., Erchull & Liss, 2013; M =
3.82, 8D = .87; M =4.02, SD = .91 on a 6-point scale). Direct comparison with previous data
collected with Black women is challenging because the only other study to collect these data
with adult women created a latent enjoyment of sexualization variable using parcels whose

means ranged from 3.77 to 4.75; these data were also collected from two college campuses rather
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than a national sample (Jerald, 2018). Black women in my sample also reported higher
enjoyment of sexualization than Black girls in a previous study (M = 4.24 versus M = 3.40), but
this finding is to be expected given developmental differences between the two samples. Though
these differences are important to note, collapsing across all 8§ items of the scale may or may not
be the most accurate way of assessing Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization, depending on
if factor analysis among this sample supports a unidimensional structure. Furthermore, the high
degree of variability in the individual items (as indicated by the standard deviation and the fact
that all eight items were significantly different from the mean (see Table 4) suggest the need for
a more nuanced analysis.
Examining the Factor Structure of the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale

My first research question addressed whether the previously validated factor structure
holds among Black women in this sample. Towards this end, I ran a confirmatory factor analysis
on one random half of the sample (n = 253) to assess the factor structure and psychometric
properties of the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale. By using confirmatory factor analysis, I
gained item-level information (via the loadings) as well as construct level information (via the fit
indices) regarding the statistical appropriateness of using these items to assess Black women’s
enjoyment of sexualization. As was done by the authors in the original development and
validation study, all eight items were forced to load on a single factor. Benchmark good-fit
criteria typically include a CFI and TLI value greater than .95, an RMSEA value less than .80,
and an SRMR value less than .06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2015). Although all items loaded
highly onto the latent variable (> .61; see Figure 1), the model fit was poor, (y2 (20) =245.85,

RMSEA = .21 [90% CI .19, .24]. CFI = .75; TLI = .65, SRMR = .09).
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Given this overall poor model fit, I subsequently ran an exploratory factor analysis on the
second random half of the sample (n = 240; all remaining participants who were not included in
the confirmatory factor analysis) to explore alternative factor solutions. Examination of the
Eigenvalues suggested either a one factor or two factor solution was most appropriate; the first
Eigenvalue was 4.97 and the second was .96; the third was considerably smaller, at .66. Although
Eigenvalues greater than one is a commonly used criteria for determining the number of factors,
examination of the loadings, model fit, and improvement in fit between the one and two factor
solutions demonstrated that a two-factor solution was more appropriate. Indeed, the chi-square
difference test showed that the two-factor solution fit the data significantly better than the one-
factor solution, ¥2 (7) = 117.18, p = .000. It was also the case that the three-factor solution fit the
data significantly better than the two-factor solution ¥2 (6) = 16.60, p = .01, but the factor
loadings suggested that this factor solution was less appropriate because several items had low
loadings (<.40) or had high cross-loadings. For the two-factor solution, model fit was good, with
x2(13) =34.96, p=.001; RMSEA = .08, CFI = .97; TLI = .94, and SRMR = .03 (see Figure 2).
These analyses suggest the need to modify the factor structure of the Enjoyment of Sexualization
Scale so that it more accurately captures Black women’s experiences.

Given my interest in exploring potential differences in this factor structure across age
groups, I then examined whether this factor structure fit the data well among the entire sample of
493 women. Although the initial fit of the model among the full sample was not as good as
expected, examination of the modification indices suggested that correlations be added between
items 1 and 2, items 1 and 3, items 2 and 3; and items 4 and 7, 5 and 8, and 7 and 8. Each of
these correlations corresponded to items within each subscale, which were expected to be

correlated. Furthermore, examination of the inter-item correlation table (Table 3) shows that
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these items were the most highly correlated within each subscale. The addition of these
correlations yielded an acceptable model fit, with 42 (13) = 84.91, p = .000, RMSEA = .11 [90%
CI.09, .13], CFI = .96, TLI = .91, SRMR = .03 (see Figure 3). These factors had good reliability,
with Cronbach’s alphas of .84 and .89 for the first subscale and second subscale, respectively.

The factors were labeled due to the distinct focus of each of the subscales. Factor 1
represented a Male-Motivated Enjoyment of Sexualization and was comprised of items 1, 2, 3,
and 6: “It is important that men are attracted to me,” “I feel proud when men compliment the
way I look,” “I want men to look at me,” and “I feel complimented when men whistle at me.”
Factor 2 represented a Self-Motivated Enjoyment of Sexualization and was comprised of items 4,
5,7, and 8: “I love to feel sexy,” “I love showing off my body,” “When I wear revealing
clothing, I feel sexy and in control” and “I feel empowered when I look hot.” The content of
these items clearly differs even in terms of face validity, regarding the motivation for self-
sexualizing: The first four items explicitly invoke a male instigator of sexualized attention while
the latter four items refer only to one’s thoughts and feelings concerning enjoying sexualization.
In the confirmatory factor analysis with the full sample, item loadings were all greater than or
equal to .65; the lowest loading item was item 6: (“I feel complimented when men whistle at
me”), followed by item 1 (loading = .66; “It is important that men are attracted to me”). The
highest loading item was item 4 (loading = .82) “I love to feel sexy”) followed by item 8
(loading = .80, “I feel empowered when I look hot™), though the remaining three items of each
subscale had similarly high factor loadings to one another.
Measurement invariance testing among emerging and young adult women

To address my second research question, I next examined whether this revised factor

structure was invariant across age groups. The process of testing measurement invariance is
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sequential, with each step being entirely dependent on the results from the preceding steps. In the
first step of measurement invariance testing, we assess configural invariance, or whether the
overall pattern of items to factors is the same between groups. In this case, item loadings are
freely estimated between groups, but are specified to load onto the same latent variables for each
group. Following the satisfaction of this condition, we test metric invariance. In testing metric
invariance, we force the factor loadings of each indicator on their respective latent variables to
be equal between groups (e.g., the factor loading for item 1 should be roughly equivalent for
both younger and older women). If model fit does not worsen at this step, we can say that the
model shows weak invariance between the groups. Finally, we test scalar or factorial invariance,
or if the intercepts of each item are equivalent across groups. In doing so, we examine whether
there is any systematic bias in how participants respond to the items. Once again, we examine the
changes in overall model fit to determine whether the model demonstrates strong invariance
between the groups.

I followed the aforementioned procedure in testing invariance between the women in my
sample aged 18-29 (N = 214; “emerging adult women”) and the women in my sample aged 30-
40 (N = 279; “young adult women”). At a mean level, younger participants reported higher self-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization (M = 4.36, SD = 1.69) than male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization (M = 4.11, SD = 1.50). This pattern was reversed for older participants, who
reported greater male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization (M = 4.29, SD = 1.40) than self-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization (M =4.21, SD = 1.58). For each comparison of relative
model fit, I used the Satorra-Bentler chi square different test, which is more appropriate when
using maximum likelihood robust estimation in the model to address nonnormality in the data.

Using Mplus, I specified that a configural model be run where the items are forced to load on the
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same factors for both age groups. The fit of this model was comparable to the fit for the whole
sample, with 42 (26) = 103.55, p = .000, RMSEA = .11 [90% CI .09, .13], CFI = .96, TLI = .91,
SRMR = .04 (see Figures 4 and 5). The model fit was not significantly different for the whole
sample compared to the two age groups, Ay2 = 6.13, p = .94, suggesting that this two-factor
solution was appropriate for both groups of women in our sample. I then tested metric invariance
in the sample by constraining the loadings for each indicator to be equal between age groups.
Model fit improved somewhat for the metric model compared to the configural model, 2 (32) =
110.290, p = .000, RMSEA = .10 [90% CI .08, .12], CF1 = .96, TLI = .92, SRMR = .04 (see
Figure 6), though this change in model fit was not significant, Ay2 = 5.78, p = .49. This
nonsignificant change in model fit suggests that the direction and relative magnitude of the
loadings were similar across both age groups. Finally, I ran a model to test scalar invariance
between the groups, or whether there was a systematic difference in how each group responded
to the items. This model fit the data significantly worse, with 2 (38) = 136.292, p = .000,
RMSEA = .10 [90% CI1 .08, .12], CFI = .94, TLI = .93, SRMR = .05 (see Figure 7). Satorra-
Bentler chi square difference testing confirmed this worsened model fit, where Ay2 =26.90, p =
.0002. This worse model fit suggests that there are systematic differences between how younger
and older women respond to the items on the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale. Based on visual
inspection of the item intercepts in the scalar model, I saw that older women had a higher
intercept value for items 2 and 3 on the scale: “I feel proud when men compliment the way I
look” and “I want men to look at me.”

To further examine potential age differences in responses to specific items, [ ran a
MIMIC (multiple indicators and multiple causes) model using the full sample of 493 women to

determine if these items exhibited differential item functioning. A MIMIC model allows us to use
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a dichotomous variable as a control on certain items in a confirmatory factor analysis.
Accordingly, I re-ran the confirmatory factor analysis for the full sample and then examined the
modification indices to determine if any additional indicators were exhibiting differential item
functioning. Based on these results, I saw that there were age related differences in how the
participants responded to items 4 and 8. When including age as a covariate for these four items
(items 2, 3, 4, and 8), I saw an improvement in model fit, whereby %2 (17) = 99.66, p = .000,
RMSEA = .10 [90% CI .08, .12], CFI = .96, TLI = .91, SRMR = .04, suggesting that accounting
for age related differences in how participants endorsed these items was important for improving
the statistical fit of the model to the data. Two tailed independent sample t-tests somewhat
validated this differential item functioning; for item 4, #(491) = -1.67, p = .10; for item 8, #(491)
=2.12, p =.03. (Note that for the single tailed t-test, both items showed a significant difference).
Here, older participants showed greater endorsement of item 4, “I love to feel sexy” (M = 5.04,
SD = 1.75 versus M =4.75, SD = 1.89), but younger participants showed greater endorsement of
item 8, “I feel empowered when I look hot” (M = 4.83, SD = 1.84 versus M = 4.48, SD = 1.85).
Taken together, these results provide some insight in to the second research question regarding
age-related differences in the factor structure and item endorsement of the Enjoyment of
Sexualization scale for women of different ages: Though the factor structure was invariant
between age groups, participants in each age group showed a different degree of endorsement for
numerous items.
Convergence from open-ended survey questions

To help verify the novel factor structure revealed by my quantitative analysis, I
performed an informal, cursory textual analysis of two of four open-ended survey questions. The

questions I focus on here are “How important to you is it to look sexy, and why?” and “How
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important is it to you to look attractive, and why?” Preliminary analysis of these data revealed
several themes, including a strong emphasis from some participants about looking sexy to attract
prospective partners or confirm desirability with an existing partner. Out of 480 responses that
answered why it was important to look sexy, 168 (35.0%) made explicit reference to a partner
(actual or prospective) or to receiving male attention (wanted or unwanted). Examples of
participants’ responses that fell under this code include, “It’s only important to me to look sexy
for my husband” and “Not really that important because not really looking for a man.” Here,
participants’ perceived importance of sexiness was a direct corollary of seeking a partner (or not)
and the desire to confirm an existing male partner’s attraction. These responses stand in contrast
to participants who professed a desire to look sexy for themselves; 82 participants (17%) made
reference to feeling more confident when they looked sexy or that looking sexy made them feel
good. For example, two participants explained, “A little because I want to look good for me,
myself, and I and “It is important that I am sexy to myself when I look in the mirror.” Men are
notably absent from these participants’ descriptions of their motivations for looking sexy. For
this theme, it is also important to consider participants for whom sexiness was not important. For
example, one participant explained, “It’s not [important]. I believe that beauty starts within.”
Finally, it was evident in the data that some participants rejected the male gaze out of physical
safety concerns, with one participant noting, “Not important [to look sexy] because it attracts the
wrong kind of attention.” Here, the participant notes that the gaze can be quite predatory.

Other themes that I identified in my overview of the data included an association between
long-term health practices and looking attractive, and between short-term beauty practices and
looking sexy. For example, participants called upon practices such as drinking water, exercising,

and maintaining personal hygiene as what they do to look attractive, but talked about styling
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their hair in a unique way and wearing tight clothes to look sexy. (Of note, some participants
emphasized hair care in descriptions of attractiveness as part of a long-term routine, which
contrasted with participants who explained styling their hair in a new way for a special
occasion). Other themes included impression management and the idea of dressing a certain way
(not “over the top,” as per one participant’s words) as a way of challenging negative stereotypes
about their group. For these participants, external pressures to look attractive seemed associated
with awareness of their own hypervisibility in a space; this hypervisibility was further echoed by
other participants who brought up the idea of taking special care not to look sexy and to always
look professional. Interestingly, it seems that for some participants, looking attractive was
viewed as a worthy investment of one’s time and effort, whereas looking sexy was met with
some animosity, as indicated by longer responses to questions about attractiveness and
dismissive, brief responses to questions about sexiness. This preliminary review of the open-
ended responses corroborates the distinction between male and self-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization identified in my factor analysis, while also providing insight into how Black
women conceptualize their efforts to look beautiful and to look sexy, and for whom they engage
in these different behaviors.
Exploring demographic and ideological correlates of enjoyment of sexualization

Towards addressing my third research question regarding the demographic and
ideological correlates of this novel factor structure for the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale, 1
ran a series of t-tests and ANOVAs to determine how each facet was linked to different
demographic variables. I included age, sexual orientation, educational attainment, socioeconomic
status, geographic location, marital status, body mass index, and skin tone as variables of

interest. I used ANOVAS to test for differences in participants’ responses across sexual
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orientation, geographic location, and marital status and correlations to test for differences in
participants’ responses across age, education, income, body mass index, and skin tone.

To begin, analysis of variance testing showed that there was a significant omnibus
difference for marital status and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization (F(6, 486) = 3.56, p =
.002), but not male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization (¥(6, 486) = 1.50, p = .18). Tukey
post-hoc tests indicated that this difference was driven by the difference between single and
engaged participants in our sample, with engaged participants reporting higher self-motivated
enjoyment of sexualization than single participants (Mair = 1.18), though this difference was not
significant (p = .06). For sexual orientation, analysis of variance testing indicated an omnibus
difference for participants’ responses for male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization (F(3, 489) =
3.19, p = .02) but not self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization (¥(3, 489) = 1.32, p = .27).
Tukey post-hoc testing indicated a significant difference between exclusively and predominantly
heterosexual participants (Maier = .76, p = .01), with exclusively heterosexual participants
reporting greater male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, and a significant difference
between predominantly heterosexual and bisexual participants (Maier = .79), with predominantly
heterosexual participants reporting greater male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization. There
were no differences in participants’ responses to either subscale based on geographic location.

I next ran bivariate correlations to examine the association between participants’
responses on the enjoyment of sexualization subscales and their age, education, body mass index,
and skin tone. Consistent with the measurement invariance testing, older participants reported
greater endorsement of male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, though there was no
significant association with self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization. Interestingly, exploring

marital status differences within a dichotomous framework (where 0 = single and 1 = partnered)
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highlighted that partnered participants reported greater male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization. Also of note, participants who reported greater religiosity also reported greater
male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, though this variable was unrelated to their self-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization. None of the other demographic variables were
significantly associated with male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization or with self-motivated
enjoyment of sexualization (See Table 6 for full information).

I next sought to deepen my understanding of the factor structure I identified by exploring
the ideological and body image correlates of these novel facets of enjoyment of sexualization. To
explore this next part of my third research question, I ran a series of zero-order and partial
correlations to better understand how these different facets of enjoyment of sexualization were
linked to Black women’s racial identity, body beliefs, and gender ideologies (see Tables 6, 7, and
8). For this analysis, I included racial identity (a composite of racial centrality and private
regard), feminist identification, jezebel stereotype endorsement, internalization of Eurocentric
beauty ideals, body appreciation, body surveillance and shame, the view of women as sexual
objects, and the endorsement of traditional sex role stereotypes. The results demonstrate that
male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization was linked to stronger feminist identification, greater
endorsement of the Jezebel stereotype, greater endorsement of Eurocentric beauty ideals, more
body surveillance and shame, and greater endorsement of the view of women as sexual objects
and of traditional gender roles. This facet of enjoyment of sexualization was unrelated to the
racial identity composite variable and body appreciation. To further explore the correlation
between male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization and internalization of Eurocentric beauty
ideals, I created separate variables for items reflecting an internalization of that belief that

straight hair, lighter skin tone, and smaller body size are more attractive. In this case, male-
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motivated enjoyment of sexualization was most strongly linked to internalizing Eurocentric
ideals about hair (» = .44), followed by skin tone (» = .35), and body size (r = .30).

For self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, results were generally similar: women
who reported higher levels of self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization also identified more
strongly as a feminist, offered stronger endorsement of the Jezebel stereotype, offered greater
endorsement of Eurocentric beauty ideals, reported more body surveillance and shame, and
offered greater support of women as sexual objects and traditional gender role stereotypes.
However, in contrast to male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, women who reported greater
self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization also reported higher racial identity and more body
appreciation. For self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, women showed stronger feminist
identification and weaker endorsement of all other ideologies assessed than for male-motivated
enjoyment of sexualization. Although age was significantly related to women’s endorsement of
several individual items in both subscales, the pattern of partial correlations controlling for age
was nearly identical to the pattern of zero order correlations not controlling for age.

Exploring the consequences of male and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization

Towards exploring my fourth research question concerning consequences for women’s
well-being, I conducted a series of multigroup modeling analyses to examine how the two
enjoyment of sexualization factors were related to self-esteem, depression, anxiety, and hostility
for Black women. I first began by testing this model for the full sample, specifying a latent
variable for male and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization factors. I also used manifest
indicators for each of my mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and hostility, as
well as self-esteem. This model fit the data well, 2 (126) =261.42, p =.000, RMSEA= .07

[90% CI .06, .08], CF1 = .96, TLI = .95, SRMR = .06 (see Figure 9). Examination of the path
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coefficients showed a distinct pattern of results. Participants who reported greater male-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization also reported greater symptoms of anxiety, depression, and
hostility, as well as worsened self-esteem. In contrast, participants’ endorsement of self-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization was unrelated to their symptoms of anxiety, depression,
and hostility, and was actually associated with higher self-esteem.

Having confirmed that the 2-factor structure was invariant at both the configural and
metric levels in earlier analyses, I felt comfortable moving forward to the multigroup structural
model examining the consequences of enjoyment of sexualization, which would also attend to
age related differences between older and young women in this sample. Similar to the procedure
for testing measurement invariance, multigroup modeling examines changes in model fit after
imposing increasingly strict equality constraints on the data. In step one of the multigroup model,
no equality constraints are imposed on the data, and associations between the variables are
estimated for each group separately. In step two of this procedure, equality constraints are placed
on all the regressive paths on the model (e.g., the path between male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization and self-esteem is forced to be equal for both younger and older women). In the
third step of multigroup modeling, equality constraints are also imposed on correlations within
the data (e.g., latent variables are forced to correlate to the same degree in both samples; item
level correlations are forced to be equal between groups). At each stage of the process, model fit
is examined; if imposing the equality constraints worsen the model, we have some evidence that
the structural paths between the variables of interest differ between groups and should be
estimated separately.

Per this procedure, I first estimated a structural model for both groups of women

separately, imposing no equality constraints on any of the paths in the model. This model
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provided good fit to the data, %2 (108) = 245.69, p = .000, RMSEA= .07 [90% CI .06, .08], CF1 =
.96, TLI = .94, SRMR = .05. I then imposed equality constraints on the regressive paths in the
model, a procedure that yielded near identical model fit, 2 (118) = 258.91, p = .000, RMSEA=
.07 [90% CI .06, .08], CFI = .96, TLI = .95, SRMR = .06. In the final step of multigroup
modeling, I also included equality constraints on all correlations included in the model, which
again yielded similar fit; ¥2 (126) =261.424, p = .000, RMSEA= .07 [90% CI .06, .08], CF1 =
.96, TLI = .95, SRMR = .06. Satorra-Bentler chi-square difference testing showed that none of
the models were significantly different from one another; unconstrained versus partially
constrained A2 = 13.01, p = .22; partially constrained versus fully constrained Ay2 =4.70, p =
.79. The lack of significant differences between the unconstrained, partially constrained, and
fully constrained model suggests that models where these paths are estimated separately or
forced to be equal between groups fit the data equally well.

In examining the path estimates, I see different patterns of results for each age group of
women. For the younger group, there are no significant associations between the study variables,
except for a positive association between self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization and self-
esteem. For older women, male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization was linked to more
anxiety, more depression, more hostility, and lower self-esteem. In contrast, self-motivated
enjoyment predicted higher self-esteem, but no other outcomes (see Figures 10 and 11). When
constraining the paths to be equal between groups, I see the same pattern of results as was
identified among the older women: that male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization is linked to
worsened mental health across all outcomes, and that self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization
is linked to only to higher self-esteem (see Figure 12). Thus, although a different pattern of

results emerges for the younger and older women in my sample, these models are statistically
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equivalent, indicating that age, as conceptualized in this model, may not meaningfully

differentiate the consequences of enjoyment of sexualization for women of different ages.
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Chapter 4 Discussion

Though previous literature has debated the consequences of enjoyment of sexualization,
most of this work has focused on predominantly white samples. For Black women who contend
with a host of negative historical and present-day stereotypes, deriving a sense of empowerment
from sexualization while maintaining a sense of bodily autonomy may be particularly
challenging. Furthermore, psychometric analysis can provide insight into how enjoyment of
sexualization operates as a statistical construct among Black women, given that they were
underrepresented in the development and validation samples of the scale (Liss et al., 2011). The
few studies examining enjoyment of sexualization among Black women yielded somewhat
equivocal results, with one study demonstrating that enjoyment of sexualization was linked
directly to more sexual agency but indirectly to less sexual agency (Jerald, 2018), and the other
demonstrating that enjoyment of sexualization was linked to worsened anxiety, depression, and
hostility for Black girls (Grower et al., 2020).

To address this relative scarcity of research, I explored Black women’s experiences of
enjoyment of sexualization using psychometric theory and structural equation modeling, and
grounded the analyses within the assumptions of intersectionality and Black feminist thought. In
contrast to the original development and validation studies on the Enjoyment of Sexualization
Scale that framed it as one unified construct, I identified two separate factors: a male-motivated
enjoyment of sexualization factor and a self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization factor.
Though these factors appeared to capture two distinct motives for self-sexualization, my efforts

to document distinct predictors of these two factors were less fruitful. Though age, marital status,
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and religiosity showed small correlations with male- and self-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization, none of the other demographic variables were associated with either facet of
enjoyment of sexualization; both facets of enjoyment of sexualization were correlated similarly
with the body and ideological correlates assessed here; and differences between the subscales
emerged only for racial identity and body appreciation. However, the two scales were associated
with different consequences. Women who reported greater male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization also reported more mental health symptomatology and lower self-esteem, whereas
women who reported greater self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization reported higher self-
esteem; self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization was unrelated to women’s mental health
symptomatology.
Contextualizing findings relative to prior work with the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale
I would like to begin by comparing the findings of the current study with prior research
examining the correlates of the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale. Previous literature examining
women’s enjoyment of sexualization has demonstrated a complex set of associations. Among the
predominantly white validation sample for the initial study, the Enjoyment of Sexualization
Scale was positively associated with both hostile and benevolent sexism and with traditional
gender norms; when women who reported enjoying sexualization also engaged in self-
objectification, they reported more negative eating attitudes (Liss et al., 2011). Subsequent
studies indicated that enjoyment of sexualization was linked to greater subjective feelings of
empowerment but less awareness of social injustice and continued gender inequity (Erchull &
Liss, 2013); more symptoms of depression, anxiety, and hostility (Grower et al., 2020); greater
likelihood to have faked an orgasm with a partner (Erchull & Liss, 2014), and lower relationship

satisfaction (Ramsey et al., 2015); but also greater sexual self-esteem (Erchull & Liss, 2014;
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Grower & Ward, 2021). Getting a clear sense of the implications of enjoyment of sexualization is
difficult given these equivocal findings, though there is somewhat more evidence that enjoyment
of sexualization is linked to negative outcomes, except in a few key domains (i.e., sexual self-
esteem). Because the current study identified a novel factor structure for the Enjoyment of
Sexualization Scale among Black women, drawing direct parallels between past literature and
the current study is somewhat challenging; accordingly, I both contextualize the findings in past
research but also highlight their novelty in the subsequent discussion.

For the original Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale, Erchull and colleagues developed
their scale among a sample of 212 undergraduate women from a small liberal arts college. The
sample was predominantly white (83.5%), predominantly heterosexual (97.2%), and from largely
middle or upper-middle class socioeconomic backgrounds (49.1% and 42.5% respectively); no
other demographic information is provided for the initial development sample. Of the initial 12
items, 8 were retained and loaded onto one factor, accounting for 41.7% of the variance;
unfortunately, no fit statistics were provided for this model. In the validation sample, participants
were 227 women recruited from Facebook postings and were aged 18-25 (Mage =21.37, SD =
2.36); they self-identified as predominantly white (81.8%; other racial/ethnic information not
reported). They came from well-educated backgrounds, with 85.2% of the sample receiving their
bachelor’s degree or having completed at least some college education. The fit indices for the
one-factor CFA model suggested adequate to good fit, with RMSEA = .10, CFI = .93, and SRMR
=.05. Given the lack of diversity (across multiple demographic indicators) in the sample, it is
unsurprising that the fit indices in the current study were poor when compared to the item
loadings in the original validation sample.

Psychometric analysis of enjoyment of sexualization among Black women

67



In the current study, I identified a novel two-factor solution that demonstrated Black
women’s responses to these items differed based on if their enjoyment of sexualization was
motivated by men or not. These findings serve as one of the first quantitative investigations into
Black women’s experiences of sexualization, and the first to do so using psychometric theory.
Statistically speaking, these results follow from previous literature that has examined the
psychometric properties of other body image measures among samples of Black girls and women
(Burnett et al., 2020; Epperson et al., 2013; Kashubeck-West et al., 2013; Warren, 2014). For
example, Kashubeck-West and colleagues explored the factor structure and psychometric
properties of the Multidimensional Body Self-Relations Questionnaire, the Sociocultural
Attitudes Towards Appearance Questionnaire, and the Body Dissatisfaction subscale of the
Eating Disorder Inventory. In each case, the previously validated factor structure fit the data
poorly, even though the items had good discriminant and convergent validity, and good internal
consistency (Kashubeck-West et al., 2013). Similarly, items in this analysis often loaded or
cross-loaded in unexpected ways onto the same factors as were originally identified or loaded
onto entirely new factors that departed from the previously validated structure. As such, the fact
that the previously validated one-factor solution fit the data poorly follows from previous
literature exploring the psychometric properties of other body image scales among samples of
Black girls and women.

The differentiation between male and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization also
follows from the broader literature exploring Black women’s body image. Across numerous
studies on body image more broadly, Black women comment on experiences of sexualization
and the reduction of their selves into hypersexualized caricatures (Awad et al., 2015; Capodilupo

& Kim, 2014; Crooks et al., 2019; Halliday, 2021; Kelch-Oliver & Ancis, 2011). Regarding my
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psychometric evaluation of the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale, Black women in my study
differentiated their responses concerning enjoyment of sexualization based on if their enjoyment
of sexualization was self-motivated or motivated by the approval of men. This finding has
precedent in the qualitative literature, wherein Black women comment upon the powerful
influence of men in cultivating their body image and perpetuating unrealistic beauty standards
related to sexualization (Capodilupo & Kim, 2014). In several studies, Black women explicitly
relate these images and the impact of men’s expectations of their body to the internalization of
Eurocentric beauty ideals and the propagation of fraught historical narratives in the present day.
Past literature has also illustrated that Black women worry about being fetishized by romantic
partners and men in general (Crooks et al., 2019; Silvestrini, 2020); similarly, investigations of
interpersonal sexual objectification experiences indicate that attention from men may contribute
to physical safety concerns and stress brought about from gendered racial microaggressions
(Lewis & Neville, 2015; Lewis et al., 2016; Watson et al., 2015).

These findings were echoed in the open-ended survey responses, as well. In response to
questions concerning the importance of sexiness and their motivations for looking sexy,
participants often noted the desire to attract a male partner or the enjoyment of being found sexy
by their current partner as a reason for why it was important to them to look sexy. Other
participants indicated they avoided looking sexy because it attracted the “wrong kind of
attention,” underscoring the dual nature of the male gaze as both desirable (for affirming
attractiveness or self-worth rooted in attractiveness) but also predatory, presenting physical
safety concerns (e.g., Watson et al., 2012). In line with the results reviewed above and with
previous literature, some participants made note of wanting to look sexy “for themselves,”

referring instead to positive feelings (e.g., boosted confidence, self-esteem) they experienced
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from looking sexy. Finally, some participants dismissed the importance of sexiness, instead
intimating that beauty comes from within or that physical appearance was unimportant to their
overall self-concept. As a whole, these open-ended results bolster the validity of the two-factor
solution identified through the factor analysis data, indicating that at least for these participants,
male and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization seem to be related but distinct constructs, as
substantiated by a .66 correlation between the factors in the analysis.

Though my analyses identified a novel two-factor solution for the enjoyment of
sexualization scale, item level information regarding these subscales is also insightful. When I
examined the previously validated one-factor solution among the current sample, every item
differed from the overall scale mean, suggesting that mean level analysis with these items in their
current form may not be the most meaningful way of determining Black women’s feelings about
sexualization. The fact that so many items differed from the mean (and also from each other,
often in different directions) provides an explanation for the poor fit identified in the original one
factor structure solution. For this scale, the two most highly agreed upon items were “I feel proud
when men compliment the way I look™ and “I feel empowered when I look hot.” The high degree
of agreement for the first item may be a consequence of our change to its wording — from feeling
empowered when “I look beautiful” to when “I look hot.” Given that previous research has
shown Black women enjoy expressing themselves through their personal style, this item may
have resonated with participants. Regarding the other item, it may be the case that women in this
sample are deriving a sense of self-esteem from being complimented, or that such compliments
serve as a form of validation for the effort they put into their appearance.

At a mean level in this sample, participants endorsed self-motivated enjoyment of

sexualization to a greater extent than male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, though this
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difference was not statistically significant (Maitr = .10). Yet, older participants reported greater
endorsement than younger participants of two out of four male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization items (e.g., “It is important to me that men are attracted to me”). These age-related
differences in participants’ endorsement of male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization may
reflect several contextual factors. One possible explanation is that these age-related differences
in endorsement reflect generational differences in how participants view sexualized attention
from men; older women may have been socialized to believe that sexualized attention from men
was normal, their own responsibility, or that the negative effects of this sexualized attention were
minimal (Crooks et al., 2019; Leath et al., 2021). Another possible explanation comes from
potential developmental differences in participants’ orientations towards sexualized male
attention. Because the cultural standard of beauty and sexiness is a young woman, younger
participants in my sample may be more frequent targets of unwanted sexualized attention from
men. In contrast, perhaps older participants either enjoy said attention because it comes from
established male partners where equality and consent are central to the interaction (Bartlett,
2019) or because single women in this age range may experience more external pressure to
secure a partner and thus find male attention validating to their continued sexual attractiveness.
Finally, it may also be the case that younger and older participants have internalized cultural
sexualization differently, though this proposition is beyond the scope of the current paper.
The demographic, ideological, and body image correlates of enjoyment of sexualization
Results regarding the demographic and ideological correlates of these facets of
enjoyment of sexualization are also worthy of further discussion. First, it is fascinating several
demographic variables were uncorrelated with either of the facets of enjoyment of sexualization

identified here. On the one hand, this outcome may indicate a true absence of difference across
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demographic factors such as socioeconomic status, employment status, and education. On the
other hand, these demographic characteristics may not be the most meaningful way to capture
intragroup variation or the intersection of different identities. For example, as alluded to
previously, perhaps women of varied marital statuses report male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization to similar degrees, but single women do so out of a desire to attract potential
romantic partners, while partnered women do so out of a desire to receive confirmation of their
current partner’s continued attraction to them. Another example wherein these demographic
variables may not be sufficient to capture intragroup variation is the nonsignificant correlation
between enjoyment of sexualization and skin tone. Perhaps, assessing other variables, such as
experiences of colorism, would be more informative. A final potential explanation for these null
results is that there was insufficient heterogeneity in some of the demographic factors to capture
underlying differences.

Understanding the pattern of ideological correlates with the two components of
enjoyment of sexualization requires further unpacking. First, it is simplest to discuss differences
observed in associations between the two subscales. Here, the data demonstrated that higher self-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization, but not higher male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization, was associated with greater racial identity and body appreciation. Speculating on
the association between racial identity and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, it may be
the case that women who report higher private regard and racial centrality have rejected
externally defined images of Black women, feeling instead that they are able to reclaim a sense
of personal agency over their bodies. Similarly, participants with higher body appreciation may
be better positioned to be “sexy for themselves” (Lamb & Plocha, 2015; Ringrose et al., 2019).

This positive association contrasts with the null finding between racial identity, body
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appreciation, and male-motivated enjoyment of sexualization, suggesting that despite a
correlation between the two subscales, participants may distinguish between them in practice.
Future research should explore racial identity and body appreciation as moderators of the
association between enjoyment of sexualization and other outcome variables, as these variables
have been demonstrated in the literature to have a meaningful impact on Black women’s body
image more broadly (e.g., Awad et al., 2021; Dunn et al., 2019).

For all other ideological correlates tested as part of this study, the observed associations
were similar for both male and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization. Both male-motivated
and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization were associated with greater feminist
identification, awareness of the jezebel stereotype, internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals,
body surveillance and shame, the view of women as sexual objects, and traditional sex role
stereotypes. Of note, however, is that these associations differed in magnitude: for male-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization, women showed greater endorsement of particularly
problematic ideological and body correlates (e.g., internalization of Eurocentric beauty ideals;
body shame; view of women as sexual objects) when compared to self-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization. In contrast, participants who reported greater self-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization reported a relatively stronger self-identification as a feminist. These results may
belie the fact that Black women contend with many competing ideals regarding their behavior
and appearance, while also constructing a meaningful identity for themselves as Black women.
One finding of particular note here is the association between feminist identification and both
forms of enjoyment of sexualization; previous research has demonstrated that Black women who

show greater endorsement of feminine appearance also report greater feminist identification;
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therefore, correlations observed here, particularly for self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization,
may be tapping into this underlying association (Cole & Zucker, 2007).

Furthermore, the three qualitative studies that directly focused on understanding Black
girls’ experiences of sexualization found that Black girls struggled with self-sexualizing in a way
that was empowering, often feeling compelled to sexualize due to external pressures or finding
their efforts and self-motivated empowerment were coopted by others (Lamb et al., 2016; Lamb
& Plocha, 2015; Ringrose et al., 2021). These struggles harken back to the concern raised by
many scholars that deriving empowerment from sexualization represents a commodified vision
of female empowerment rather than a transformative vision of empowerment resulting in
systemic changes in inequalities between genders (Levy, 2006). Yet my results highlight that the
distinction between male-motivated and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization has continued
relevance for adult Black women and contributes to the larger discussion concerning deriving
empowerment from sexualization. Taken together, these findings suggest that sexualization
motivated by one’s own desire to do so could be empowering for Black women, but that
sexualization that is grounded in the desire for male validation is not. This result coalesces with
the findings concerning Black women’s experiences of objectification, which generally support
the theoretically proposed negative consequences of chronic sexual objectification (Buchanan et
al., 2008; Mitchell & Mazzeo, 2009; Schaefer et al., 2018). At its core, sexual objectification is
understood to be the product of a patriarchal Western society that reduces women to their sexual
body parts and denies them their personhood; the male gaze, explicit or implicit, is what
motivates women'’s self-objectification and the subsequent negative consequences. It would
follow that enjoyment of sexualization items that explicitly implicate the male gaze may be

similarly linked to negative mental health and self-esteem consequences.
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Exploring the mental health and self-esteem consequences of enjoyment of sexualization
The findings regarding the mental health consequences of participants’ endorsement of
self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization items also needs to be contextualized. First, the
findings regarding self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization and self-esteem follows from prior
quantitative literature that found enjoyment of sexualization may lead to increases in self-esteem
in general, or sexual self-esteem, in particular (Liss et al., 2014; Grower & Ward, 2021). Given
the importance of appearance to women’s self-esteem (Noser & Ziegler-Hill, 2014), feeling
empowered or “sexy and in control” when wearing tight clothing may boost participants’ overall
self-esteem. These findings also follow from qualitative literature wherein Black women
comment extensively on the importance of confidence and personal style in rendering someone
beautiful; the behavioral items included in this subscale may be tapping into that underlying
dimension of Black women’s body image (Cameron et al., 2018; Hesse-Biber et al., 2004;
Kelch-Oliver & Ancis, 2011; Parker et al., 1995). The null association between self-motivated
enjoyment of sexualization and symptoms of anxiety, depression, and hostility stand at odds with
prior research that showed enjoyment of sexualization was linked with anxiety, depression, and
hostility (Grower at al., 2021). However, these findings may not be as contradictory as they first
appear since this prior study did not differentiate between self- and male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization. Notably, the 8-item mean of the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale is correlated
with anxiety (» = .12) and hostility ( = .22), but not depression (» = .07) or self-esteem (r = .04),
perhaps suggesting that some effects are strengthened, and others attenuated when looking at
associations between enjoyment of sexualization, mental health, and self-esteem. In addition, this
prior work was conducted with adolescent girls, who may experience particularly pernicious

effects of sexualization because of the developmental inappropriateness of receiving sexualized
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attention from others and because the overemphasis on appearance comes at a time when they
are developing a sense of self grounded in other competencies (Grower et al., 2021).

Relatedly, it is worth addressing the interesting age-related effects observed in this
model. Although younger and older women showed distinct associations between their
enjoyment of sexualization, mental health, and self-esteem, these models were found to be
statistically equivalent. It is important to note that these statistical results should not diminish the
importance or relevance of age in this analysis. First, it may be the case that the use of a
dichotomous age variable, which collapsed across women of many different ages, impacted the
findings identified here. The use of a continuous age variable, incorporated in the analysis, may
have been informative. Second, exploration of ageism or important developmental events (e.g.,
childbirth) could enrich the field’s understanding of this phenomenon. For example, capturing
women’s age-related body changes, the influence of having children, or the role of body comfort
in the context of an ongoing, long-term partnership could help elucidate the role of age in
differentiating the consequences of male- and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization.
Limitations and Future Directions

Though this study makes a valuable contribution to the literature, it is not without its
limitations. First and foremost, I want to acknowledge the historical context which has given rise
to the present project. I am one of many white scholars that has benefited from the popularization
of intersectional work within recent years, especially the proliferation of so-called “weak
intersectionality” (Grzanka, 2020; McCormick-Huhn et al., 2019). From an intersectional
perspective, the work presented here is flawed due to its reliance on quantitative methods used to
examine measures that were normed and developed with samples of predominantly white

women. | regret to contribute to the body of intersectional work that fails to subvert many of the
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disciplinary norms of psychology, but hope that the unabashed admission of this issue, refusal to
understand Black women’s experience in monolithic ways, and politicized contextualization of
the findings with an eye towards creating social change help to somewhat offset this limitation.
Furthermore, though the use of pre-existing measures may be a reasonable first step in this line
of work given the scarcity of other quantitative studies, the use of this measure, even in its
psychometrically re-evaluated form, may overlook or silence important aspects of Black
women’s experiences. Future research should take a dual approach in addressing these
shortcomings by using qualitative methods to explicitly ask about Black women’s experiences of
sexualization to inform the development of new measures that are more sensitive to the ways in
which Black women’s experience and enjoy sexualization. Though my preliminary analysis of
the open-ended survey responses did substantiate the distinction between male and self-
motivated enjoyment of sexualization identified in the quantitative data, this analysis should be
replicated with more robust and rigorous qualitative methods. It is also important to note that
definitive information regarding the revised factor structure of the Enjoyment of Sexualization
Scale cannot be provided from a single study; instead, it is essential that future work re-examine
this measure among other samples, especially given the overrepresentation of highly educated
individuals in this sample. Finally, findings from the current study seem to emphasize the role of
context in Black women’s enjoyment of sexualization, and future research should take this
context into consideration when developing novel items. For example, it may be pertinent to
differentiate between women’s enjoyment of sexualization in public or in private, by oneself or
with a romantic partner, in professional settings or with friends, and so on.

Another notable limitation of this study was its variable-centered analysis, which did not

include more direct assessments of the structures of power that inform Black women’s
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experiences. The current study was conceptualized with variables of interest as its focus, not
intersectionality; instead, intersectionality was imposed as a framework for understanding
variable-focused associations observed in the data after the fact. As mentioned previously,
intersectional work should understand multiply marginalized individuals’ experiences as a
product of systems of power that confer advantage and disadvantage rather than a product of the
identities themselves, and thus future studies should incorporate the systemic nature of these
phenomena in a way that goes beyond conceptual framing. For example, incorporating
assessments of racism, sexism, gendered racism, or ageism, would be one way to more
meaningfully capture the influence of systems of power within this analysis. Though
objectification theorists posited that “individual difference” factors such as race, class, and
sexual orientation would differentiate women’s experiences of sexual objectification, more work
needs to be done to clarify what it would mean to apply intersectionality to testing the tenets of
objectification theory. Previous work has made important steps in the right direction with Black
women by incorporating measures of skin tone surveillance and dissatisfaction (Buchanan et al.,
2008), tapping into experiences of gendered racial microaggressions (Lewis et al., 2016), and
assessing contextual variables such as fear of crime as contributing to Black women’s general
hypervigilance, which in turn might inform their experiences of sexual objectification (Watson et
al., 2012). The extension of this work to studies examining the impact of enjoyment of
sexualization are also merited.

A final limitation worthy of note is the exclusion of other relevant identities and power
structures in the current analysis. Though I aimed to contextualize and examine race, gender, and
age in this study, future research should consider the role of other relevant identity statuses and

the power structures wherein they operate. For example, previous work on objectification and
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sexualization has demonstrated significant differences between heterosexual and lesbian women
(Erchull & Liss, 2015; Haines et al., 2008; Mason et al., 2018). These differences were echoed
here, whereby exclusively heterosexual, predominantly heterosexual, and bisexual women each
endorsed the two subscales of the enjoyment of sexualization scale to a different extent. Given
the profound differences in consequences between self- and male-motivated enjoyment of
sexualization, future research should consider how enjoyment of sexualization as a construct
operates among Black queer women who are not only contending with harmful historical
stereotypes but for whom a male instigator of sexualization may be less relevant. Furthermore,
understanding how gender identity and gender presentation may further differentiate women’s
motivations for self-sexualizing would be important; for example, Flores and colleagues
identified that for transgender women, engaging in sexual objectification was one means
whereby they were able to “pass” and be accepted as their chosen gender identity (Flores et al.,
2018). The desire to examine the interplay of different systems of power is not intended to
exclusively highlight differences between these groups. Following from previous intersectional
work, research that is motivated by identifying difference may unintentionally reinforce the idea
of one group as the norm; in addition, similarities between groups are also worthy of
investigation, with particular emphasis on understanding how systems of power may motivate
individuals to engage in similar behavior but for different reasons (Cole, 2009; McCormick-
Huhn et al., 2019).

Aside from addressing these notable limitations, future research should also investigate
other outcomes of enjoyment of sexualization. Though sexualization is a larger umbrella term
that encompasses objectification, it would behoove future researchers to explicitly test the

assumption that objectification (and perhaps its correlates and consequences) is subsumed in
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tests of sexualization. For example, future research should explore how enjoyment of
sexualization is linked to disordered eating and sexual dysfunction, especially considering
previous links between enjoyment of sexualization to sexual esteem, feelings of entitlement to
sexual pleasure, and sexual assertiveness (Jerald, 2018; Grower et al., 2021). It would also be
meaningful to explore the role of the ideological correlates assessed here as predictors,
mediators, or moderators in models exploring the consequences of enjoyment of sexualization
for Black women. Racial identity or body appreciation, two correlates that were differentially
associated with the male and self-motivated enjoyment of sexualization factors, may serve as
intriguing first variables to explore further. In particular, it would be fruitful to examine the
consequences of enjoyment of sexualization for Black women, while also incorporating other
ideological and body beliefs, using longitudinal data that would allow researchers to determine
causality of the observed relationships. Finally, given the impact of Black men on Black
women’s body image and the omnipresence of the white patriarchal gaze, future research should
investigate who Black women imagine to be the perpetrators of sexualized male attention when
responding to these items.
Practical Implications

These findings have important practical implications. Within psychological research,
scholars must exercise caution in misapplying measures normed and developed with
predominantly white samples to participants occupying different social locations. Researchers
should psychometrically reevaluate the factor structure of the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale
when using it with other samples of Black women; this is necessary even given the novel factor
structure identified here, as the observed psychometric properties of the scale may differ as other

sample characteristics change. The overreliance on previously validated quantitative measures
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can stifle qualitative data collection, which is valuable in its own right and could serve as the
springboard for the development of culturally relevant measures necessary to more accurately
capture Black women’s experiences quantitatively. The results of this study also serve as a call to
action to researchers working within psychology more broadly and to developmental
psychologists, in particular, who have largely neglected the issue of sexualization for Black
women and girls. The urgency of this developmental question cannot be understated, as young
Black girls, who begin puberty at an earlier age than their white peers, often face
“adultification”—the imposition of developmentally inappropriate norms and expectations that
can impede healthy development (Epstein et al., 2017). The near-complete absence of Black girls
in this literature demands that developmental psychologists bear witness to their experiences.
Findings for the current study also have important implications for practice. Whereas it is
impossible to escape the patriarchal gaze that renders enjoyment of sexualization so deleterious
for many women, the results reviewed here call for more nuance in understanding Black
women’s motivations for self-sexualizing. Furthermore, the findings underscore the need for
spaces wherein Black women can reclaim agency of their bodies and experience the ownership
that can come from “being sexy for oneself” (Halliday, 2021; Lamb & Plocha, 2015; Lamb et al.,
2016). Black women deserve spaces wherein confidence in their bodies and appearance are not
accompanied by a male gaze that seeks to reduce them to a collection of body parts or define
them by their sexuality alone. However, the creation of such spaces does not eradicate the larger
institutions that uphold patriarchy and gendered racism; as such, researchers and practitioners
alike need to consider how they can create such spaces while also working to dismantle larger
structural inequalities through tailored interventions targeting both men and women and the

creation of policies that protect Black women. Given that society at large often represents Black
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women in ways that are both sexualizing and dehumanizing and that the internalization of these
representations can act as the precursors of sexualized aggression and domestic violence
(Cheeseborough et al., 2019; Moss et al., 2021), efforts to educate young women and men
regarding the negative consequences of these portrayals could be quite valuable.
Conclusion

The current dissertation demonstrated the value of using psychometrics to interrogate
how pre-existing measures developed with predominantly white samples may not accurately
reflect the reality of women who are not white and highlights the importance of thoughtfully
considering how measures may need to be adapted to accurately capture the experience of Black
women. Our findings suggest that Black women’s motivations for self-sexualization matter for
understanding the consequences of enjoyment of sexualization, underscoring the importance of
centering their subjective experience in future research, both qualitative and quantitative. That
said, it is crucial to remember that Black women are not a monolithic group, and that care should
be taken to understand the variability of their experiences. Furthermore, although society may
sexualize Black women, the enjoyment of sexualization should be something that a woman
chooses, not something imposed upon her. Empowering women to embrace their sexuality in a
safe and consensual manner is something worthy of consideration for researchers, practitioners,

and laypeople alike.
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Table 1. Participant Characteristics

Characteristic N % Characteristic N % Characteristic N %
Sexual Orientation Marital Status Geographic Location
Exclusively Heterosexual 383 T77.7 Single 299 60.6. Northeast 67 13.6
Predominantly Heterosexual 54 110 In a Relationship 93 18.9 Midwest 77 15.6
Bisexual 37 7.5 Engaged 16 32 South 297 60.2
Not sure 19 39 Married 75 15.2 West 52 105
Highest Level of Education Separated 5 10 Income
Less than high school 9 1.8 Divorced 5 1.0 Less than $20,000/year 164 340
High school degree/GED 107  21.7 | Employment Status $20,001 to $40,000/year 121 252
Some college/associates 209 424 | Employed full time 205 41.6 $40,001 to $60,000/year 94 196
Four-year college 129 2622 Employed part time 73 14.8 $60,001 to $80,000/year 51 10.6
Master’s 31 6.3 Unemployed 117 23.7 $80,001 to $100,000/year 16 33
Professional or Doctorate 8 1.6 Student 98 19.8 More than $100,001/year 34 7.1

Note. Categories for full-time and part-time student were collapsed; includes students with no, part time, and full-time employment.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for each item from the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale

Item M SD Range Skewness Kurtosis
1. It is important that men are attracted to me. 4.50 1.81 1-7 -43 =72
2. I feel proud when men compliment the way I look. 4.99 1.58 1-7 -.80 23

3. I want men to look at me. 4.33 1.75 1-7 -22 -.69
4.1 love to feel sexy. 4.88 1.83 1-7 -.59 -.58
5.1 like showing off my body. 3.60 1.88 1-7 22 -97
6. I feel complimented when men whistle at me. 2.95 1.90 1-7 .60 -.80
7. When I wear revealing clothing, I feel sexy and in control. 4.01 1.99 1-7 -.16 -1.12
8. I feel empowered when I look hot. 4.68 1.85 1-7 -.53 -.60

Note. N =493 for all items.
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Table 3. Interitem correlations for the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale

Item

1.

2.

It is important that men are attracted to me.

I feel proud when men compliment the way I look.

. I want men to look at me.

. I'love to feel sexy.

. I like showing off my body.

. I feel complimented when men whistle at me.

. When I wear revealing clothing, I feel sexy and in control.

. I feel empowered when I look hot.

1.

.67

.70

48

44

46

41

41

2.

.70

58

44

42

46

Sl

57

.53

.53

44

47

.61

37

.60

.67

.56

72

.61

49

44

75

Note. All correlations are significant at the p <.000 level

115



Table 4. Distance from the scale mean for individual items

Item

1.

2.

It is important that men are attracted to me.

I feel proud when men compliment the way I look.

. I want men to look at me.

. I'love to feel sexy.

. I like showing off my body.

. I feel complimented when men whistle at me.

. When I wear revealing clothing, I feel sexy and in control.

. I feel empowered when I look hot.

Mean Difference

26

74

.08

.64

.64

-1.29

-22

43

t-value |abs|
3.15
10.42
1.06
7.72
7.55
15.05
2.51

5.23

p-value
.000

.000

.29

.000

.000

.000

.01

.000

95% CI
.10, .42]
.60, .88]
[-.07, .24]
[.48, .80]
[-.81, -.47]

[-1.46. -1.13]
[-.40, -.05]

[.27, .60]

Note. Comparisons are to the sample scale mean, M = 4.24.
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Table 5. Reliability information for the items in the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale

Item Corrected Item- Alpha if Item
Total Correlation Deleted
1. It is important that men are attracted to me. .64 .89
2. I feel proud when men compliment the way I look. .69 .89
3. I want men to look at me. 72 .89
4.1 love to feel sexy. 72 .89
5.1 like showing off my body. 73 .90
6. I feel complimented when men whistle at me. .59 .90
7. When I wear revealing clothing, I feel sexy and in control. 72 .89
8. I feel empowered when I look hot. 72 .89

Note. Cronbach’s alpha for the entire scale = .90.
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Table 6. Bivariate correlations between Enjoyment of Sexualization subscales and demographic
variables

EOS — Male EOS — Self

Age .09%* -.02
Educational Attainment -.02 -.02
Income .05 .05
Body Mass Index .06 .02
Skin Tone -.04 -.05
Religiosity 10%* .06
Marital Status .08 @A

Note. *p <.05°< .01 °p<.000. EOS = Enjoyment of Sexualization.
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Table 7. Bivariate correlations between Enjoyment of Sexualization subscales and race, gender,
and body beliefs

EOS —Male EOS — Self

Racial Identity 07 16%**
Feminist Identification 12%* D4H
Jezebel Stereotype Endorsement 32wokk 25k
Eurocentric Beauty Ideals A5k 32k
Body Appreciation .05 2 3HHE
Body Surveillance 3Dk PYELE
Body Shame 36%H* DDk
Women as Sex Objects S5k 3Gk
Sex Role Stereotypes RYELL 16k

Note. * p<.05 **<.01 *** p <.000. EOS = Enjoyment of Sexualization.
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Table 8. Partial correlations between Enjoyment of Sexualization subscales and race, gender,
and body beliefs, controlling for age

EOS —Male EOS - Self

Racial Identity .05 J6%*

Feminist Identification .10* Dk
Jezebel Stereotype Endorsement Rk D5k
Eurocentric Beauty Ideals 45K Sk
Body Appreciation 02 DDk
Body Surveillance RYLLE Dk
Body Shame 38w D]
Women as Sex Objects S5%A* 39%A*
Sex Role Stereotypes ATHE J6%HE

Note. * p<.05 **<.01 *** p <.000. EOS = Enjoyment of Sexualization.
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Figure

Frequency
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Figure 2 Original factor structure for the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale
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.000 level.

122



Figure 3 Revised factor structure for the Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale
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Figure 4 Confirmatory Factor analysis results among the full sample
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Figure 5 Configural model results for younger women
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Figure 6 Metric model results for older and younger women (loadings held invariant)

__w EOSI
.67 (.05)

_» EOS2

Male-Motivated 71 (.05)

EOS

J7(05) - EOS3

.67 (.05)
™A EOS6

EOS4
/v

81 (.04)

—» EOS5

Self-Motivated .80 (.05)

EOS

75(.04) —» EOS7
.81 (.04)

A EOSS

x2 (32) = 110.29, RMSEA = .10 [90% CI .08, .12]. CFI = .96; TLI = .92, SRMR = .04

Note. Standardized estimates (standard error) reported. All loadings significant at p > .05.
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Figure 7 Scalar model results for younger and older women (loadings and intercepts invariant)
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Figure 8 Hypothesized structural model
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Figure 9 Mental health correlates of enjoyment of sexualization for the full sample (N = 493)
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Figure 10 Unconstrained model results for younger women
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Figure 11 Unconstrained model results for older women
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Figure 12 Partially constrained model results
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Figure 13 Fully constrained model results
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Appendices

Appendix A.
Demographic Questions.
1. What is your age?

2. What is the highest level of education you have obtained?
Less than high school (1)
High school degree/GED (2)
Some college/Associates Degree (3)
4-year College degree (BA, BS) (4)
Master's degree (5)
Professional or doctoral degree (MD, PhD, JD) (6)

3. What is your annual household income?
Less than $20,000/year (1)
$20,001 to $40,000/year (2)
$40,001 to $60,000/year (3)
$60,001 to $80,000/year (4)
$80,001 to $100,000/year (5)
More than $100,001/year (6)

4. What is your current marital status?
Single (1)
In a relationship and not cohabitating (2)
In a relationship and cohabitating (3)
Engaged (4)
Married (5)
Separated (6)
Divorced (7)
Widowed (8)

5. What is your sexual orientation?
Exclusively heterosexual
Predominantly heterosexual
Bisexual
Predominantly gay/lesbian
Exclusively gay/lesbian
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Not sure

6. What is your current employment status?
Employed full-time (1)
Employed part-time (2)
Unemployed (3)
Full-time student, no employment (4)
Full-time student, part-time employment (5)
Part-time student, part-time employment (6)
Part-time student, full-time employment (7)

7. What area of the United States do you live in?

Northeast (Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York,
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont)

Midwest (Illinois, Indiana, lowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska,
North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, Wisconsin)

South (Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland,
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas,
Virginia, Washington, D.C., West Virginia)

West (Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New
Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington, Wyoming)

8. How religious are you?
Not at all A little Somewhat Religious Very religious

9. How often do you attend religious services?
Never Few times a year or less At least once a month Weekly Daily

10. How many FEET tall are you? (For example, someone who was 5' 4" would select "5 feet").

3 feet 4 feet 5 feet 6 feet 7 feet
11. How many INCHES tall are you? (For example, someone who was 5' 4" would select "4
inches").
0 inches 1 inches 2 inches 3 inches 4 inches 5 inches
6 inches 7 inches 8 inches 9 inches 10 inches 11 inches

12. What is your current weight (in pounds)?

13. Compared to most Black people, what skin color do you believe you have?
Very dark brown
Dark brown
Medium brown
Light brown
Very light brown
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Appendix B.
Open-Ended Questions Regarding Attractiveness and Sexiness.
1. How important is it to you to look attractive and why?
2. What kinds of things do you do to look attractive?
3. How important is it to you to look sexy and why?

4. What kinds of things do you do to look sexy?
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Appendix C.
The Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale.
1. It is important that men are physically attracted to me.
2. I feel proud when men compliment the way I look.
3. I want men to look at me.
4. 1love to feel sexy.
5. I like showing off my body.
6. I feel complimented when men whistle at me.
7. When I wear clothing to show off my body, I feel sexy and in control.

8. I feel empowered when I look hot.
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Appendix D.
Race-Related Ideological Correlates of Enjoyment of Sexualization.

Centrality & Private Regard Subscale of the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity:

1. In general, being Black is an important part of my self-image.
2. I have a strong sense of belonging to Black people.

3. I have a strong attachment to Black people.

4. Being Black is an important reflection of who I am.

5. I feel good about Black people.

6. I am happy that I am Black.

7.1 am proud to be Black.

Stereotypes About Black Women — Jezebel Subscale
There are lots of beliefs about what Black women are like. Think about the things you have
heard and about what you believe. For each item indicate how much you believe that Black
women are like that. How much do you believe that Black women...
1. Always want to have sex
Use sex to get what they want
Will steal your man
Are gold-diggers
Can be calculating and manipulative
Tend to be vain
Are more seductive than other women
Are willing to trade sex for money and material comforts
Are open to using men sexually to meet their short-term needs
10 Are more promiscuous than other groups of women
11. Tend to be sexually wild and uninhibited
12. Will have sex with almost anyone who asks

00N U AW

Internalization of Eurocentric Beauty Ideals (Plybon, Pegg, & Reed, 2003):

Next, we’re going to ask you some questions about women and beauty. Please indicate your
level of agreement with each statement below.

. It is important to have “good” hair.

. If I could change my natural hair texture, I would.

. Getting the latest hairstyle is more important than letting my hair grow naturally.
. Nail extensions look better than natural nails.

. Being thin (small) gives you a better appearance.

. I think guys prefer girls who have lighter skin.

. I would change the way my skin looks if I could.

. I think guys prefer girls with straight hair.

O IN DN W~
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9. Straightened hair looks better than natural hair.

10. Having long hair gives you a better appearance.

11. I think guys prefer girls that are small (thin).

12. If I could change how my face features are, I would.
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Appendix E.
Traditional Gender Ideologies Correlated with Enjoyment of Sexualization.

Women as Sexual Objects (Ward, 2002):
Please indicate your level of agreement with each of these statements.
1. Girls should be more concerned about their appearance than guys.
2. It is natural for a guy to want to admire or check out other women, even if he is dating
someone
3. Women who wear tight or revealing clothing are asking to be hit on by men.
4. It’s only natural for a guy to make advances on someone he finds attractive.
5. A woman’s value in the “dating market” is determined by her physical appearance.
6. The best way for a girl to attract a boyfriend is to use her body and looks.
7. Girls should do whatever they need to (e.g., use make up, buy attractive clothes, work
out) to look good enough to attract a date/partner.
8. There’s nothing wrong with men whistling at shapely women.
9. Being with an attractive woman makes a guy look good.
10. Before a woman goes out in public, she should make sure she looks her best.
11. It is okay for a guy to stare at the body of an attractive woman he doesn’t know.
12. A man should always protect and defend his woman.
13. There is nothing wrong with men being primarily interested in a woman’s body.

Sex Role Stereotyping (Burt, 1980):
1. A man should fight when the woman he’s with is insulted by another man

. It is acceptable for the woman to pay for the date

. A woman should be a virgin when she marries

. There is something wrong with a woman who doesn't want to marry and raise a family

. A wife should never contradict her husband in public

. It is better for a woman to use her feminine charm to get what she wants rather than
ask for it outright

7. It is acceptable for a woman to have a career, but marriage and family should come
first

. It looks worse for a woman to be drunk than for a man to be drunk.

9. There is nothing wrong with a woman going to a bar alone.

AN D kAW
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Appendix F.

Body Image Correlates of Enjoyment of Sexualization.

Objectified Body Consciousness Scale Surveillance Subscale (McKinley & Hyde, 1996)
Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement below.

1.
2.

PO NN W

I rarely think about how I look.

I think it is more important that my clothes are comfortable than whether they look
good on me.

I think more about how my body feels than how my body looks.

I rarely compare how I look with how other people look.

During the day, I think about how I look many times.

I often worry about whether the clothes I am wearing make me look good.

I rarely worry about how I look to other people.

I am more concerned with what my body can do than how it looks.

Body Appreciation Scale — 2 (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015)

1.

Nownbkwbd

8.
he
9.

I respect my body

I feel good about my body

I feel like my body has at least some good qualities.

I take a positive attitude towards my body

I am attentive to my body’s needs

I feel love for my body

I appreciate the different and unique characteristics of my body

My behavior shows my positive attitude toward my body (for example, I hold my

ad high and smile)

I am comfortable in my body

10. I feel like I am beautiful even if I am different from media images of attractive people
(e.g., models, actresses/actors).

141



Appendix G.
Mental Health and Self-esteem Measures.

Brief Symptom Inventory — SCL-R-90 — Anxiety, Depression, and Hostility Subscales:

Below is a list of problems people sometimes have. Please circle the number that best represents
how much that problem has distressed or bothered you during the past 7 days, including today.
Nervousness or shakiness inside.

Feeling easily annoyed or irritated.

Thinking that your life has been a failure.

Suddenly scared for no reason.

Temper outbursts that you could not control.

Feeling lonely.

Feeling blue.

Feeling no interest in things.

Feeling fearful.

10. Feeling hopeless about the future.

11. Feeling tense or keyed up.

12. Having urges to beat, injure, or harm someone.

13. Having urges to break or smash things.

14. Spells of terror or panic.

15. Getting into frequent arguments.

16. Feeling so restless you couldn’t sit still.

17. Feelings of worthlessness.

VRN R WD =

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965):

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.

2. At times, I think I am no good at all.

3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.

4. T am able to do things as well as most other people.

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.
6. I certainly feel useless at times.
7
8
9

. I feel that I’'m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.
. I wish I could have more respect for myself.
. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.

10. I take a positive attitude toward myself.
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