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Abstract
Recent findings show that women 
dehumanize their sexually objecti-
fied female counterparts. The pres-
ent studies propose that women do 
so because they usually perceive 
them as promoters of an objectify-
ing culture. Presented with a 
woman’s testimony saying that she 
either promoted or was victimized 
by an objectifying culture or a 
neutral unrelated article, female 
participants associated sexually 
objectified female targets with 
uniquely human versus animal-
related attributes. Results of Study 
1 confirmed that, compared to the 
victim condition, female partici-
pants associated less humanness to 
sexually objectified female targets 
in both the promoter and the 

Résumé
Des données récentes ont révélé 
que les femmes ont tendance à 
déshumaniser les autres femmes 
lorsque celles-ci sont objectivées 
sexuellement. Les études présen-
tées dans cet article suggèrent que 
les femmes perçoivent celles-ci 
come promouvant une culture 
objectivante. Dans une première 
étude, nous présentions à des 
sujets féminins le témoignage 
d’une femme affirmant soit qu’elle 
promouvait, soit qu’elle était la 
victime d’une culture objectivante, 
ou encore un article neutre sans 
lien avec l’objectivation. Ensuite, les 
sujets étaient invitées à associer des 
cibles féminines objectivées avec 
des termes uniquement humains 
vs. liés aux animaux. Les résultats de 
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neutral condition. In Study 2, a 
moderated-mediation model 
confirmed that when the idea that 
all women are potential victims of 
objectification is activated, those 
women who include sexually objec-
tified female targets in the overall 
gender category generalize their 
support for a female victim of 
objectification to these targets, and 
humanize them as a result. Overall, 
these results indicate that the 
meaning of the category of sexually 
objectified female targets (victims 
vs. promoters) is important in 
determining the human associa-
tions they will receive from other 
women.

cette étude confirment que, par 
rapport à la condition « victime », 
les sujets associaient une humanité 
moindre aux femmes objectivées 
sexuellement dans la condition 
« promoteur » et dans la condition 
« neutre ». Dans l’étude 2, une 
modèle de médiation modérée a 
confirmé que, lorsqu’on active 
l’idée selon laquelle toutes les 
femmes sont des victimes poten-
tielles de l’objectivation, les femmes 
qui incluent les femmes objectivées 
sexuellement dans la catégorie de 
genre supra-ordonnée voient leur 
soutien pour une femme victime 
d’objectivation se généraliser à 
l’ensemble de ce groupe et, en 
conséquence, les humanisent. 
Globalement, ces résultats révèlent 
que la signification de la catégorie 
des cibles sexuellement objectivées 
(victimes vs. promoteurs) est 
importante pour déterminer dans 
quelle mesure elles seront humani-
sées par d’autres femmes.

Images of women in sexually provocative poses are often used 
in advertisements to sell a wide variety of consumer products 

as well as to promote healthy food or even organ donations in 
health promotion campaigns (e.g., Duval Guillame campaign 
November 2008). Regardless of the content of the ads, the most 
popular image of women is one of a sex object (e.g., their sexu-
ality is used to sell a product). Stankiewicz and Rosselli (2008), for 
example, conducted a content analysis on popular U.S. magazine 
advertisements and found that 51.80% of the ads that featured 
women portrayed them as sex objects. When focusing on 
women’s fashion magazines only, the percentage even rises to 
63.39%.
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These and other representations that reduce women to their 
physical appearance are instances of sexual objectification. 
According to Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), women are objecti-
fied when they are treated as bodies or body parts that exist for 
the use and consumption of others, stripped of their individuality 
and personality. Objectification theory emphasizes that women, 
rather than men, are often victims of a culture that objectifies 
their body. As such, it becomes understandable that they react 
negatively towards those women who seem to promote such a 
culture. Sengupta and Dahl (2008), for example, have investi-
gated gender reactions to the gratuitous use of sexual images in 
advertisements and found that compared to men, women 
reacted more negatively judging a sex-based ad as more offensive 
and less likeable. While these reactions focus on women’s 
approval or disapproval of sexualized and objectified female 
depictions, recent research has shown that subtle processes of 
dehumanization might be involved as well.

Objectification literally means treating someone as something, 
and in the case of sexual objectification a narrowed focus on a 
person’s physical appearance might translate into perceiving the 
objectified person as not fully human (see also Morris & 
Goldenberg, 2015). Recent research has confirmed this premise 
showing that when objectified, women especially are seen as 
lesser human beings. These reactions of denial of humanity 
include the attribution of less competence, human nature traits 

Cooper, & Puvia, 2011), mental states, moral status (Loughnan et 

these studies have demonstrated that even women tend to dehu-
manize other women who are sexually objectified. It remains 
unclear, however, why this might happen. Therefore, the present 
work aims to investigate the underlying reasons why women 
might deny humanness to sexually objectified female targets by 
testing the hypothesis that they do so because they see them as 
promoters of a culture that objectifies the female body.
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Dehumanization of objectified female targets

Existing research offers convergent evidence that especially 
women are sexually objectified and that this might lead to the 
denial of both uniquely human and human-nature characteristics 
by both male and female participants. Research has suggested 
that both men and women do this, however, for very different 
reasons. Men are expected to dehumanize objectified female 
targets because they are sexually attracted to them, perceiving 
them as instrumental for their sex goals (Gruenfeld, Magee, Inesi, 

dehumanize sexually objectified female targets the more they 
perceive them as a subcategory of their broader gender category 

and collaborators (2011; Study 2) investigated female partici-
pants’ tendency to distinguish between objectified and 
personalized depictions of female targets, and the extent to 
which they felt close to each type of depiction. Results indicated 
that the more participants spontaneously assigned sexually objec-
tified and personalized female targets to separate categories and 
the more they distanced themselves from sexually objectified 
depictions of female targets, the less they associated them with 
uniquely human characteristics. These results hint to the possi-
bility that sexually objectified female targets are seen as a separate 
female subcategory women tend to distance themselves from. 
Although promising, these findings are not conclusive given that 
neither the meaning of this female subcategory was clearly 
defined nor was the relation women might have with its members 
investigated. The present set of studies aims to better understand 
the processes involved hypothesizing that variation in the signifi-
cance of the subcategory of sexually objectified targets will 
change women’s perception of this subgroup in human terms.

Promoters versus victims of objectification

Women are often depicted as sex objects (Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 
2008). Such sexualization has important implications in the way 
women are perceived and treated by others, in particular by men. 
Indeed, sexualized images may change how men act towards 
women, increasing the likelihood that women become victims of 
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sexual harassment (Galdi, Maass, & Cadinu, 2014), and are 
blamed more and seen to suffer less in the case of sexual assault 

depicted as sex objects in the media, they are both victims of the 
sexualization of their body and promoters of an objectifying 
culture. This paradox implies that women’s perceptions and reac-
tions to these objectified female representations might be 
contingent on the significance they assign to that subgroup of 
their gender category. Specifically, we propose that women dehu-
manize objectified female targets because they perceive them as 
promoters of an objectifying culture that fosters a female image 
that only emphasizes (sexy) looks.
To test this possibility, the current studies aimed to shift the 
meaning of the category of sexually objectified women from 
promoters to victims. Emphasizing the role of the male counter-
category in the objectification process might make this possible. 
Portraying women as victims of male objectification could make 
it easier for women to include sexually objectified female targets 
in their overall gender category, because they might be perceived 
as victims as much as many other women. As a result, this switch 
in perception might allow women to perceive sexually objectified 
female targets as more similar to women in general and humanize 
them as a result. A parallel can be drawn with the work of 
Dumont, Yzerbyt, Wigboldus, and Gordijn (2003) who have 
shown a similar switch when measuring the emotional and 
behavioral reactions of Belgian and Dutch Europeans toward 
American victims right after the 11 September 2001 terrorist 
attacks. They showed that it suffices to change the salient 
outgroup in the comparative context from Americans to Arabs to 
increase participants’ emotions and interest in the suffering of 
American citizens. In a similar vein, Yzerbyt, Dumont, Wigboldus, 
and Gordijn (2003) have shown the effect of a switch in the 
meaning associated to a social category on the reactions toward 
a victim of harmful behavior. Specifically, when people’s common 
group membership with the victim was made salient, participants 
reported feeling angrier and more willing to react against the 
perpetrator of the offensive behavior, as compared to a condition 
in which the distinct membership of the victims was stressed. 
Following this reasoning, we manipulated the way female targets 
were perceived stressing their role as promoters, as compared to 
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victims of male-perpetrated sexual objectification. Specifically, we 
hypothesized that when female participants are reminded that 
women promote a culture that depicts women as sex objects, 
female participants are more likely to perceive sexually objecti-
fied female targets as an adverse subgroup, thus increasing their 

-
pants are reminded that all women are potential victims of sexual 
objectification mostly advocated by men, they are more likely to 
perceive sexually objectified female targets as victims much like 
themselves, by including them in the overall gender category. 
Including the subgroup of objectified women in the group of 
women in general allows women to attribute sexually objectified 
female targets with a higher degree of humanness.

Overview of the studies

In order to test this hypothesis, two studies were conducted. Study 
1 directly aims to verify that women normally see sexually objecti-
fied female targets as promoters of an objectifying culture, and for 
this reason, they do not humanize them. In comparison, when 
women’s condition of suffering from living in a male-dominated 
objectifying culture is emphasized, we expect that sexually objec-
tified targets will be humanized. Study 2 is specifically designed 
to pinpoint the mechanisms that underlie women’s tendency to 
dehumanize sexually objectified female targets. We expect that as 
a default, women see sexually objectified female targets as 
promoters of an objectifying culture, meaning that women do not 
include these targets in the group of women that are seen as 
potential victims of such a culture. Emphasizing that women are 
often victims of a male-dominated objectifying culture, instead, 
will allow women to generalize their support for female victims of 
objectification to sexually objectified female targets as much as 
they include these female targets in the overall gender category. 
To test this hypothesis, in Study 2, a moderated mediation model 
was tested. When the idea that women often suffer from objecti-
fication advocated by men is activated (i.e., predictor), those 
women who include (i.e., moderator) sexually objectified female 
targets in their overall gender category will generalize their 
support (i.e., mediator) for the victims of objectification to these 
targets and humanize them as a result (i.e., outcome).
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In both studies, a Single Category-Implicit Association Test 
(SC-IAT, Karpinsky & Steinman, 2006) will be used in order to test 
female participants’ preference to implicitly associate sexually 
objectified female targets with uniquely human and animal-
related words. This measure has also been used in previous, 

making the current results comparable. Moreover, this measure 
has shown to be reliable and has provided replicable findings.

Study 1

In this study, female participants were randomly assigned to read 
one of three articles before they performed a SC-IAT (Karpinsky 
& Steinman, 2006) in which sexually objectified female pictures 
had to be categorized with a set of human and animal-related 
words. Two articles primed the idea that women are either 
promoters or victims of a culture that potentially objectifies 
them. A third article addressing an unrelated topic was used as a 
control prime. In the promoter condition, the article reported 
the experience of a highly educated woman who had decided to 
make her body “a product to sell in show business,” emphasizing 
the benefits of her choice. In the victim condition, the article 
reported the experience of a woman who despite her high level 
of education was mostly appreciated by men because of her good 
looks. We hypothesized that female participants in the promoter 
compared to the victim condition would make less human asso-
ciations with the objectified female targets.

Method

Participants

Sixty-four female participants volunteered in the present experi-
ment. Their ages ranged from 20 to 32 years (M = 22.39; SD = 
2.22). All of them were students at a large Italian university. Six 
participants were discarded from the analysis, four because they 
were non-native Italian speakers and two because they indicated 

et al., 2011, for similar exclusion criteria). As a result, we retained 
a total of 58 female participants.
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Procedure and material

Articles. Participants were randomly assigned to read one of three 
articles. Two of them introduced the experimental manipulation. 
Both articles were divided into three parts: First, they introduced 
the issue of sexual objectification in the Italian media. Second, 
they reported findings from a study carried out by an Italian 
research institute (i.e., CENSIS, 2006), which confirmed the over-
whelming presence of beautiful sexy women, typically scarcely 

-
tion. The third and last part of the article differed according to the 
experimental condition. In order to capture the concepts of victim 
and promoter of objectification best and to gain ecological validity, 
actual testimonies of two women were taken from two main Italian 
newspapers. In the promoter condition, the article titled: “My 
bottom? It’s worth more than a degree,” and reported a quote by 
a young highly educated woman who promoted sexual objectifica-

testimony read: “After 4 years at a prestigious Italian university 
I was a manager in a big company. Today I am the product, a 
product that I sell in show business. Isn’t this the right move to 
make it?” Conversely, the second article depicted a woman that 
stressed the fact that she was a victim of sexual objectification. It 
was titled: “If my bottom is worth more than two degrees” and 
reported a woman’s experience who despite her educational level 
and high-status job, was more often evaluated and appreciated in 
virtue of her pretty appearance. “I’m 39 years old, single, with two 
university degrees and... a very nice bottom. The first impact with 
men is always an insistent gaze on this last quality. I believe this 
body-reductive evaluation to be humiliating.” In sum, both 
articles introduced the idea that we live in a culture that potentially 
objectifies the female body and both presented a testimony of a 
highly educated woman. The two experimental articles differed 
in that one testimony emphasized the idea that women can promote 
and use this objectifying culture to achieve popularity and economic 
gains, while the other testimony gave an example of a woman that 
despite her achievements was a victim of male objectification.

The third article constituted the control condition. The text was 
taken from an Italian newspaper and talked about alternative 
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medicine and the benefits of the use of herbs. The article was 
similar in length as compared with the experimental conditions.

Agreement. After reading the article, participants were required 
to indicate the extent to which they agreed with its content (i.e., 
‘To what extent do you agree with the content of the testimony?’) 
using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all agree; 7 = totally 
agree), M = 4.71; SD = 1.79. 

Single Category-Implicit Association Test (SC-IAT). Participants 
were presented with a Single Category-Implicit Association Test 
(SC-IAT, Karpinsky & Steinmann, 2006) in which objectified 
female pictures had to be categorized with human and animal-
related attributes. The SC-IAT represents a modification of the 
Implicit Association Test (IAT) procedure, but unlike the standard 
IAT paradigm the SC-IAT assesses the strength of evaluative asso-
ciations with a single attitude object without a complementary 
category. Since we are interested in measuring female partici-
pants’ human associations with sexually objectified female targets 
only, the SC-IAT is the measure that best fits the present purpose.

The female pictures were taken from advertisements that appeared 

Donna Moderna). A total of 18 (9 male and 9 female) participants 
judged the set of female pictures on the extent to which they were 
objectified using a 7-point Likert scale (1= not at all objectified, 
7= extremely objectified). Looking at the pretest judgments we 
selected five pictures that were judged as significantly more objec-
tified (M = 5.10) as compared to the scale mid-point, t(17) = 4.37, 
p < .001. In line with the definition of objectification, the selected 
objectified female images had a clear body focus emphasizing 
those body parts that have a sexual function. We also selected 10 
words, five human-related (culture, foot, nose, values, and tradi-
tion), and five referring to the animal reign (nature, paw, snout, 
instinct, and hibernation). Using both male and female Italian 
participants, these attributes were selected on the basis of two 
independent pretests and did not differ with respect to their 
valence (t < 1), while the human words were seen as significantly 
more uniquely human (M = 7.94; SD = 0.70) than the animal ones 
(M= 2.43; SD = 0.77) on a 9-point Likert scale, t(24) = 21.56,  
p 
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In the SC-IAT (Karpinski & Steinmann, 2006) participants were 
required to categorize a set of stimuli as quickly and accurately as 
possible by pressing two different keys on the computer keyboard. 
The SC-IAT was divided into three blocks: Following a training 
block of 20 trials in which participants had to categorize the 
animal and human-related words using a left and a right hand key 
on a computer keyboard, two critical blocks of 60 trials were 
included; one looked at the human associations with objectified 
pictures, and the other looked at the animal associations with the 
same targets. Within each critical block, each word and each 
picture was presented three times in a random order. Each crit-
ical block was preceded by a set of instructions explaining the 
specific categorization task and the appropriate response keys. 
Category reminder labels were appropriately positioned on top 
of the computer screen. The stimuli remained on the screen until 
participants responded. Following incorrect responses, partici-
pants were given an error message in the shape of a black cross 
that appeared at the bottom of the screen. The order in which 
the two critical blocks appeared was controlled by counterbal-
ancing the compatible (animal-objectified picture) and 
incompatible blocks (human-objectified picture) between partic-
ipants. As a result, half of them had to categorize the sexually 
objectified targets with the animal related traits first, while for the 
other half of participants the blocks were presented in the 
reverse order.

Finally, participants had to indicate their age, sexual orientation, 
and whether they were Italian native speakers. They were then 
fully debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Results

Agreement 

Participants had to indicate their level of agreement with the 
content of the articles. Given that this measure can be used as a 
proxy for participants’ stance towards sexually objectified targets, 
it is interesting to see how this judgment changed according to 
the experimental condition. A significant condition main effect 
emerged from this analysis, F(2, 55) = 13.17, p < .001,hp

2 = .32. 
Participants agreed less with the content of the article in which 
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the objectification of women was promoted, M = 3.45; SD = 2.09, 
as compared to both the condition in which the testimony was 
that of a victim of objectification, M = 5.78; SD = 1.00, and to the 
control condition, M = 5.17; SD = 0.92, p < .001 and p = .001, 
respectively.

Human associations

Data were analyzed using the D-score algorithm for IAT data 
proposed by Greenwald, Nosek, and Banaji (2003). As a result, a 
SC-IAT D-score was calculated for the objectified female pictures. 
In the present study, the index varied from -0.56 to 0.72, 
M = 0.01, SD
increased preference to associate human concepts to objectified 
female targets. This index was analyzed using a 2 (Order: animal/
female association first vs. human/female association first) x 3 
(Condition: victim vs. promoter vs. control) between-participants 

effect, F(2, 52) = 3.20, p = .05, hp
2 = .11. Looking at the means 

in Table 1, it is clear that female participants humanized the 
female targets more significantly in the victim condition, 
M = 0.25; SD = 0.23, compared to the promoter, M = 0.06; 
SD = 0.37, t(55) = 2.01, p = .05, and to the control condition, 
M = 0.01 SD = 0.27, (55) = 2.47, p = .02. Importantly, the latter 
two conditions did not differ significantly from each other, 
t(55) = -0.59, p = .56. Moreover, the index significantly differed 
from zero only in the victim condition, M= 0.25, t(17) = 4.66,  
p < .001, indicating that female participants significantly human-
ized sexually objectified targets, while in the other conditions 
they did not, M = 0.06, t(21) = 0.77, p = .45, and M = 0.01, 
t(17) = 0.08, p = .94 for the promoter and control conditions, 
respectively. No order effect emerged (F < 1). 
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M SD N 1 2

1. Agreement 4.71 1.79 58 --
.08

5.78a 1.00

Promoter condition 3.45b 2.09

Control 5.17a 0.92

objectified female targets
0.10 0.31 58 --

0.25a 0.23

Promoter condition 0.06b 0.37

Control 0.01b 0.27

Note
conditions within each of the three ratings indicate a significant difference. 

Looking at the correlations between the various measures, the 
humanity index showed to be independent from the measure of 
agreement, r = 0.08, p = .57 (see Table 1). This result suggests 
that it is not just the agreement or disagreement with the testi-
mony that contributed to a differential attribution of humanity to 
sexually objectified female targets.

Discussion

This first study measured female participants’ human associa-
tions with sexually objectified female targets. Female participants 
significantly humanized the sexually objectified female targets 
only in the victim condition and more so than in the promoter 
and the control conditions. In both the latter conditions sexually 
objectified targets were not significantly associated with human 
characteristics to the same extent. This effect is clearly in line with 
our hypothesis and suggests that women normally see sexually 
objectified female targets as promoters of an objectifying culture 
they do not support. Proof of such a negative evaluation was 

TABLE 1:  
Means, standard 

deviations, and 
correlations for all 

study variables  
(Study 1).
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given by the fact that our female participants did agree less with 
the content of the promoter article compared with that of the 
other two conditions.

Still, Study 1 does not allow us to pinpoint the exact processes 
that drive this effect. When no specific role is primed or when the 
idea that women might be promoters of sexual objectification is 
activated, we propose that sexually objectified female targets are 
seen by other women as subgroup members that can be dehu-
manized. Instead, when reminded that potentially all women are 
victims of male objectification female participants are expected to 
humanize sexually objectified female targets as much as they are 
willing to include these targets in their gender group. In the 
following study, this underlying mechanism was tested.

Study 2

Study 2 aimed to replicate the results of Study 1 extending these 
findings in several ways. First, a manipulation check was added to 
determine whether the articles indeed influenced the percep-
tions of the female target as a promoter or victim of sexual 
objectification. Second, Study 2 was specifically designed to 
pinpoint the mechanisms that underlie women’s attributions of 
humanness to sexually objectified female targets. Therefore, 
when primed with the idea that all women are potential victims 
of a male-dominated culture that objectifies their bodies, we 
expect that women will be more inclined to humanize sexually 
objectified female targets as much as they include objectified 
female targets in the overall gender category. This process of 
inclusion increases the humanization of sexually objectified 
female targets because it allows women to generalize their 
support for female victims of objectification to these female 
targets. Concretely, in Study 2 we test a moderated mediation 
model, in which the indirect effect of the support for female 
victims of objectification on dehumanization of sexually objecti-
fied targets is expected to be moderated by an inclusion process. 
In other words, we expected that the magnitude of the indirect 
effect of the testimony (i.e., predictor) on female’s attributions of 
humanness to sexually objectified targets (i.e., outcome) via the 
support (i.e., mediator) for female victims of objectification, 
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varies in magnitude as a function of a process of inclusion  
(i.e., moderator) according to which sexually objectified women 
will be included in the overall gender category.

Method

Participants

Eighty-five female students at a large university in northern Italy 
volunteered to participate in the present study. Only female 
participants who indicated to be heterosexual were retained. As 
a result, five participants were excluded from further analysis 
because they indicated to have a different sexual orientation than 
heterosexual. The final sample consisted of 80 female partici-
pants. Participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 36 years (M = 22.06; 
SD = 2.39). 

Procedure and measures

Participants were individually tested in the laboratory by a female 
experimenter. They were first randomly assigned to read one of 
the three articles used in Study 1. After reading the article, partic-
ipants were presented with items assessing the extent to which 
they perceived the testimony of the assigned article as a victim or 
a promoter of an objectifying culture, their level of agreement, 
and their support for the content of the article they had just read. 
Then, participants were presented with the same SC-IAT used in 
Study 1, in which sexually objectified female targets had to be 
categorized with human and animal-related words. Afterwards, 
female participants were presented with a three-item pictorial 
measure of inclusion assessing how close to each other they 
perceived the group of sexually objectified women and the group 
of women in general, the self and the group of women in general, 
and the self and the group of objectified women.

Articles. Participants were randomly assigned to read one of the 
three articles that were used in Study 1.

Manipulation checks. Two items were specifically formulated to 
test the effectiveness of the manipulation. Participants were 
provided with a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very) Likert-type scale, and 
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were asked to report the extent to which they thought the 
 testimony they had just read depicted a victim or a promoter of a 
culture that objectifies the female body (i.e., “To what extent do 
you think that the testimony was a victim of an objectifying 
culture?” and “To what extent do you think that the testimony 
was a promoter of an objectifying culture?”), M = 4.59;  
SD = 1.85, and M = 3.63; SD = 1.87, for victim and promoter 
respectively.

Agreement. As in Study 1, participants indicated the extent to 
which they agreed with the content of the testimony on a 7-point 
Likert scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree), 
M = 4.61; SD = 1.73.

Support for the victim vs. promoter testimony. Two items were 
used to assess female participants’ support for the testimony 
reported in the article that they had just read (1 = not at all; 7 = 
very much). The items were: “To what extent do you identify 
with the testimony reported in the article?”; “To what extent do 
you endorse the testimony reported in the article?”. These items, 
when averaged, formed a reliable measure, M = 3.13; SD = 1.69, 
r = .92. As a result, an index was calculated based on participants’ 
mean level of identification and endorsement with the testimony 

Single Category Implicit Association Test (SC-IAT). Afterwards 
participants were presented with the same SC-IAT used in Study 
1, associating human and animal-related words with five sexually 
objectified female pictures. As in the previous study, the order in 
which the various associations were presented (animal/objecti-
fied picture, human/objectified picture) was counterbalanced 
between participants.

Inclusion of objectified women in the overall gender category. 
The Overlap of Self, Ingroup, and Outgroup (OSIO) scale 
(Schubert & Otten, 2002) was used as a measure of inclusion of 
sexually objectified women in the overall gender category. This 
three-item pictorial measure is intended to assess the relevant 
relations of a salient intergroup context through the use of 
graphical measures that depict spatial relations. Specifically, the 
OSIO scale was used to assess female participants’ inclusion of 
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the self in the group of women in general; the self in the group 
of objectified women; and the overlap of women in general and 
of objectified women. The three items were presented in a single 
fixed order. Female participants were first instructed to choose 
the picture that represented the current closeness of the two 

like diagrams. Each diagram consisted of two circles of equivalent 
size, vertically centered on a horizontal line. The figures were 
designed so that from the top to the bottom the degree of 
overlap progressed gradually, from 1 (2 circles standing completely 
apart) to 7 (2 circles almost totally overlapping). One circle was 
labeled women while the other circle was labeled objectified 
women, M = 3.95; SD = 1.60. On the next page, female partici-
pants had to choose the picture that “in your opinion best 
describes the degree of closeness between the two categories”. 
This time, the left circle was smaller than the right circle. The 
smaller circle was labeled self while the larger circle was labeled 
women, M = 5.37; SD = 1.39. Again, both were centered verti-
cally on a horizontal line, and got closer from the top to the 
bottom. The third item was identical to the second item, but now 
the smaller circle was labeled self and the larger circle was labeled 
objectified women, M = 2.30; SD = 1.46. This order of presenta-
tion was kept constant for all participants. For all three items, we 
assigned a value of 1 to the first diagram (2 circles standing 
completely apart) and a value of 7 to the last diagram (2 circles 
almost totally overlapping). Three indices were then calculated, 
one for each item based on female participants’ mean level of 
inclusion between the two categories under examination. For 
each index, higher scores indicate more overlap.

Demographics. Finally, participants had to indicate their age and 
sexual orientation. They were then fully debriefed and thanked 
for their participation.

Results

Manipulation check

First of all, we verified if the articles effectively manipulated 
promoter or victim salience. Two condition main effects emerged 
from this analysis, F(1, 51) = 6.63, p = .013, hp

2 = .12 and  
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F(1, 51) = 67.28, p < .001 , hp
2 = .57, one for the victim and 

promoter question respectively. Participants correctly indicated 
that the testimony was a victim of an objectifying culture upon 
reading the article in which the testimony was presented as a 
victim of objectification (M = 5.93; SD = 1.21), compared to that 
of the promoter (M = 4.96; SD = 1.51, p = .013). Likewise, 
participants correctly indicated that the testimony was a promoter 
of an objectifying culture upon reading the article in which the 
objectification of women was promoted (M = 5.27; SD = 1.49) 
compared to that of the victim (M = 2.30; SD = 1.14, p < .001). 
Overall, participants correctly identified the nature of the testi-
mony that influenced their perceptions of the female target as a 
promoter or as a victim of objectification as intended.

Agreement

We verified whether participants’ agreement with the content of 
the testimony changed according to the experimental condition. 
A significant main effect emerged from this analysis, F(2, 77) 
= 25.83, p < .001, hp2 = .40. As in Study 1, participants agreed 
less with the content of the article in which the objectification of 
women was promoted (M = 3.19; SD = 1.81), compared to both 
the condition in which the testimony was that of a victim of 
objectification (M = 5.85; SD = .95, p < .001), and to the control 
condition (M = 4.74; SD = 1.16, p = .003).

Support for the victim vs. promoter testimony

In a similar vein, we verified whether participants’ support for the 
content of the testimony changed according to the experimental 
condition (i.e., promoter versus victim). Another significant main 
effect emerged from this analysis, F(1, 51) = 54.01, p < .001,  
hp

2 = .52. Participants supported the content of the article in 
which the testimony was that of a victim of a culture that objecti-
fies the female body to a higher extent (M = 3.91; SD = 1.45), 
compared to the condition in which they were reminded that 
women could also promote objectification (M = 1.52; SD = 0.82, 
p < .001). 
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Human associations

As in Study 1, a D-score was calculated for the objectified female 
pictures. In the present study, the index varied from -0.77 to 1.54, 
M = 0.14, SD
increased preference to associate human concepts to objectified 
female targets. This index was then analyzed using a 2 (Order: 
animal/objectified picture first vs. human/objectified picture first) 
x 3 (Condition: victim vs. promoter vs. control) between-partici-

significant, F(2, 74) = 2.12, p = .13, hp
2 

analysis showed that female participants humanized the female 
targets to a higher extent in the victim condition, M = 0.25;  
SD = 0.49, compared to the promoter condition, M = 0.01;  
SD = 0.36, t(77) = 2.12, p = .04 (see Table 2). It is important to 
note that the control condition, M = 0.14, SD = 0.37, did neither 
differ from the victim, t < 1, nor from the promoter condition, 
t(77) = 1.14, p = .26). Moreover, the humanity index significantly 
differed from zero only in the victim condition, Mvictim = 0.25, 
t(26) = 2.63, p = .014, Mpromoter = 0.01, t(25) = 0.15, p = .89 and 
Mcontrol= 0.14, t(26) = 1.98, p = .06 No order effect emerged  
(F < 1). 

Table 2 also reports the correlations between all the measured 
variables. The humanity index correlated both with the agree-

correlations was in both cases equal or below 0.30, indicating the 
presence of a weak but significant correlation among these vari-
ables, (r = .24, p = .04, and r =.30, p = .01, for agreement and 
inclusion measures, respectively).

Inclusion of objectified women in the overall gender  
category

The goal of this analysis is to estimate whether the effect of the 
different testimonies - in which women are presented as either 
victims or promoters of objectification - on female participants’ 
human associations with sexually objectified female targets is 
moderated by the inclusion of sexually objectified women in the 
overall female gender category. Thus, condition was the predictor 
(coded: victim = 1, promoter = -1, control = 0), and the
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M SD N 1 2 3 4

1. Agreement 4.61 1.73 80 -- .67** .18 .24*

5.85a .95

Promoter condition 3.19b 1.81

Control 4.74c 1.16

2. Support 3.13 1.69 80 -- .22 .30**

3.91a 1.45

Promoter condition 1.52b .82

3. Inclusion 3.95 1.6 79 -- .13

4.04a 1.53

Promoter condition 3.96a 1.69

Control 3.85a 1.64

4. Humanity index for 
objectified female targets

0.14 0.42
80 --

0.25a 0.49

Promoter condition 0.01b 0.36

Control 0.14a 0.37

*p<.05 **p<.01 

Note. 
conditions within each of the three ratings indicate a significant difference.

measure of inclusion was the proposed moderator. First of all, we 
noted that the expected moderator was not significantly corre-
lated with either the predictor, r = -.03, p = .79, nor with the 
outcome variable (r = .13, p = .24). This absence of correlation 
ensures the independence of observations. The predictor, 
moderator, and their interaction were then included as predic-
tors in a linear regression following the protocol recommended 

model of regression explained a significant proportion of the vari-
ance in female participants’ associations with sexually objectified 

TABLE 2:  
Means, standard 
deviations, and  
correlations for all 
study variables  
(Study 2).
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female targets, R2 = 0.12, F(3,75) = 3.46, p = .021. This analysis 
also revealed the absence of main effects, b = -0.17, SE = 0.15; 
t(75) = -1.12, p = .27, b = 0.04, SE = 0.03; t(75) = 1.32, p = .19, 
for condition and inclusion variable, respectively. Importantly, a 
significant interaction between condition and the inclusion of the 
subgroup of objectified women in the broader group of women 
in general emerged, b = 0.07, SE = 0.04; t(75) = 2.05, p = .04. 
Simple slopes of inclusion predicting human associations were 
tested for low (-1 SD below the mean, b1 (M = 2.35) = -0.0001, 
SE = 0.08; t(75) = -0.0013, p = .99), moderate (mean, b2  
(M = 3.95) = 0.12, SE = 0.06; t(75) = 2.08, p = .04), and high 
(+1 SD above the mean, b3 (M = 5.55) = 0.23, SE = 0.08;  
t(75) = 2.98, p = .004) levels of inclusion. This test revealed that 
only those female participants who tended to include the 
subgroup of objectified women in the overarching group of 
women significantly attributed humanness to the sexually objecti-
fied targets, when they were reminded that women are potential 
victims of an objectifying culture. Figure 1 plots the simple slopes 
for the interaction.
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The same moderation effect was also tested for the other 
measures of inclusion. Both alternative models tested whether 
the inclusion of the self in the group of women in general or in 
the subgroup of objectified women moderated the condition 
main effect on female participants’ tendency to dehumanize 

FIGURE 1: 
Line graph of the 

interaction between 
condition and 

inclusion in 
predicting the 

human associations 
with sexually 

objectified female 
targets (Study 2).
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sexually objectified female targets. No moderation effect was 
found (b = -0.03, SE = 0.04; t(76) = -0.74, p = .46; b = 0.01,  
SE = 0.04; t(76) = 0.26, p = .79, for the inclusion of the self in 
the group of women in general and the inclusion of the self in the 
subgroup of objectified women, respectively).

Moderated mediation analysis

To test whether the above reported moderation effect of inclu-
sion on the humanization of sexually objectified female targets 
led participants to generalize their support for a female victim of 
male objectification to these targets, a moderated mediation 
analysis was conducted. Specifically, this analysis used the boot-

MODMED macro, Model 3). The proposed moderated mediation 
model tested whether the mediating role of the support for a 
female victim of male objectification on the attribution of human-
ness to sexually objectified female targets is moderated by a 
process of inclusion of sexually objectified women in the overall 
female gender category. Therefore, this analysis employed condi-
tion as the independent variable (X), support for a female victim 
of male objectification as the mediator (M), the inclusion 
measure as the moderator (W), and attribution of humanness as 
the dependent variable (Y). Figure 2 graphically displays the theo-
retical representation of the moderated mediation model.

Female support 
for a female 

victim of 
objectification

Female inclusion 
of sexually 

objectified female 
targets in the 

gender category 

Female human 
associations with 

sexually 
objectified female 

targets 

Condition: Victim 
(1); Promoter (-1) 

FIGURE 2:  
Theoretical 
representation of the 
moderated mediation 
model tested in Study 2
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Table 3 summarizes the results of this analysis. As expected, the 
statistically significant interaction between inclusion and support 
implies that the indirect effect of the support for a female victim 
of male objectification on the attribution of humanness to sexu-
ally objectified targets is moderated by an inclusion process. The 
sign of the interaction is consistent with the interpretation that 
the indirect effect is larger for those female participants that 
included objectified female targets in their overarching gender 
category (b = 0.04, SE = 0.02, p = .03). The lower part of Table 
3 reports this indirect effect at different values of the moderator 
(i.e., one standard deviation below the mean vs. the mean vs. one 
standard deviation above the mean). The effect was significant 
and stronger only for those participants who included the 
subgroup of objectified women in the overall gender category 
presumably allowing their support for a female victim of male 
objectification to generalize to objectified female targets, 
b (M = 5.55) = 0.14, SE = 0.06, Boot Z = 2.39, p = .02; 95% BCa, 
CI from 0.0163 to 0.3033, 5000 bootstrap samples.

Mediator Variable Model

Predictor B SE t p

Constant 3.0862 0.1550 19.9169 0.000

Condition 1.1871 0.1892 6.2746 0.000

Dependent Variable Model

Predictor B SE t p

Constant 0.2571 0.2195 1.1710 0.2454

Condition 0.0394 0.0688 0.5731 0.5683

Support -0.0799 0.0674 -1.1854 0.3296

Inclusion -0.067 0.0569 -1.5242 0.1317

Support X Inclusion 0.0362 0.0161 2.2532 0.0272

Conditional indirect effects at Inclusion = mean and +/- 1 SD

Inclusion Indirect effect SE Z p

2.3489 -0.0062 0.0478 0.1287 0.8976

3.9494 0.0750 0.0433 1.7323 0.0832

5.5498 0.1439 0.0601 2.3920 0.0168

Two alternative moderated mediation models were tested. First, 
a composite of agreement and support was used as the mediator. 
From this analysis the same pattern of results emerged. 
Nevertheless, we decided to keep these variables separated to 

TABLE 3:  
Regression results for 
moderated mediated 

analysis (Study 2).
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make the results of both studies on the measure of agreement 
comparable. Moreover, while judgments of agreement signifi-
cantly correlated with the humanity index in Study 2, they did not 
in Study 1 suggesting that the simple agreement with the testi-
mony’s declarations is not the main underlying mechanism 
explaining women’s tendency to humanize sexually objectified 
female targets. An alternative model, in which the path from 
condition to the support for a female victim of objectification 
and the path from the support for a female victim of objectifica-
tion to the attribution of humanness to sexually objectified 
targets were both moderated by an inclusion process, was also 
tested (i.e., MODMED macro, model 2; see Preacher et al., 2007). 
This alternative model did not show a significant pattern, corrob-
orating the validity of our hypothesis that only the indirect effect 
of women’s support for a female victim of male objectification on 
the attribution of humanness to sexually objectified targets is 
conditional on the strength of an inclusion process.1

Discussion

First of all, the results of Study 2 confirmed that participants 
correctly identified the nature of the testimonies and judged 
them as either promoters or victims of an objectifying culture as 
intended. Moreover, female participants did agree less with the 
content of the article in which the objectification of women was 
promoted, thus replicating the same pattern of findings found in 
Study 1. Female participants also associated sexually objectified 
female targets with uniquely human-related words only when 
reminded of the idea that all women are potential victims of a 
male-dominated culture that objectifies their body. Even though 
the expected main effect of condition was not significant, the 
humanity index significantly differed from zero only in the victim 
condition, and it was significantly larger than the one that was 
observed in the promoter condition. Overall, these findings repli-
cate those of Study 1, thus corroborating our hypothesis that 
female participants distance themselves from sexualized female 
depictions attributing them less uniquely human characteristics 
because they perceive these targets as promoters of an objecti-
fying culture.

1.   The statistics of these alternative models are available from the first author upon request.
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More importantly, Study 2 was specifically designed to pinpoint 
the mechanisms that drive this effect. A moderated mediation 
model was tested, in which the indirect effect of female’s support 
for a female victim of objectification on the dehumanization of 
sexually objectified targets was expected to be moderated by an 
inclusion process. Firstly, participants’ support for a victim of 
objectification was measured, and this index varied according to 
the experimental condition. Female participants supported the 
testimony of a woman who was a victim of objectification to a 
higher extent compared to the testimony in the promoter  condition.

The extent to which women included sexually objectified female 
targets in their overall gender category was also measured and, as 
expected, it moderated the effect of the experimental condition 
on women’s human associations with sexually objectified female 
targets. This effect demonstrated that only those women who 
included the subgroup of sexually objectified female targets in 
the overall gender category humanized their sexually objectified 
counterparts when the idea that all women are potential victims 
of male objectification was activated. This inclusion process 
might then allow women to generalize their support for a female 
victim of objectification to these sexually objectified female 
targets. This idea was confirmed in the moderated mediation 
analysis that revealed that the indirect effect of women’s support 
for a female victim of male objectification on the attribution of 
humanness to sexually objectified targets was conditional on the 
strength of this inclusion process. Especially those women who 
included objectified female targets in the overall gender category 
were more willing to generalize their support to these targets and 
in turn perceived them in human terms.

No effects were found for the inclusion of the self in the group of 
women in general (i.e., gender identification) nor in the subgroup 
of objectified women (i.e., identification with sexually objectified 
women). As a matter of fact, our female participants were not 
inclined to see the self and objectified female depictions as closely 
related (overall M = 2.30; SD = 1.46). Together these results 
suggest that it is not the identification of women with sexually 
objectified female targets that especially moderates their dehuman-
ized perceptions. It is rather the social meaning of the category 
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of sexually objectified females as victims rather than promoters 
that makes it easier for women to include them in the overall 
gender category, and that changes the way in which women perceive 
sexually objectified female targets in human terms.

General discussion

The sexualization of the female body is pervasive and undeniable. 
Women’s participation in the beauty industry could suggest that 
some women accept and promote a culture in which the female 
body is a mere product of consumption. At the same time, 
however, research has shown that this sexualization has impor-
tant negative consequences in the way women are perceived and 
treated by others, in particular by men (Galdi et al., 2014; 
Rudman & Mescher, 2012). The present research highlights the 
central role of this paradoxical representation of sexually objecti-
fied female targets as promoters versus victims in understanding 
women’s tendency to dehumanize them. Firstly, the results of 
Study 2 indicated that women effectively differentiate between 
these representations of sexually objectified women. The two 
female testimonies shown to participants in the experimental 
conditions effectively manipulated perceptions of a promoter or 
of a victim of objectification as intended. Based on this premise, 
we argued and found that women normally see sexually objecti-
fied female targets as promoters of an objectifying culture, and 
they only stop dehumanizing them when the idea that potentially 
all women are victims of male objectification is activated.

Importantly, the present set of studies aimed to clarify the role of 
the cognitive processes underlying this dehumanization effect. 
Specifically, results of Study 2 showed that emphasizing the idea 
that all women are potential victims of male objectification 
allowed female participants to humanize sexually objectified 
targets the more they included objectified targets in the overall 
gender category. This process of inclusion allowed female partic-
ipants to generalize their support for a female victim of 
objectification to sexually objectified female targets attributing 
them a higher degree of uniquely human-related characteristics 
as a result.
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Taken together, the present research advances our knowledge in 
the field of female-on-female dehumanization in several impor-
tant ways. Most previous research has focused on dehumanizing 
features of objectification showing that when sexually objectified 
especially women are seen as lesser human beings and that also 

et al., 2011). Only a small number of prior studies, however, have 
examined why women might dehumanize their objectified coun-
terparts and the cognitive mechanisms driving this effect (see 

the findings of these studies, the present research documents 
that women dehumanize sexually objectified female targets 
because they perceive them as promoters of a culture that objec-
tifies the female body.

These findings have important implications for the way women 
are represented in the media and in our daily lives. The contem-
porary construction of women often emphasizes female sexual 

2011) has shown that framing idealized images of women as 
agentic sexual subjects has a damaging impact on women’s 
weight satisfaction and increased self-objectification. Moreover, 
Liss, Erchull, and Ramsey (2011) showed that for heterosexual 
women feeling empowered by their sexuality and enjoying the 
experience of being admired by men was generally related to 
traditional and conservative beliefs, including both hostile and 
benevolent sexism. Furthermore, enjoying sexualization height-

(2013), indeed, showed that both women’s motivation to look 
attractive to men and their tendency to internalize the socio-
cultural beauty standards were linked with the dehumanization 
of good-looking sexy women, a relation that was mediated by 
self-objectification. Together with the findings of the present 
research, these recent studies underline the importance of using 
a more appropriate framing when depicting women. Avoiding or 
at least contrasting their recurrent framing as sex objects seems 
important, while emphasizing their empowering, active, and 
promoting role does not seem to improve the way they will be 
perceived.
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Our research shows that women humanize sexually objectified 
female targets when they are perceived as victims of objectifica-
tion. This is an interesting and promising finding: If women by 
default consider sexually objectified targets as promoters of a 
male-dominated objectifying culture and do not humanize them 
for this reason, then reminding them that some of these women 
probably are victims as well may prove beneficial. As such, these 
findings extend the work on the reduction of dehumanization in 
intergroup relations (e.g., Albarello & Rubini, 2012), showing that 
framing the meaning associated to a social category (i.e., sexually 
objectified women) in a more appropriate way (i.e., victims 
versus promoters) can represent an effective strategy to reduce 
the dehumanization of a social target.

Limitations and future research

The current research started from the observation and analysis of 
reality. The testimonies that were used to manipulate the 
concepts of promoters and victims of objectification were actual 
testimonies taken from Italian newspapers. While this approach 
has some clear advantages improving the external validity of our 
findings, at the same time it might have introduced some possible 
confounds. Apart from activating the idea that women can be 
promoters or victims of sexual objectification, both testimonies 
also differed on other dimensions (e.g., age, relationship, and 
educational status). In addition, only in the victim condition an 
explicit mention was made to the emotional state of the woman 
(i.e., humiliation) an element that might have made it easier for 
women to humanize sexually objectified targets in the victim 
condition. Future research should therefore manipulate the 
meaning of sexually objectified female targets as victims or as 
promoters more directly (e.g., using semantic priming proce-
dures) and see its effects on processes of dehumanization 
avoiding these possible confounds.

Only a female university student sample was used in the current 
studies. It might well be that other samples of women that are 
not university students and likely less career-oriented with a 
different cultural orientation (Gervais, Bernard, & Riemer, 2015) 
might have different reactions to the content of the testimonies. 
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Future research should therefore implement a more controlled 
manipulation to exclude possible confounds and replicate these 
findings in other female samples.

Another potential limit of the present research lies in its main 
dependent measure. We only focused on one form of dehumaniza-
tion that measures people’s human vs. animal associations with 
objectified female targets. While this measure has showed to be 
reliable and produces replicable findings, the current processes 
should be demonstrated also with other measures of dehumaniza-
tion and objectification, like mechanistic forms of dehumanization 

(Loughnan et al. 2010; Loughnan et al., 2015). In particular, there 
is the possibility that promoters of objectification may be viewed 
as having more agency relative to victims due to their active role 

agency might remain limited to some physical aspects of the self, 
and may not generalize to other domains, such as intellectual 
capacities.

All in all, the present research urges us to rethink the contempo-
rary construction of women in terms of sex objects. Framing 
idealized images of women as promoters of an objectifying 
culture does not represent an authentic empowerment for them, 
but rather undermines their perception in human terms. Instead, 
reminding us that the sexually objectified female targets are first 
of all persons who might be victims of objectification as well can 
be an effective strategy for their humanization.
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