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The transmission of sexualized messages through various forms of social media, such as Facebook, can affect the 

way people perceive themselves and others in both positive and negative ways. The purpose of this study was to 

examine if sexualized Facebook profile pictures, the sex of the profile owner, and the sex of the raters affected 

ratings of attractiveness and competence. We used a sample of 32 undergraduate students, 16 males and 16 

females, divided equally into four groups, who viewed either sexualized or non-sexualized male and female 

photos. Results showed that sexualized photos and female photos were perceived as more attractive and that there 

were significant interactions between the sex of the subject and sex of the photo, as well as the type of photo and 

the sex of the photo on competence scores. Thus, the results of this study could have implications on the way 

photos on social media websites are viewed. 
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Social media has a profound influence on adolescents 

and young adults in terms of how they perceive themselves and 

how others perceive them. Posting pictures, sharing 

information about oneself, viewing information about others, 

and communicating online with social media sites such as 

Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram have changed the 

environment in which today’s youth grow up. Moreover, the 

media has the ability to shape how individuals perceive 

themselves through the use of advertisements, television, and 

music. Although some of these influences are positive, many of 

the messages are highly sexualized in nature. These sexualized 

messages and sexual objectification are transmitted primarily to 

females and, less frequently, to males through these various 

media circuits. These messages usually focus on promiscuous 

behavior, sexualized body imagery and fashion standards, and 

body uncertainty or preoccupation (Calgero, 2012).   

The Objectification Theory is often cited in studies 

regarding  gender  and  media  influences.   According  to  this  
 

 

1 Abigail Barthel (barth414@umn.edu) is a senior graduating in May 2017 

with a B.A. in Psychology and a double minor in Spanish Studies and 

Neuroscience. After graduation, Abigail plans to pursue a Ph.D. in Clinical 

Psychology and has applied to programs for Fall 2017. Her research focus is 

on the cognitive and emotional biases associated with anxiety and depression. 
 

2 Courtney Aydt (aydtx015@umn.edu) graduated in May 2016 with a B.A. in 

Strategic Communications with a focus in advertising and a minor in 

Psychology. She now works at a shopper marketing agency in Minneapolis. 
 

theory, objectification takes place when a person internalizes a 

thought or opinion about his or her body. This internalization 

can evoke negative body consciousness and preoccupation 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Through this objectification, 

the person becomes dehumanized and more of an “object” of 

interest or fascination, rather than a person with thoughts and 

feelings. Calgero (2012) explains the Objectification Theory in 

terms of sexualization and self-objectification, stating that if 

women view themselves as objects of evaluation and if the 

public views them this way too, there is a sense of 

changeability and “malleability” that tends to make women feel 

more like objects and less like human beings. In other words, 

women with this view begin to ruminate over how they can 

change themselves for someone else instead of accepting 

themselves. In this way, self-objectification and internalization 

can fundamentally alter the way females and males view 

themselves, their bodies, and, less frequently, their mental 

health. Thus, objectification and sexualization are considerable 

negative effects of sexualized, provocative, or demeaning 

media exposure or participation.  

 Aside from the personal and mental repercussions 

associated with controversial media messages and exposure, 

multiple studies have concluded that sexualized portrayals of 

males and females have significant effects on how others 

perceive the people who participate in this behavior (Glick, 

Larsen, Johnson, & Branstiter, 2005; Nezlak, Krohn, Wilson, 
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& Maruskin, 2015; Daniels & Zurbriggen, 2016). Glick et al. 

(2005) reported that male and female raters reacted more 

negatively towards sexy businesswomen and rated them as less 

competent if they worked in a high-status profession; however, 

these results were not found in the low-status job condition. 

This research supports the idea that sexualized females are 

negatively perceived in society and in the professional world. A 

recent study by Daniels and Zurbriggen (2016) showed a 

relationship between sexualized Facebook profiles of females 

and poor ratings of social, physical, and task attraction and 

competence, thus demonstrating that excessive displays of 

sexuality reflect negatively upon people who portray 

themselves in this manner. Nezlak et al. (2015) used male and 

female athletes in sexualized and non-sexualized advertisements 

to show that only ratings of competence by males were affected 

by the sexualization of male and female athletes, whereas 

ratings by females did not show this trend. Female sexualized 

advertisements produced the most negative competence ratings 

and thus provided information about how the sex of the raters 

and the people in the photos affect ratings in general. However, 

Nezlak et al. (2015) used celebrity athletes in these 

advertisements, so raters may have had some prior awareness 

of the athletes’ characters and personalities. It is unclear if the 

same results would be obtained with photographs of unknown 

individuals. Therefore, recent research on how sexualized 

material can influence societal perceptions and ratings raises 

further questions about sexualization in social media.  

The present study will address one of the major 

shortcomings that Daniels and Zurbriggen (2016) mentioned in 

their discussion, namely the fact that male participants were not 

used for their experiment and that the Facebook photos were 

only of females. Thus, our study will examine how sexualized 

versus non-sexualized Facebook profile pictures affect 

attractiveness and competence ratings, whether the sex of the 

person in the picture affects these ratings, and whether the sex 

of the raters affects the scores. For the purpose of this 

research, “sexualized” pictures were defined as someone 

exposing a lot of skin, someone posing provocatively, or 

someone posing in a sexually suggestive manner. A “non-

sexualized” picture was defined as an image that shows the 

subject fully clothed while posing in a professional or casual 

manner that is not likely to be offensive or sexual.  

Overall, the present study will use male or female 

Facebook subjects in either sexualized or non-sexualized profile 

pictures to draw conclusions about how sex and sexualization 

on Facebook affect ratings of competence and attractiveness. 

Specifically, the current study will test five hypotheses, which 

are described individually below. 

 

Hypothesis 1 

Sexualized female photos will be rated as less 

attractive and less competent than non-sexualized female photos 

regardless of the sex of the rater. Therefore, non-sexualized 

female photos will be rated as more attractive and more 

competent regardless of the sex of the rater.  

 

Hypothesis 2 

Sexualized male photos will be rated as less attractive 

when compared to non-sexualized male photos.  

 

Hypothesis 3 

Female competence scores will be lower than male 

competence scores (Swim, J. K., Borgida, E., Maruyama, G., 

& Myers, D. G., 1989).  

 

Hypothesis 4 

We expect male competence scores to stay constant 

despite variations in sexualization.  

 

Hypothesis 5 

We predict that female subjects will be affected more 

by sexualized images than male subjects, considering they are 

more often associated with and exposed to body objectification 

(Calgero, 2012). That is, we hypothesize that female raters will 

be more generous in ratings by giving high attractiveness and 

competence scores to sexualized photos to combat the stigma of 

objectification.  
 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

Sixteen male and 16 female participants (estimated 18-

22 years old) were conveniently sampled from a Psychology 

Research Methods class at the University of Minnesota during 

the Spring 2016 semester, with the restriction that equal 

numbers of males and females were selected. Participants were 

not compensated for their time, nor were there any explicit 

benefits.  

 

Materials 

 To manipulate the independent variables, four 

different stock photos (two male and two female) were used to 

create four fake Facebook profile pages. One webpage was 

used per condition so that there was one sexualized female 

profile (SF), one non-sexualized female (NF) profile, one 

sexualized male profile (SM), and one non-sexualized male 

profile (NM). Thus, each of the conditions manipulated the 

nature of the profile photo and the sex of the profile’s 

“owner.” The two female profiles were given the name “Jen 

Smith” and the two male profiles were given the name “Sam 

Johnson” (Appendix A). To measure the dependent variable we 

used the Interpersonal Attraction Scale (see Appendix B) 

developed by McCrosky and McCain (1974), which measures 

participant ratings of attractiveness, social attraction (excluded 

for the purposes of this study), and task competence. The scale 

uses a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 7 (strongly agree). Raters were asked to make ratings on this 

scale for 10 items, five of which measured attractiveness and 

five which measured task competence of the person in the 

photo. A total score was calculated for each subsection by 

summing   the  responses  across  items,   with   the  negatively  
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TABLE 1. ANOVA Dependent Variable: Attractiveness  
 

Source F(df,df)=X.XX p-values (* indicates 

significance at the 

0.05 level) 
   

Sex of the subject F(1,6)=0.387 p=0.540 

Type of photo (sexual v. 

nonsexual) 

F(1,24)=14.20 p=0.001* 

Sex of the person in the photo F(1,24)=12.08 p=0.002* 

Sex of the subject X 

type of photo 

F(1,24)=2.48 p=0.129 

Sex of the subject X 

sex of the person in the photo 

F(1,24)=0.301 p=0.588 

Sex of the photo X 

type of photo 

F(1,24)=0.590 p=0.450 

Sex of the subject X 

type of photo X 

sex of the person in the photo 

F(1,24)=0.066 p=0.800 

 

 

worded sentences being reverse scored. Four laptop computers 

were used to show the fake Facebook profiles to the subjects. 

 

Procedure 

 Our design designated each researcher to be in charge 

of running a single condition for the entirety of the experiment. 

For example, the same researcher always presented the 

sexualized female profile. Participants also completed the study 

on the same day and in the same location. After the consent 

form was read to the subjects and they agreed to participate, 

researchers read them the instructions for the experiment 

(Appendix C). Subjects were asked to view one Facebook 

profile with either a sexualized or non-sexualized photo that 

showed either a male or a female. After viewing the profile, 

researchers gave the participant the rating scale and he or she 

proceeded to rate the attractiveness of the person and his or her 

overall competence using the Interpersonal Attraction Scale 

(Appendix B). Total attractiveness and competence scores were 

computed for each subject within each condition. After the 

participant finished making his or her ratings, the researcher 

debriefed participants, detailing the purpose of the study and 

explaining which condition the participant was in.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Total attractiveness and competence scores were 

computed from the Interpersonal Attraction Scale filled out by 

each participant in each experimental condition. These scores 

were not combined because they reflected different constructs, 

as discussed by McCrosky and McCain (1974). To obtain the 

attractiveness and competence scores, certain items of the scale 

needed to be reverse-coded so that scoring a 1 would be 

changed to a 7 and vice versa. The items that were reverse-

scored were the sentences that were negatively worded, which 

were sentences 1, 2, 4, 6, and 10 (Appendix B; McCrosky & 

McCain, 1974). In this way there would be five normally 

scored items and five reverse-scored items for every 

questionnaire that was filled out by participants. After reverse 

scoring, scores were computed by totaling sentences 2, 3, 5, 6, 

and 7 for attractiveness and sentences 1, 4, 8, 9, and 10 for 

competence.  

TABLE 2. ANOVA Dependent Variable: Competence 
 

Source F(df,df)=X.XX p-values (* indicates 

significance at the 

0.05 level) 
   

Sex of the subject F(1,6)=0.073 p=0.790 

Type of photo (sexual v. 

nonsexual) 

F(1,24)=2.92 p=0.100 

Sex of the person in the photo F(1,24)=2.92 p=0.100 

Sex of the subject X 

type of photo 

F(1,24)=0.032 p=0.859 

Sex of the subject X 

sex of the person in the photo 

F(1,24)=3.92 p=0.059 

Sex of the photo X 

type of photo 

F(1,24)=9.36 p=0.005* 

Sex of the subject X 

type of photo X 

sex of the person in the photo 

F(1,24)=0.008 p=0.929 

 

 

In our study, we tested whether the type of Facebook 

profile photo, the sex of the person in the profile photo, and the 

sex of the rater had an effect on attractiveness and competence 

ratings in each condition. Results will be broken down by each 

of the five hypotheses and for convenience, “N” refers to non-

sexualized photos, “S” refers to sexualized photos; “F” refers 

to female Facebook photos, and “M” refers to male Facebook 

photos; “f” refers to female subjects, and “m” refers to male 

subjects. 

 

Hypothesis 1 

 To test if SF photos were significantly less competent 

and attractive than NF photos, we performed a one-tailed 

independent-groups t-test to compare the means for both 

attractiveness and competence. Although we cannot conclude 

that SF photos (M=30.5) were significantly less attractive than 

NF photos (M=25.375), the difference between the means was 

statistically significant by way of a two-tailed test, t(14)=3.07, 

p=0.004; but, again, the means differed in the opposite 

direction from what we predicted. On the other hand, SF 

photos (M=18.5) were rated as being significantly less 

competent than NF photos (M=25.125), t(14)=-3.14, 

p=0.004, which was consistent with our prediction. 

 

Hypothesis 2 

 We performed another one-tailed independent-groups 

t-test to determine whether SM photos were significantly less 

attractive than NM photos. Results were inconsistent with the 

prediction, given that SM photos had a mean score of 25.875 

while NM photos had a mean of 18.125. Thus, SM photos 

were not significantly less attractive than NM photos, although 

a two-tailed test detected a significant difference between the 

means, t(14)=2.64, p=0.011. 

 

Hypothesis 3 

 To test our prediction that female competence scores 

would be lower than male competence scores, we analyzed the 

effects of sex of the photo on ratings of competence. Results 

from our three-way ANOVA for attractiveness revealed that 

females (M=21.8125) did not receive lower ratings of 

competence   than   males   (M=19.4375)   and  there  was  no  
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TABLE 3. Attractiveness Sample Means (ANOVA) (bold means 

significant at 0.05 level; upper-case M/F indicates sex of the model 

in the photo, lower-case m/f indicates sex of the subject): 
 

Source Sample Means 
  

Type of photo (sexual v. nonsexual) Nonsexual:  M=21.75 

Sexual:  M=28.1875 

Sex of the subject Male raters:  M=24.4375 

Female raters:  M=25.5 

Sex of the person in the photo Female:  M=27.9375 

Male:  M=22 

Sex of the subject X 

type of photo 

(Nm=“nonsexual photo rated by a male 

subject”) 

Nm:  M=19.875 

Nf:  M=29 

Sm:  M=23.625 

Sf:  M=27.375 

Sex of the subject X 

sex of the person in the photo 

(Ff= “females rating female photos”) 

Fm:  M=23 

Ff:  M=28 

Mf:  M=27.875 

Mm:  M=21 

Sex of the photo X type of photo NM:  M=18.125 

NF:  M=25.375 

SM:  M=25.875 

SF:  M=30.5 

Sex of the subject X type of photo X 

sex of the person in the photo 

(NMf=“Non-sexualized Male photo, female 

subject”) 

NMm:  M=16 

NMf:  M=23.75 

SMm:  M=26 

SMf:  M=32 

NFm:  M=20.25 

NFf:  M=27 

SFm:  M=25.75 

SFf:  M=29 
 

 

significant main effect of the sex of the person in the photo on 

competence scores, F(1,24)=2.92 (Tables 2 and 4). 

 

Hypothesis 4 

 To determine if SM and NM photos were significantly 

different from each other in the competence condition, we 

performed a one-tailed independent groups t-test, which yielded 

non-significant results. SM photos (M=20.375) and NM 

photos (M=18.5) were not found to be significantly different 

from each other, t(14)=1.03, p=0.16. 

 

Hypothesis 5       

To examine whether female ratings of attractiveness 

and competence were more affected (higher scores) by 

sexualization than males, we performed a one-tailed 

independent groups t-tests for each of the two dependent 

variables. Results from both t-tests displayed insignificant 

results. Sexualized photos rated by female subjects (Sf) were 

not significantly more attractive than Sm (sexualized photos 

rated by male subjects) photos, t(14)=0.724, p=0.240. 

Additionally, Sf photos were not significantly more competent 

than Sm photos either, t(14)=0.053, p=0.479. 

 

Additional Significant Results 

 The attractiveness ANOVA boasted significant main 

effects of the type of photo and the sex of the person in the 

photo, with p-values of 0.001 and 0.002, respectively (Tables 1 

and 3). The competence ANOVA data showed a significant 

interaction between the sex of the photo and the type of photo, 

with  a  p-value  of 0.005,  as well as  a  marginally  significant  

TABLE 4. Competence Sample Means (ANOVA) (bold means 

significant at 0.05 level; upper-case M/F indicates sex of the model 

in the photo, lower-case m/f indicates sex of the subject): 
 

Source Sample Means 
  

Type of photo (sexual v. nonsexual) Nonsexual:  M=21.8125 

Sexual:  M=19.4375 

Sex of the subject Male raters:  M=20.8125 

Female raters:  M=20.4375 

Sex of the person in the photo Female:  M=21.8125 

Male:  M=19.4375 

Sex of the subject X 

type of photo 

(Nm=“nonsexual photo rated by a male 

subject”) 

Nm:  M=22.125 

Nf:  M=21.5 

Sm:  M=19.5 

Sf:  M=19.375 

Sex of the subject X 

sex of the person in the photo 

(Ff= “females rating female photos”) 

Fm:  M=20.25 

Ff:  M=20.625 

Mf:  M=23.375 

Mm:  M=18.75 

Sex of the photo X type of photo NM:  M=18.5 

NF:  M=25.125 

SM:  M=20.375 

SF:  M=18.5 

Sex of the subject X type of photo X 

sex of the person in the photo 

(NMf=“Non-sexualized Male photo, female 

subject”) 

NMm:  M=17.5 

NMf:  M=19.5 

SMm:  M=19 

SMf:  M=21.75 

NFm:  M=26.75 

NFf:  M=23.5 

SFm:  M=20 

SFf:  M=17 
 

 

interaction between the sex of the subject and the sex of the 

photo (p=0.059) (See Figures 1 and 2; Tables 2 and 4).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

We hypothesized that all three of our independent 

variables (sex of the subject, sex of the Facebook photo, and 

the type of Facebook photo) would affect ratings of 

attractiveness and competence based on previous research.  

 

Hypothesis 1 and Interpretations 

We predicted that SF photos would be rated as less 

attractive and less competent than NF photo by both male and 

female raters, therefore predicting that NF photos would 

receive higher attractiveness and competence scores when 

compared to SF photos. The first half of the hypothesis 

(attractiveness) was not supported, but the second half was 

(competence). Inconsistent with previous data from Daniels and 

Zurbriggen (2016), female photos and sexualized photos 

received higher attractiveness scores in general. However, SF 

photos did significantly differ from NF photos in their 

competence scores, with SF photos earning lower competence 

scores than NF photos, which supported the second half of this 

hypothesis. 

One possible explanation for the attractiveness results 

could be that the photos chosen for the female groups and 

sexualized groups could have just, by chance, been perceived 

as more attractive to participants than the male or non-

sexualized photos. Given that we used four different photos of 

four different people for each level of the independent variable,  
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FIGURE 1.  Interaction effects for sex of the subject and sex of the 

person in the photo. 
 

 

it is possible that our results were reflective of the differences 

in the person and not in the sex or sexualization differences. 

Additionally, participants were only shown one photo with 

nothing to compare it to, so the data cannot conclude, with 

certainty, that the results would follow the same trend in a 

within-subjects design that tests ratings of all four photos. 

The significant difference between NF and SF 

competence scores follows the trend of previous research by 

Glick et al. (2005) that concluded that sexualization negatively 

impacted the competence ratings of “sexy businesswomen” in 

high status positions. The negative impact of female 

sexualization of photos also supports previous research by 

Nezlak et al. (2015) and Daniels and Zurbriggen (2016) that 

concluded that competence ratings are influenced by sex and 

type of photo as well. 

 

Hypothesis 2 and Interpretations 

We hypothesized that SM photos would be rated as 

less attractive when compared to NM photos. This hypothesis 

was refuted by the data because SM photos actually received 

higher attractiveness ratings than NM photos.  

Given that our data only includes the responses of 32 

subjects and that the SM and NM groups only included the 

responses of eight out of the total 32 people (N = 8 for all of 

the groups in this independent-groups design), it is possible that 

a larger sample size would produce results more in line with 

our original prediction. It would have been better had all 32 of 

the participants been exposed to all levels of the independent 

variable in order to increase sample sizes. As mentioned 

before, the SM photo model could have been perceived as 

being more attractive, just by chance, because the male model 

in the SM photo was different than the NM model. 

 

Hypothesis 3 and Interpretations  

The average ratings for female competence were 

expected  to be lower,  on average,  than the ratings  for males,  

 

 
 

 

 

FIGURE 2.  Interaction between the type of photo and the sex of the 

photo. 
 

 

given the knowledge that men tend to be rated as more 

competent than females (Swim, J. K., Borgida, E., Maruyama, 

G., & Myers, D. G., 1989). This prediction was not supported 

by the data because mean competence scores between males 

and females, although slightly in favor of females, were not 

significantly different (Table 4).  

One reason for this difference could be that all four of 

our researchers were female, which could have influenced 

participants into giving higher female competence scores than 

normal so as not to insult the people running the study. 

However, it is more likely that the lack of significance is due to 

one of the other previously mentioned flaws in our 

methodology, such as the difference between photo models or 

the lack of comparison photos. 

 

Hypothesis 4 and Interpretations 

 We predicted that male competence scores would 

remain constant despite differences in sexualization. This 

hypothesis was supported by the data, as shown by the fact that 

NM and SM competence means were not significantly different 

from each other. These data suggest that competence levels stay 

relatively constant despite the change in sexualization, in line 

with our original hypothesis.  

 These data show that the level of sexualization does 

not affect perceptions of male competence, but females do 

exhibit significant differences depending on the sexualization of 

the photo. These results also support that males tend to be less 

associated with the negative costs of body objectification, as 

mentioned by Calgero (2012). Therefore, females are said to be 

judged more on the basis of their bodies and sexualization, 

even when comparing two females to one another like Glick et 

al. (2005) and Nezlak et al. (2015) did in portions of their 

studies. However, males do not show this trend of being 

compared based on body position and objectification because 

NM and SM photos are not significantly different from each 

other.  
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It is equally possible that sexualization is simply not related to 

competence for males like it may be for females and it is also 

plausible that the two different models appeared to be 

competent by chance and not because of our experimental 

manipulations. Regardless, these data do seem to preliminarily 

follow previous research. 

 

Hypothesis 5 and Interpretations 

With regards to the sex of the raters, we predicted that 

female subjects would give higher attractiveness and 

competence scores to sexualized photos in order to counteract 

body objectification that is usually associated with females 

(Calgero, 2012). This hypothesis was not supported by the data 

considering the fact that both competence and attractiveness 

scores did not differ significantly as a function of the subject’s 

sex and sexualization of the photos (Tables 3 and 4). In fact, 

attractiveness and competence data for female raters were not 

significantly higher than male ratings, reflecting the fact that 

male and female subjects essentially rated the sexualized photos 

equally. 

  It is possible that the lack of a comparison picture 

within each group affected these results because it is difficult to 

assume that there were equal ratings when our participants only 

viewed one picture each. Using a within-groups design that 

presents participants with NM, SM, NF, and SF photos could 

show different results. Another explanation could be that the 

female subjects really did not find any discernable differences 

between the photos that would warrant any significant 

differences in attractiveness or competence scoring of 

sexualized photos.  

 

General Suggestions for Improvement 

 A general problem with the present experiments was 

that the manipulation between sexualization and non-

sexualization might not have been strong enough to show 

significant results. To address this problem, conducting a pilot 

study that asks individuals to simply rate levels of sexualization 

would give us more confidence in knowing that one level of the 

independent variable is being manipulated according to 

population standards and objective ratings of sexualization. 

Rating results from the pilot study data would allow future 

researchers to pick the photos with the highest ratings of 

sexualization and non-sexualization across male and female 

Facebook photos in order to ensure that the best models of the 

two levels of the independent variable were being used.  

 Another general problem that can be fixed in future 

research is the use of the same female and male photo models 

for the sexualized and non-sexualized Facebook profiles and the 

use of fake Facebook profiles. Given that our study used four 

different people, it is unclear whether the significant 

differences observed were due to the independent variable 

manipulations or due to the differences in the models used. It is 

equally possible that participants knew that the Facebook 

profiles and their respective owners were fake, which could 

have    produced    dishonest    or    insignificant    ratings    of  

 

attractiveness and competence. To address these problems, new 

research could receive consent to use real Facebook profiles or 

could use the same female and male photo models for both 

levels of sexualization.  

 Lastly, the general set-up of our experiment was not as 

conducive to studying how sexualization, sex of the photo, and 

sex of the subject all work together because we lacked proper 

comparisons. We used a between-groups design that asked 

participants to only rate one Facebook profile photo, which 

meant that we were not able to quantify how each participant 

differed in comparing and rating NF, NM, SM, and SF photos. 

This study may have yielded better results had we employed a 

within-subjects design that counterbalanced the order of the 

four photos so that each participant viewed all four instead of 

just one. This design would have given us more confidence in 

studying interactions because each interaction group would 

have been larger than four or eight responses out of the total 

32. Given the flaws in our experiment, the data analysis and 

interpretations of our study need to taken with caution. 

 

Future Research  

Future research should be done with male and female 

raters, perhaps across different age cohorts, to see if results are 

similar to ours or to previous studies. Given that our subjects 

were college psychology students, it is possible that the sample 

we chose is more attuned to seeing sexualized images simply 

based on generational differences. Perhaps older adults would 

show different effects because they did not grow up in an age 

so dependent on social media and technology. Moreover, new 

studies should examine if similar effects are seen across 

different types of social media or if certain types and users are 

more accepting of exposure to sexual content. In other words, 

perhaps Facebook users perceive attractiveness as being related 

to sex while Twitter or Instagram users define attractiveness in 

some other way. Research should also study how levels of 

sexualization may affect bisexual and/or homosexual 

populations to see if perceptions differ between people with 

different sexual orientations.  

Additional directions for future research include 

addressing whether there are differences in the levels of 

comfort for males rating male photos as compared to females 

rating female photos. Previous research by Dasgupta and 

Rivera (2006a; 2006b) showed that men tend to be less 

accepting of gay and lesbian lifestyles and that people tend to 

react more negatively towards gay men than towards lesbians. 

Thus, future research could explore whether these biases 

against homosexuality translate to ratings of one’s own sex in 

social media profiles. Other forms of research could examine 

whether society’s focus on sex, body objectification, and 

attractiveness (usually directed at women), as mentioned by 

Calgero (2012), is beginning show greater effects in male 

populations than before. In other words, new research could 

see if males are increasingly experiencing the effects of 

sexualization on attractiveness that are normally associated with 

females.  The data  from  the current study  shows  preliminary  
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signs that these abstract research ideas may be unique areas to 

study in larger populations and in studies that employ better 

methodology and resources. 

 

Conclusion  

It is clear that sexualization and social media are two 

intertwined topics that warrant further exploration. There were 

significant interactions between the sex of the subject and the 

sex of the photo as well as between the type and sex of the 

photo. Attractiveness, on the other hand, seems to depend on 

the type of photo and the sex of the person in the photo. Thus, 

it seems that attractiveness is a more simply defined construct, 

with no significant interactions found in our study, but that 

competence may be more complicated and dependent on 

interactions between multiple variables. 

 

APPENDIX A 
 

Sexualized Female Facebook Profile and the Other Chosen Profile Photos: 

Photo credit: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Apparel#/media/File:American_Apparel_Set_by_ 

Fashion_Photographer_James_Santiago.jpg 

 

  
 

1) NF photo: Photo credit: https://www.pexels.com/photo/fashion-woman-foggy-river-61120/ 
 

2) SM photo: Photo credit: http://www.geoffreychapman.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/Nikolai- 

snap-02.jpg 
 

3) NM photo: Photo credit: http://www.deviantart.com/morelikethis/317269968 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

 
Interpersonal Attraction Scale* (modified for our use): 

 

Instructions: Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the 

following statements as they apply to _________________________________. 

 

Use the following scale and write one number before each statement to indicate 

your feelings. 

7 = Strongly agree;  6 = Moderately agree;  

5 = Slightly agree;  4 = Undecided;  3 = Slightly disagree;  

2 = Moderately disagree;  1 = Strongly disagree 

 

Social Attraction 

1. I think he (she) could be a friend of mine. 

2. It would be difficult to meet and talk with him (her). 

3. He (she) just wouldn't fit into my circle of friends. 

4. We could never establish a personal friendship with each other.  

5. I would like to have a friendly chat with him (her). 

 

Physical Attraction 

6. I think he (she) is quite handsome (pretty). 

7. He (she) is very sexy looking. 

8. I find him (her) very attractive physically. 

9. I don't like the way he (she) looks. 

10. He (she) is somewhat ugly. " 

 

Task Attraction 

11. He (she) is a typical goof-off when assigned a job to do. 

12. I have confidence in his (her) ability to get the job done. 

13. If _____wanted to get things done, I could probably depend on him (her).  

14. I couldn't get anything accomplished with him (her). 

15. He (she) would be a poor problem solver. 

 

* Copyright 1974 by the Speech Communication Association. Reprinted by 

permission. 

 

Note: Items 9, 10, 11, 14, and 15 are reverse-coded, so that 7 becomes 1, 6 

becomes 2, etc.   Then add up the total score. Items should be randomly 

arranged and dimension labels removed before administration. 

 

Note: Our study did not measure “social attraction” which is why the first 5 

sentences of the are crossed out. 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

 
Experiment Instructions for all conditions: 

 

As a participant in this study, you will be asked to view one Facebook profile 

of either a male or a female. You can view the Facebook profile for as long as 

you need to. After viewing the profile, you will be asked to answer a series of 

questions about the owner of the Facebook profile, that is the person in the 

picture. Please note that these questions will be about the person in the photo 

and not about the profile as a whole. The researcher will give you the scale to 

fill out when you tell her you are ready to move on. Please read the directions 

on the questionnaire given to you and fill them out appropriately without 

leaving any blank. You can refer to the Facebook profile, if necessary, as you 

answer the questions. If you have any questions during the experiment please 

feel free to ask the researcher for clarification. 
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