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Sexual objectification: advancements and avenues for 
future research
Chiara Pecini1,*, Francesca Guizzo2,*, Helena Bonache3,  
Nira Borges-Castells3, Maria D Morera3 and Jeroen Vaes4

Starting from the formulation of Objectification Theory, research 
has widely investigated the causes and consequences of sexual 
objectification. In the current article, we discuss three issues 
that we think are central in the current literature and point to 
new research directions. First, we highlight the need to further 
investigate differences and similarities with dehumanization; 
second, we suggest future interventions to target men and 
promote different values from those imposed by hegemonic 
masculinity; third, we suggest going beyond the gender binary 
perspective adopted so far to include the experience of gender 
nonconforming individuals. Overall, despite the impressive 
amount of work done, more research is needed to better 
understand this process with the aim of finding ways to 
overcome its consequences.

Addresses
1 Department of Education, University of Genoa, Genoa, Italy 
2 Department of Psychology, University of Surrey, Guildford, United 
Kingdom 
3 Department of Cognitive, Social, and Organizational Psychology, 
Universidad de La Laguna, La Laguna, Spain 
4 Department of Psychology and Cognitive Sciences, University of 
Trento, Rovereto, Italy  

Corresponding author: Pecini, Chiara (chiara.pecini@edu.unige.it)
* Authors’ note: the first two authors have equally contributed to the 
development and writing of the manuscript.

Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences 2023, 50:101261

This review comes from a themed issue on Dehumanization

Edited by Lasana T. Harris and Naira Delgado Rodríguez

For complete overview of the section, please refer to the article 
collection, “Dehumanization”

Available online 7 March 2023   

Received: 15 July 2022; Revised: 9 February 2023;  
Accepted: 24 February 2023

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2023.101261

2352–1546/© 2023 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction
Objectification occurs when individuals are seen and 
treated as things rather than people. Nussbaum (1995) 
[1] theorized that objectification entails several char-
acteristics, arguably the most crucial one being in-
strumentality, where people are reduced to things serving 

others’ ends. Treating workers as interchangeable 
functional tools to reach companies’ goals or using wo-
men’s sexualized body parts in the media to please the 
observer, for example, are forms of objectification, the 
former representing a specific type of working objecti-
fication (see Ref. [2], for a review) whereas the latter a 
manifestation of sexual objectification (SO).

In the current paper, we will focus on SO and discuss 
three timely issues that are relevant in the current lit-
erature and will likely be central in future research. First, 
even though a lot of work has been done in defining SO 
and its link with processes of dehumanization, more 
empirical work is needed to test the relationship and 
differences between both concepts. Second, the role of 
masculinity norms in eliciting SO should be clarified 
with the aim to propose interventions and promote new 
behaviors and values that might help to overcome some 
of its devastating consequences. Third, we suggest ex-
tending the targets of SO by including the experience of 
gender nonconforming individuals. These three issues 
will be discussed in greater detail below indicating po-
tentially interesting avenues for future research.

Sexual objectification
When it comes to SO, individuals’ bodies, appearance, or 
sexual functions are separated from their person for the 
use and consumption of others, as if their bodies (or 
sexual body parts) could represent their entire person 
[3]. According to Objectification Theory [4], expressions 
of SO comprise both extreme (e.g. sexual harassment 
and violence) and more subtle acts (e.g. gazes and body 
evaluations) that are found to be part of women’s daily 
experiences [5]. Indeed, although emerging research 
demonstrates that men can be sexually objectified (see 
Ref. [6], for a review), SO can be seen as a means to 
reinforce the existing gender hierarchies of men’s 
domination over women [7**]: it is strongly tied to the 
experience and symbolic meaning of the female body in 
Western societies where men (and women that re-
produce the male gaze) are the main perpetrators.

Research has examined SO in different ways, for ex-
ample, exposing subjects to sexualized images of women 
(versus clothed women) [8], or promoting a focus upon 
women’s physical appearance rather than their person-
alities [9]. Furthermore, over the years several measures 
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of SO have been developed to capture a wide range of 
facets of the phenomenon. A comprehensive overview of 
the main self-report measures of SO is provided in  
Table 1. 

Sexual objectification and dehumanization 
SO and dehumanization — perceiving humans as less 
fully human or less human than others [10] — are closely 
related concepts. In both these processes, people are 
perceived in ways that are basically inaccurate. However, 
although SO may co-occur with dehumanization (see 
Ref. [11], for a review), we argue that these constructs 
can be treated as independent, at least from a theoretical 
point of view. Nussbaum (1995) [1] argued that, in ro-
mantic relationships, SO may be undertaken in a context 
of mutual respect and, therefore, be benign, while it 
becomes problematic when the partner’s humanity is 
reduced or denied, hence, theoretically positing a dis-
tinction between the two concepts. Indeed, although SO 
is generally linked to negative outcomes (e.g. sexual 
harassment and violence) [12,13], if temporary and lim-
ited to specific contexts such as romantic/sexual re-
lationships, it may be harmless or even positively 
perceived by the receiver (e.g. linked with higher self- 
esteem) ([14,15], see Ref. [16**] for a review and ex-
planation). Similar to SO, dehumanization might also 
have positive effects for perpetrators, for example, pro-
tecting healthcare professionals from burnout ([17,18]; 
but see Refs. [19,20]); however, unlike SO and regard-
less of the context, experiencing dehumanization is 
linked with general negative emotions and poorer well- 
being [21–23] adding to the idea that dehumanization is 
generally always appraised negatively. In addition, 
Riemer and colleagues (2020) [24] investigated the ef-
fects of SO in a sample of heterosexual couples. Fo-
cusing on the female partners’ appearance, a form of SO, 
did not lead the male partners to dehumanize them 
more, supporting the idea that SO may not always lead 
to dehumanization and the two concepts can be dis-
tinguished. 

Furthermore, while dehumanization leads perpetrators 
to keep a distance from the dehumanized ([11**]; see 
also Ref. [25]), SO is associated with the desire to ap-
proach the objectified target because of their in-
strumentality (e.g. [16]). In fact, the definition of SO by 
Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) [4] highlights the im-
portance of instrumentality, that is, women are reduced 
to their bodies and sexual body parts for the use of 
others. In line with this reasoning, men have shown 
approach tendencies when they dehumanize sexually 
objectified women [26], while women tended to avoid 
the same targets, the more they dehumanized them  
[26–28]. Therefore, more research is needed to unravel 
the underlying motives of men and women to dehu-
manize and instrumentalize sexually objectified women 
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and clarify the differences and boundary conditions for 
both processes to occur simultaneously. 

On the other hand, SO of women often leads to a de-
creased attribution of humanity, as testified by an ever- 
growing literature. Briefly, research demonstrated that 
when female targets are presented in a sexualized manner, 
or a narrow focus on their appearance is activated, they are 
perceived as lacking mind, competence, warmth, morality, 
moral patiency, and agency ([29**], for a review). More-
over, some scholars theorized that, depending on its con-
ceptualization, SO is associated with different forms of 
dehumanization. Indeed, focusing on women’s sexual 
body parts and functions leads to the perception of women 
as more similar to animals while focusing on women’s 
physical appearance and beauty is associated with higher 
mechanistic dehumanization likening them more closely 
to objects (see Ref. [29**], for a review). However, results 
on which dimensions are denied to sexually objectified 
targets are not always consistent (see Ref. [30], for a re-
view) as their humanity has shown to be denied quite 
literally by perceiving them as if they were objects ([31], 
for a review) and more similar to real objects compared to 
sexually objectified men and nonobjectified male and fe-
male targets [32,33]. 

From the victim, mostly female, perspective, the pri-
mary consequence of experiencing SO in everyday life is 
adopting an objectified sense of the self, a process called 
self-objectification [4]. Women who self-objectify inter-
nalize the observer’s perspective and learn to see and 
prize themselves based on how others evaluate their 
appearance and body. In the context of SO, self-objec-
tification has been typically operationalized as the dif-
ference between the perceived importance of body 
appearance over body competence or the manifestation 
of body surveillance, that is, the tendency to monitor 
one’s own physical appearance. Self-objectification, and 
body surveillance specifically, has been tied to many 
adverse outcomes, including body shame, eating dis-
orders, decreased personal and relational satisfaction, 
and impaired cognitive and physical performances (see 
Ref. [34], for a review). 

A recent line of research has started investigating whe-
ther women perceive to be dehumanized when sub-
jected to SO, a process termed meta-dehumanization  
[35]. For example, Chevallereau and colleagues (2021)  
[36] found that both appearance- and sex-based objec-
tification are associated with increased mechanistic, but 
not animalistic dehumanization. In other words, women 
perceive to be reduced to objects in both sex-based and 
beauty-based objectifying situations. 

In addition, women under sexually objectifying cir-
cumstances may not only self-objectify and recognize 
they are being dehumanized, but might also interiorize 

the observer’s global dehumanizing perspective, ending 
up perceiving themselves as possessing fewer funda-
mental social qualities and lower humanity (i.e. self- 
dehumanization). In line with this idea, Loughnan et al. 
(2017) [37] asked female participants to remember an 
actual situation in which they had been sexually objec-
tified and found that compared to baseline measure-
ments, they perceived themselves as lacking in 
humanity, competence, and warmth, but unexpectedly 
self-attributed more morality (see also Refs. [38,39], for 
similar results; see Ref. [40], for overall null effects). 

Altogether, there is evidence supporting the idea that 
sexually objectifying interpersonal encounters may lead 
women, not only to self-objectify (e.g. via higher body 
monitoring), but also to endorse meta-dehumanization 
(i.e. the perception of being viewed as less than fully 
human by others), and self-dehumanization (e.g. less 
self-attribution of human qualities). However, up to 
now, no investigation is available on the relationship 
between self-objectification, meta-dehumanization, and 
self-dehumanization. As for SO and dehumanization, it 
seems reasonable that these processes may not always 
occur simultaneously. In other words, under some spe-
cific sexually objectifying circumstances, women may 
increase their body monitoring and place greater im-
portance on their appearance but may not recognize to 
be dehumanized or may not come to perceive them-
selves as less than fully human. Supporting this rea-
soning, measures of self-dehumanization operationalized 
as increased invisibility and lack of autonomy do not 
correlate with body surveillance [41]. Given that self- 
dehumanization may be linked to the most severe con-
sequences for women (e.g. acceptance of sexual harass-
ment) [12], we think that more research should be 
conducted to understand the relation between these 
processes better and to directly inform potential inter-
vention strategies. 

Objectification and masculinity 
Given the pervasiveness and consequences of SO, there is 
an urgent need for interventions to contrast this phe-
nomenon. We believe that future interventions should be 
aimed at men given the fact that SO may be conceived as 
a product of heteronormative cultures and is perpetrated 
through the male gaze mainly toward women. We argue 
that the reason for such a gender difference lies in socia-
lization processes. Indeed, gender roles and sexual scripts 
lead men to follow masculinity norms [42] by, for example, 
adopting a play-boy character desiring casual and pro-
miscuous sexual activity, exposing themselves to risky si-
tuations, engaging in violent behaviors, and controlling the 
expression of their emotions [43]. Importantly, masculinity 
also requires men to display dominance and power over 
women. Crucially, men conforming to these masculine 
norms are more likely to sexually objectify women [42,44] 
and SO of women is an attempt of men to reinforce a 
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gendered and heterosexual identity [45]. Furthermore, 
Bareket and Shnabel (2020) [7**] demonstrated that SO 
could serve men to revalidate their dominance over 
women in response to threats. 

Although research established the role of masculinity in 
the perpetration of SO, implications of these results re-
main unapplied. Indeed, most strategies developed so 
far to counteract SO focused on the victims ([46], in this 
issue), while very few interventions are aimed at men  
[47]. As masculinity represents a crucial variable in 
predicting SO, interventions may promote attitudes and 
behaviors not included in masculinity norms, such as 
developing positive attitudes toward gender equality 
and gender balance within interpersonal relationships. 

Notably, compared to the female status, masculinity can 
be easily lost and needs to be demonstrated over and 
over (i.e. precarious manhood) [48]. Thus, SO may be 
one of the means through which men seek to affirm their 
(threatened) identity and maintain their dominant role. 
However, although high in status and power, adhesion to 
masculine prescriptions harms men as well, as they are 
linked to poorer health and well-being (e.g. [49, 50, 51]). 
Thus, promoting a less rigid and healthier definition of 
masculinity may benefit both women and men. 

Beyond gender binarism 
Most of the research on SO relies on a binary gender 
model, with male perpetrators and female victims of 
sexually objectifying experiences. According to Martin 
and Mason (2022) [52], gender is a critical feature of 
social interactions, being more central to perceptions of 
humanity than other social categories such as race, age, 
sexual orientation, religion, or disability. Within social 
interactions, individuals quickly and automatically assign 
their interactant to one of the two gender categories. 
However, an increasing number of individuals feel it 
difficult to fit within a binary gender model or do not 
identify with any gender at all. We think that calling into 
question gender binarism opens new and interesting 
directions for the research on SO. 

Consequences on the social perception of individuals 
whose gender characteristics are nonconforming (e.g. 
transgender and nonbinary (TGNB) individuals) may be 
particularly relevant within the SO framework. In fact, 
when gender is nonconforming, individuals must ac-
tively seek information to disambiguate, for example, by 
focusing on their sexual body parts. Since gazing at 
sexual body parts represents a manifestation of SO [4], 
there is reason to believe that TGNB individuals are at 
greater risk of encountering SO. Importantly, researchers 
identified unique manifestations of sexually objectifying 
experiences encountered by TGNB individuals. In fact, 
along with body evaluations, sexual harassment, and 
assault [53] that are also faced by heterosexual women, 

TGNB individuals experience being fetishized (i.e. 
considered as sexual performers because of their gender 
identity) and treated as a spectacle. Furthermore, 
TGNB individuals report frequent experiences of being 
hypersexualized or reduced to their sexual identity ca-
tegory [54]. 

It should also be noted that SO can be experienced as a 
pleasurable and self-esteem-enhancing experience by 
some transgender women, in line with the idea that SO 
may not be perceived as negative per se [55]. For example, 
SO may represent a validation of their femininity or pas-
sing that occurs when someone is identified with a gender 
or sex other than the gender they were assigned at birth  
[56]. However, as outlined above in the paper, general 
consequences for all victims of SO are far from harmless. 
So far, research on TGNB individuals has demonstrated 
that sexually objectifying experiences are related to en-
hanced self-objectification and decreased well-being. For 
example, Moradi and Tebbe (2022) [57] showed that 
sexually objectifying experiences among sexual minority 
women (including TGNB individuals) correlated with 
body self-surveillance and negatively affected individuals’ 
well-being and health. This may lead to harmful practices 
such as altering the image through eating disorders or si-
licone injections [58] and risky body modification practices 
like starting a hormone treatment without follow-up or 
medical prescription. Further research is needed on the 
processes of SO in TGNB individuals to investigate its 
causes and consequences and identify strategies to address 
these issues effectively. 

Conclusions 
More than 20 years have passed since the original for-
mulation of Objectification Theory [4]. Using this fra-
mework, an impressive body of research investigated the 
causes and consequences of SO, integrating and ex-
panding the original claims of the theory. In the present 
paper, we discussed three timely issues that are central 
to the current literature and will likely help to advance 
our understanding of SO in the near future. 

First, we emphasized that more research is needed to 
clarify the differences and similarities between SO and 
dehumanization. More experimental and longitudinal 
work is required to define causal relationships between 
these two processes, along with boundary conditions and 
individual differences that might moderate their rela-
tion. This would help the theoretical advancement of 
the phenomenon and support the development of more 
effective interventions to overcome some of its devas-
tating consequences. 

Second, most of the strategies counteracting SO focus on 
women as they are the prime victims of this process. 
However, given that more and more research underlines 
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the importance of the socialization of male gender norms 
in causing sexually objectifying behaviors against 
women, interventions should more consistently target 
men. Specifically, future strategies could focus on pro-
moting new values, attitudes, and behaviors among both 
men and women that go beyond the hegemonic mas-
culinity norms. 

Finally, we suggest scholars to go beyond the gender 
binary perspective adopted so far. The questioning of 
gender binarism requires researchers dealing with SO to 
include the experiences of TGNB individuals who ex-
perience sexually objectifying behaviors because of their 
gender nonconformity. 

Apart from deepening our understanding of the process 
of SO, research should focus on ways to overcome its 
consequences. SO is a pervasive phenomenon that po-
tentially targets and damages more than half of the 
world’s population. Therefore, knowing how to counter 
it is crucial to overcome one of the most persistent 
gender biases that we know today. 
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