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Abstract

The current study examined whether exposure to sexually objectifying images in a potential
romantic partner's virtual apartment affects discrepancies between people's perception of their own
appearance (i.e., self-perceptions) and their perception of the body ideal that is considered
desirable to a romantic partner (i.e., partner-ideals). Participants were 114 heterosexual
undergraduate students (57 women and 57 men) from a northeastern U.S. university. The study
used a 2 (Participant Gender) x 2 (Virtual Environment: Sexualized vs. Non-Sexualized) between-
subjects design. We predicted that women exposed to sexually objectifying images in a virtual
environment would report greater discrepancies between their self-perceptions and partner-ideals
than men, which in turn would contribute to women's body consciousness. Findings support this
hypothesis and show that perceived discrepancies account for the relationship between exposure to
sexually objectifying images and body consciousness for women but not men. We also found
gender asymmetries in objectification responses when each component of perceived discrepancies,
i.e., self-perceptions versus perceptions of a romantic partner's body ideal, were examined
separately. For men, exposure to muscular sexualized images was significantly associated with
their self-perceptions but not their perceptions of the body size that is considered desirable to a
romantic partner. For women, exposure to thin sexualized images was significantly associated
with their perceptions that a romantic partner preferred a woman with a smaller body size.
However, exposure to these images did not affect women's self-perceptions. Implications for
gender asymmetries in objectification responses and perceived discrepancies that include a
romantic partner's perceptions are discussed.
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Introduction

Sexual objectification experiences via visual media (e.g., music videos, magazines) are
ubiquitous in the United States (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; all cited empirical papers are
based on U.S. samples except where noted). Sexually objectifying media frequently focuses
on men and women's body parts and subsequently reinforces societal standards of thinness
for women and muscularity for men (Oehlof et al., 2009). Evidence from two meta-analyses
that analyze studies conducted in the U.S. and other Western nations show that women and
men receive media pressure to conform to these ideals, which results in men and women
feeling worse about their own bodies (Barlett, Vowels, & Saucier, 2008; Grabe, Ward, &
Hyde, 2008). Despite evidence that men and women suffer consequences of objectification,
theorizing on objectification highlights a key gender difference in this process: women (and
not men) are socialized to evaluate their self-worth through their physical appearance and
adopt an outsider's perspective on their appearance (Calogero, Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson,
2011; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Fredrickson, Roberts, Noll, Quinn, & Twenge, 1998;
McKinley, 1998). In other words, exposure to sexual objectification experiences heightens
women's perception of their physical selves through the eyes of others.

One domain in which being seen through the eyes of others may become salient is in a
romantic context. Few studies have examined the consequences of objectification in
romantic contexts; however, romantic partners may play a critical role in mitigating or
exacerbating appearance concerns in men and women (Meltzer & McNulty, 2013; Weinberg
& Williams, 2010; Wiederman, 2000). A unique contribution of the current work is
investigating whether exposure to objectifying media in a romantic partner's virtual
apartment affects women's (and not men's) consciousness about their own bodies via a
perceived discrepancy between their own body size, that is self-perceptions, and the body
size that is perceived to be desirable to a romantic partner, that is partner-ideals. If women in
a sexually objectifying environment are more susceptible than men to think about how their
body appears in relation to what is perceived as important to a romantic partner, this would
support the claim that women are socialized to value their appearance and worry about how
their bodies are viewed by others. Thus, women's experience of objectification is tied to a
discrepancy between how they see themselves and what they perceive to be desirable to a
romantic partner. Another key question is whether exposure to sexual objectification
experiences differentially affects each component of the discrepancy (i.e., perceptions of
one's own body size or perceptions of a romantic partner's ideals) in men and women. We
test our questions using an immersive virtual reality experience, which introduces highly
impactful interaction-relevant environmental cues in a fairly naturalistic yet controlled way.
In the current study, we simulated a virtual environment in which undergraduate men and
women were either exposed to sexualized images or neutral images in a potential romantic
partner's apartment.

The connection between sexual objectification experiences and appearance concerns has
been theorized to work through an increased focus on the discrepancy between the self, that
is how one currently perceives her/his body, and ideal, that is how one would ideally like
her/his body to look (McKinley & Hyde, 1996; Quinn, Chaudoir, & Kallen, 2011). In the
body image literature, these discrepancies are largely examined as differences between one's
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current appearance (actual body image) and how one would ideally like to look (ideal body
image) (Szymanski & Cash, 1995). When discrepancies are conceptualized in this manner,
findings support the basic claims of self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) in that greater
actual-ideal body image discrepancy, particularly among college women, is associated with
concerns about one's appearance (Bessenoff & Snow, 2006; McKinley, 1998). In a romantic
context, rather than use the traditional discrepancy score between actual body image versus
general perceptions of a societal ideal, it may be more important to emphasize the
discrepancy between actual body image and a more immediate idealized standard such as
perceptions of a romantic partner's ideal body size. People's perceptions of a romantic
partner's ideals become a more specific standard to assess in a romantic context, rather than
a general perception of idealized body image, because people care about how their bodies
appear to a romantic partner and romantic partners play an important role in how men and
women judge their appearance (Park, Calogero, Harwin, & DiRaddo, 2009; Weinberg &
Williams, 2010; Wiederman, 2000).

Although men and women may care about how their bodies appear to a romantic partner,
societal pressure for women to secure a romantic relationship and invest their self-worth in
their appearance may contribute to heightened concerns among women about how their
bodies appear to a potential romantic partner (Mahalik, Morray, Coonerty-Femiano et al.,
2005). Further, as Canadian researchers have found, messages to attain idealized standards
of beauty are more pervasive and rigid for women than men, and this rigidity in appearance
norms is more detrimental to body image than the flexible and heterogeneous appearance
norms that are encountered by men (Buote, Wilson, Strahan et al., 2011). Thus, women are
contending with feminine gender norms that encourage investment in one's appearance and
investment in being in a relationship. These norms may become particularly salient to
women in sexually objectifying romantic environments. Mere exposure to sexually
objectifying images in a romantic partner's living environment can signal that a romantic
partner desires these body ideals for their partner, which may create a sense of discrepancy
between one's current body size and the body size that is perceived to be ideal by a relevant
source—a potential romantic partner. We explicitly test this idea using virtual reality and
consider whether perceived discrepancies link objectification experiences to body
consciousness, an outcome that has been related to sexual dysfunction (Sanchez & Kiefer,
2007).

Physical environments provide a number of relevant cues that allow observers to form
impressions of those who occupy that environment (Gosling, Ko, Mannarelli, & Morris,
2002), even in a virtual context (Wohn & Wash, 2013). Immersive virtual environments
have also been shown to affect college women's perceptions of their bodies and mood. For
example, Ferrer-Garcia and Gutiérrez-Maldonado (2012) reviewed a number of virtual
reality studies, most conducted in Spain and Italy, and found that exposure to proximal (e.g.,
eating a high-calorie food such as pizza) and distal cues (e.g., eating in a restaurant) in
virtual contexts influence anxiety, depression, drive for thinness, and other weight concerns
among undergraduate women clinically diagnosed with eating disorders and in nonclinical
samples. These studies provide evidence that virtual reality is an ecologically valid context
for understanding how everyday experiences of sexual objectification, such as exposure to
objectified images on a cover of a magazine, shape men and women's self-perceptions and
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their perceptions of people who occupy those virtual spaces. Past research suggests that
objectifying cues in an interpersonal context may be more deleterious for women than men
(Gervais, Vescio, & Allen, 2011; Saguy, Quinn, Dovidio, & Pratto, 2010), yet few studies
have examined the consequences of objectification in contexts with potential for an
encounter with a romantic partner. Of the work that has examined objectification in relation
to romantic partners, evidence suggests that romantic partners who consume objectifying
media may be more likely to monitor and think about their partner's appearance (Zurbriggen,
Ramsey, & Jaworksi, 2011). It may be that consistent monitoring of a partner's appearance
translates into comments about a partner's physical appearance. When these comments from
a romantic partner are not balanced with valuation of nonphysical qualities, the
consequences can be costly (Meltzer & McNulty, 2013). One consequence of objectification
experiences that we focus on in the current study is body consciousness, that is, increased
awareness of how one's body appears to a romantic partner. Past studies have found that
self-consciousness about one's appearance in an intimate setting is related to sexual
problems for women and men (Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007). Understanding mechanisms that
link objectification experiences to body consciousness in romantic contexts, such as
perceived discrepancies, may provide potential avenues for addressing body image
concerns, and subsequent consequences, in romantic relationships.

The Present Study

Consequences of objectification in romantic contexts have received little empirical attention
in the objectification literature; however research suggests that romantic partners and
romantic contexts play an important role in how people perceive their appearance (Meltzer
& McNulty, 2013; Park et al., 2009; Sanchez & Broccoli, 2008; Zurbriggen et al., 2011).
These studies do not examine how people respond to exposure to sexually objectifying
images in romantic contexts, yet it is possible that people experience this form of
objectification in romantic contexts, especially if romantic partners consume this type of
media (Zurbriggen et al., 2011). We expand upon the existing literature by examining the
effect of exposure to sexually objectifying media, a ubiquitous form of objectification, on
men and women's perceptions of their current appearance and specifically assess whether
exposure to objectifying media affects men and women's perceptions of the body size that is
perceived to be ideal by a potential romantic partner. Further, we build upon the existing
literature by examining perceived discrepancies between self-perceptions and perceived
romantic partner ideals as a key mediator between objectification experiences in romantic
contexts and body image self-consciousness, a factor that has been linked to adverse
relationship outcomes for men and women (Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007). Thus, the present
study sought to accomplish three goals: 1) to examine whether women's exposure to thin
sexually objectifying images and men's exposure to muscular sexually objectifying images
in a potential romantic partner's virtual environment is related to women perceiving their
body as larger than a partner's perceived ideal and men perceiving their body as smaller (i.e.,
in body mass) than a partner's perceived ideal; 2) to examine whether perceived
discrepancies between self-perceptions and partner ideals is a key process linking women's
(but not men's) sexual objectification experiences to their body consciousness; and 3) to
examine gender differences in whether exposure to sexually objectifying images affects each
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component of perceived discrepancies, that is how people see themselves, a perceived
partner ideal, or both. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1a: Women exposed to thin sexually objectifying images will perceive
their own body size as larger than the body size considered ideal to a romantic
partner.

Hypothesis 1b: Men exposed to muscular sexually objectifying images will
perceive their own body size as smaller (i.e., in body mass) than the body size
considered ideal to a romantic partner.

Hypothesis 2: Women's (but not men's) perceived discrepancy is a key process
linking women's sexual objectification experiences to their body consciousness. In
other words, the perceived discrepancy between self-perceptions and partner-ideals
will mediate the relationship between condition and body consciousness for women
and not men.

Hypothesis 3: Exposure to sexualized images will affect women's self-perceptions
and partner-perceptions whereas exposure to sexualized images will affect men's
self-perceptions.

Participants were 121 (61 women, 60 men) undergraduates from a large northeastern
university. Participants were recruited from introductory psychology classes and received
research credits for completing the survey as part of their course requirements. A majority of
participants self-identified as heterosexual (94 %) and the remaining participants (6%) self-
identified as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Participants who identified as lesbian, gay, or bisexual
were excluded from the sample given evidence that objectification may influence sexual
minorities differently than objectification in heterosexual samples (Duggan & McCreary,
2004; Michaels, Parent & Moradi, 2013). Analyses were based on the remaining 114
participants (57 women, 57 men). Their mean age was 19.26 years (SD = 1.49). Full
demographic information of the sample is presented in Table 1.

Procedure and measures

Students were invited to participate in a study entitled Virtual Room Raiders, a title that is
based on a popular television dating show where three single contestants have their rooms
explored by a single man or woman who then chooses to date a contestant based on the
contents of their room. In the consenting process, participants were told that the study was
examining “whether environmental cues in virtual reality can be used to form impressions of
people’s personality characteristics and other hobbies.” Participants were then told that they
would be “entering the virtual apartment of a potential romantic partner” and that they will
be asked “to form an impression of this person.” Once the participants provided their
consent, the researcher placed the head mounted display goggles with attached motion
tracker on the participant's head and started the WorldViz virtual reality program. The
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participant was then left alone in the cubicle room to provide a more private and immersive
experience.

The study was a 2 (Participant Gender) x 2 (Virtual Environment: Sexualized/Non-
Sexualized) between-subjects design. In the first part of the highly immersive virtual
scenario, every participant began in the lobby of Scott's/Sarah's apartment. In the lobby,
participants saw the environment from a first-person perspective and were taught how to
maneuver around the virtual world. The participant's view through the goggles was changed
when they turned their head to look to the side, or when they moved through the
environment using a rollerball mouse. After participants demonstrated an understanding of
navigating the virtual world, participants entered Scott's/Sarah's apartment and had 5
minutes to observe its contents before the scene faded to black. The details of what
participants saw in the virtual apartment are described below by study condition. The in-
house software used in this experiment automatically tracked whether the participants
approached each region of the apartment where critical images were present. If participants
failed to enter a region, or tried to exit the apartment without exploring all of the rooms,
specific prompts would remind them to explore the particular room they overlooked.
Participants were randomly assigned to either the experimental condition or the control
condition. These conditions are described in detail below and example images used in each
condition are presented in Figure 1. All images used in the virtual environment were taken
from a popular poster website. The researchers used the bestselling poster images that were
ordered by men and women for decorating their college dormitory rooms.

Experimental condition—Male and female participants were exposed to a series of
same-sex sexualized images throughout Sarah's/Scott's apartment. The sexualized body
ideals (e.g., posters of male models whose abdominal muscles were prominent or posters of
female models emphasizing their stomach/breasts) were dispersed throughout the apartment
and located in the following places: on a poster on the wall of the living room and bedroom,
in an ad on the right side of an open magazine on the desk in the bedroom, as a screen saver
on an open laptop, and on a video game/DVD cover. These images were interspersed with a
series of neutral images (e.g., cars in “Scott's” apartment; flowers in “Sarah's” apartment)
that were located in the following places throughout the apartment: three neutral posters in
the living room, and the ad on the left side of the open magazine on the desk.

Control condition—Male and female participants were exposed to the same neutral
images as the experimental condition (e.g., cars in “Scott's” apartment; flowers in “Sarah's”
apartment). In addition, the sexualized images in the experimental condition were replaced
by poster images of people in popular television shows who were fully clothed.

Once participants finished exploring the apartment, the researcher took off their virtual
reality goggles and took them to a separate room to complete a series of questions about
their perceptions of the romantic partner, body image, intended sexual behaviors with Scott/
Sarah, and a demographic questionnaire (in that order); only measures related to perceived
self-partner ideal and body consciousness are described below.
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Perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy—The Thompson and Gray (1995) Contour
Drawing Rating Scale was used to assess participants’ perceptions of their current body size
and also gauged participants’ perceptions of Scott or Sarah's ideal body size for a woman/
man. The figure rating scale consists of nine adult female or male figures that range from an
extremely thin body figure (1) to an obese body figure (9). Participants indicated which
figure best represents their current appearance and which figure best represents Scott's/
Sarah's preference for an ideal woman/man. To create a measure of perceived body size
discrepancy, the difference between participants’ perception of their current body size and
participants’ perception of the body size considered ideal by Scott/Sarah was calculated. For
this measure, a score of zero indicates that participants did not perceive themselves to be
discrepant from Scott's/Sarah's preferred body size. A positive score indicates that
participants thought of themselves as larger than Scott's/Sarah's preferred body size and a
negative score indicates that participants thought of themselves as smaller than Scott's/
Sarah's preferred body size. The possible range of scores was 8 to -8.

Body Consciousness—The Body Image Self-Consciousness Scale (BISC; Wiederman,
2000) assessed negative body-related thoughts that participants would have if they engaged
in intimate activities with Scott/Sarah. The scale consists of 15 items that tap into self-
consciousness about the appearance of one's body in intimate settings (e.g. “I would be very
nervous if Scott/Sarah were to explore my body before sex”; “During sexual activity, |
would be concerned about how my body looks to Scott/Sarah™). The scale endpoints were
such that participants rated their agreement with each statement: 1 (Disagree Strongly) to 6
(Agree Strongly). Reliability for the measure was .94 (apm = .94, ag = .93).

For descriptive analyses, a one-way MANOVA with condition (coded as 1= men
experimental condition, 2 = men control condition, 3= women experimental condition, 4=
women control condition) as the independent variable indicated significant differences by
gender and condition in the omnibus test among all study variables, Wilk's A = .36, F (9,
263) = 15.02. Table 2 provides the results of these analyses for men and women in each
condition on each of the measures involved in analyses reported below. For the analyses
below, the first set of analyses tested Hypothesis 1a, 1b, and Hypothesis 2; the second
analysis tested Hypothesis 3.

Conditional Indirect Effect of Perceived Self-ldeal Discrepancy

To test our prediction that exposure to sexually objectifying images leads to women's
perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy, which in turn leads to their body consciousness, we
conducted a mediation analysis using the PROCESS SPSS macro (Hayes, 2013) where the
independent variable was condition (coded as 0 = neutral images, 1 = sexually objectifying
images), the dependent variable was body consciousness, and the mediator was perceived
self-partner ideal discrepancy. We also tested whether gender moderated each path of our
mediation model. Gender was coded as 0 = men and 1 = women. Testing a moderated
mediation model allows us to examine if the following effects differ for women and men:
the effect of condition on body consciousness, the effect of condition on perceived
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discrepancies (and the direction of these perceived discrepancies as larger or smaller,
Hypotheses 1a and 1b), and the effect of perceived discrepancies on body consciousness. In
addition, we also examined whether the indirect effect of condition on body consciousness
through perceived discrepancies differed for women and men (Hypothesis 2). Bootstrapping
was used to test the significance of indirect effects with 95% bootstrapped confidence
intervals (represented in brackets in the results below) with 5,000 re-samples. Analyses
controlled for relationship status because it is possible that people who are in a committed
relationship may be less concerned about the perceptions of a potential romantic partner than
those who are not in a committed relationship (Sanchez & Broccoli, 2008). Participants who
reported that they were dating exclusively or were living with a romantic partner were coded
as 0 (in a committed relationship) and all other participants were coded as 1 (notina
committed relationship).

Before examining the indirect effect of condition on body consciousness through perceived
self-partner ideal discrepancy, we first examined whether any conditional gender effects
were present for each path of the mediation model. Gender moderated the effect of condition
on perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy, b =1.41, t (109) = 2.84, SE = .50, p= .01, but
did not moderate any other path in the mediation model. The nature of the gender x
condition interaction on perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy is shown in Figure 2.
Consistent with hypothesis 1a, women exposed to thin sexually objectifying images in a
virtual environment perceived their current body size to be larger and more discrepant than
what is considered to be ideal by a romantic partner whereas men exposed to muscular
sexually objectifying images perceived less discrepancies between their current body size
and the body size that is considered to be ideal by a romantic partner. There were no
differences in perceived self-partner ideal discrepancies for men and women exposed to
neutral images. Examination of the simple slopes revealed that the effect of condition on
perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy was significant for women, b = .98, t (109) = 2.79,
SE =.35, p=.01, but not men, b =-.43, t (109) = -1.25, SE = .35, p = .21. Thus, our
hypothesis 1b that men exposed to muscular sexually objectifying images would perceive
themselves as smaller was not supported. Relationship status was not associated with
perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy, b =.30, t (109) = 1.14, SE = .27, p = .26 but was
associated with body consciousness, b = .54, t (107) = 2.77, SE = .19, p = .01, participants
who were not in a committed relationship reported more concern with how their bodies
appeared to a potential romantic partner.

Figure 3 displays the mediation model in which we tested for gender differences in whether
perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy is a mediator of the sexual objectification
experiences-body consciousness link. The indirect effect of sexual objectification
experiences on body consciousness through perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy was
moderated by gender. Specifically, we found that perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy
accounted for the relationship between condition and body consciousness for women,
indirect effect = .23 [.04, .58], but not for men, indirect effect = —.10 [-.32, .02], which
provides support for hypothesis 2. Exposure to sexually objectifying images was related to
women perceiving themselves to be larger than what they thought a romantic partner would
find ideal, and in turn, this perceived discrepancy was related to greater body consciousness.
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This pattern of effects was not observed in men. Perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy,
condition, relationship status, and the respective interactions accounted for 28% of the
variance in body consciousness for the full sample.

Examining Components of Self-Partner Ideal Discrepancy

We also examined gender differences in whether exposure to sexually objectifying images
differentially affects each component--self-perceptions, partner ideal perceptions, or both--
of self-partner ideal discrepancies. In addition, we examined whether each of these
components individually mediated the relationship between exposure to sexually
objectifying media and body consciousness and examined gender as a moderator of these
effects. Similar to the previous analysis, we conducted a moderated mediation analysis with
each component of perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy as a mediator. These analyses
revealed that among women, neither current perceived body size, indirect effect = .08 [-.
03, .35], nor perceived body size ideal of romantic partner, indirect effect = .04 [-.12, .25],
alone accounted for the relationship between condition and body consciousness. However,
as predicted in hypothesis 3, condition was significantly associated with women's
perceptions of the body size considered to be ideal by a romantic partner, b = -.53, t (109) =
-2.49, SE = .21, p = .01, such that women's exposure to thin sexually objectifying images
was associated with their perceptions of Scott desiring women with a smaller body size.
Thus, as predicted, it is actually the discrepancy or difference between women's self-
perceptions and what they perceive to be a desired body size by a romantic partner that
contributes to their body consciousness. Among men, perceived body size ideal of a
romantic partner did not account for the relationship between condition and their body
consciousness, indirect effect = .01 [-.06, .20]; however, how men perceived their current
body size did account for the relationship between condition and their body consciousness,
indirect effect = —.17 [-.45, —.01]. In this analysis, condition had a marginally significant
effect on men's self-perceptions, b = —.64, t (109) = -1.87, SE = .34, p = .06, such that men's
exposure to muscular sexually objectifying images was associated with their self-
perceptions as smaller in body size. Thus for men, condition seemed to have a greater effect
on their self-perceptions rather than the self-partner ideal discrepancy.

Discussion

We found support for our claim that perceived discrepancies between self-perceptions and
partner-ideals is a key process linking women's experiences of sexual objectification via
visual media to their body consciousness. A romantic context involving salient sexually
objectifying images was the condition in which women reported the greatest discrepancies
between their self-perceptions and perceived partner ideals. For men, we found that self-
perceptions, rather than a perceived discrepancy, linked their experiences of objectification
to their body consciousness. Thus, it is a focus on self-perceptions for men and a focus on
the discrepancy for women that links sexual objectification experiences to feelings of body
consciousness with a romantic partner. These findings shed light on potential consequences
of objectification in romantic contexts for women and men but in different ways. Sexual
objectification experiences contribute to women (and not men) thinking more about how
their bodies look, particularly how their body looks to others, rather than how one feels,
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which supports a basic tenet of objectification theory (Calogero et al., 2011; Fredrickson &
Roberts, 1997; Morry & Staska, 2001). For men, feeling conscious about one's body is
related to how one thinks of themself without accounting for a partner's perspective.
Although both pathways influence body consciousness, it is possible that a self-other
perspective in a romantic encounter may be detrimental to other dynamics of romantic
relationships, such as feelings of agency and sexual satisfaction during an intimate
encounter. Future work is needed to replicate these findings and to examine whether there
are asymmetries in objectification responses following other forms of sexual objectification
from a romantic partner, including comments about one's body and appearance.

Another goal of the current work was to examine how exposure to sexually objectifying
images affects each component of the discrepancy (self-perceptions, perceptions of the
romantic partner's ideal, or both). Interestingly, we found that men's self-perceptions were
affected whereas women's perceptions of their partner were affected. Exposure to thin
sexualized images contributed to women's perceptions that their potential partner wanted
someone who is smaller in body size. Thus, when thinking about the discrepancy as a whole,
we found that women are thinking about their current body size through the lens of a smaller
desired body size from a romantic partner, which results in larger perceived discrepancies
that are linked to their body consciousness. We also found evidence that exposure to
muscular sexualized images in a potential romantic partner's apartment did not affect men's
perceptions of a romantic partner's desired body size but did influence their self-perceptions,
which was linked to their body consciousness.

The findings with the men in our study highlight potential complexities of body image
concerns in this group. Although we found that the difference between men in the
experimental group and control group was not significant when examining difference scores
between self-perceptions and partner ideals, the slope was negative, which suggests that men
in the experimental group did see themselves as smaller in body size than men in the control
group. This negative relationship was also apparent when examining the effect of exposure
to muscular ideals self-perceptions, such that men who were exposed to muscular sexually
objectifying images saw their current body size as smaller than men in the control condition.
However, when examining the negative trend in discrepancy scores, the means for men in
both of these groups were positive, which suggest that both groups perceive themselves to
be slightly larger than the ideal. In addition, whereas the effect of condition on self-
perceptions was negative, the relationship between self-perceptions and body consciousness
was positive. This suggests that while our manipulation may have made some men
concerned about appearing smaller (i.e., in body mass), on average, men saw themselves as
larger in body size, and these perceptions were related to men's body consciousness. There
may be two explanations for these results in the current study. Research suggests that men
experience pressure to have a lean, more muscular build (Frith & Gleeson, 2004; Baghurst,
Hollander, Nardella, & Haff, 2006). Thus, it is possible that when men see muscular
sexualized images they are confronted with conforming to ideals of muscularity and
thinness. In addition to confronting these multiple ideals, it is also possible that the figure
rating measure used in the current study is not sensitive enough to pick up on this
complexity. Muscular silhouette measures have been used to assess U.S. men's muscularity
ideals and body dissatisfaction such as the Muscle Silhouette Measure and the use of this
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type of measure in future studies may yield different results for men (Frederick, Buchanan,
Sadehgi-Azar et al., 2007). Although muscular silhouette measures exist, an interesting
empirical question is whether priming muscular sexually objectifying images changes how
men think of figures on silhouette measures that focus on weight. In other words, it is
possible that some men may have thought about the figures with regard to weight, others
may have thought about the figure with regard to muscularity, and some may have thought
of a combination of both. Research is needed to expand on the complexity of these ideals for
men. In addition, future research should tap into more nuanced body ideals in women that
were not addressed with our overall measure of body size, such as a combination of a
narrow waist and larger breasts (Harrison, 2003; Overstreet et al., 2010).

Our study was conducted with a sample of heterosexual undergraduate students in the U.S.,
which limits the generalizability of our findings in several ways. First, a majority of the
sample identified as heterosexual and we excluded participants who identified as leshian or
gay. Research on consequences of objectification as a result of exposure to muscularity
ideals in gay men and heterosexual men has found evidence that exposure to these ideals
was associated with social physique anxiety in gay men but not related to physique anxiety
in heterosexual men (Duggan & McCreary, 2004) and less work has empirically examined
the consequences of exposure to objectifying media among leshians. However, there is
evidence that lesbian women experience similar levels of other objectifying experiences
such as sexualized gaze and harassment when compared to heterosexual women and that
these experiences are significantly related to their own self-objectification (Hill & Fischer,
2008). Furthermore, there is evidence in a sample of British lesbian and bisexual women
that women's feelings about their bodies can be shaped in both positive and negative ways
by their romantic partners (Huxley, Clarke, & Halliwell, 2011). Taken together, these
findings suggest that lesbian, gay, and bisexual men and women may be susceptible to
societal ideals of muscularity and thinness and that romantic partners may play an important
role in shaping feelings about body image. However, whether objectification experiences
similarly affect body image concerns in sexual minorities is mixed (Michaels, Parent &
Moradi, 2013).

Further, research is also needed to understand how sexual scripts shape romantic
interactions. For instance, Kim and colleagues (2007) found that the “heterosexual script” in
primetime television programs often ties men's pursuit of sex to their masculinity, portrays
men as the pursuers of sex and women as the gatekeepers of sexual limits, focuses on men's
preoccupation with women's bodies and women's preoccupation with their own bodies, and
emphasizes that women's value is connected to their appearance rather than other attributes
such as their intelligence or personality. Further, there was evidence with regard to
relationship commitments that the heterosexual script supports the gender norms highlighted
by Mahalik and colleagues (2005)—women are portrayed as needing to be in a committed
relationship whereas men are portrayed as needing to be independent and not tied down to a
romantic partner. The current study only scratches the surface of understanding how this
heterosexual script may play out with regard to men and women's body perceptions. We
found evidence that sexually objectifying environments encourage women to see a thinner
body size as ideal to a romantic partner and that being discrepant from this smaller body
ideal resulted in greater body consciousness. We also found a trend that suggests that men's
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self-perceptions were affected rather than their perceptions of what a potential romantic
partner considers to be ideal. These findings align with the concept of a heterosexual script.
It would be interesting for future studies to examine whether being in a sexually objectifying
romantic context for men heightens other aspects of the heterosexual script such as increased
objectification of a potential romantic partner and a desire to seek out sexual fulfillment
rather than commitment.

Second, our study also focused on undergraduates in the United States. Idealized images of
thinness and muscularity are replete in the United States and many Western nations. For
example, a recent meta-analysis on studies conducted in the U.S., Canada, Great Britain, and
Australia found that exposure to these ideals in the media have a significant effect on body
image concerns in women (Grabe et al. 2008). Furthermore, there is evidence that these
ideals negatively affect men (Barlett et al., 2008). Although studies have found evidence of
the negative consequences of exposure to media ideals on body image concerns in men and
women, it is important to remember a key component of objectification theory that is rarely
tested explicitly—women are socialized to value their appearance and worry about how
their bodies are viewed by others. Our study provides evidence of this key aspect of
objectification by showing a critical gender difference in men and women's responses to
sexually objectifying media; whereas exposure to sexually objectifying media affected how
men saw themselves, exposure to sexually objectifying media affected women's perceptions
of their romantic partner's ideal such that they believed that their romantic partner wanted
someone who is smaller in body size. In addition, the discrepancy between women's current
appearance and the body ideal perceived to be ideal by a romantic partner is a key mediator
that links their objectification experiences to body consciousness during intimate encounters
with a romantic partner. Future research is needed to understand whether these findings
generalize to cultures that also perpetuate ideals of muscularity and thinness.

Finally, our study focused on romantic contexts in virtual contexts and did not define the
type of romantic relationships that participants should anticipate, such as a casual
relationship or a committed relationship. The limitations of the current study provide several
future avenues for research. For instance, we found that objectification experiences
differentially predicted body image concerns in men and women in virtual reality; however,
it is possible that the effects found in this study may be exacerbated in real world contexts
where objectification experiences are varied in people's dating life. The current study
focused on objectifying media in the presence of a romantic partner's living environment but
there may be a number of ways that people understand the body ideals that are considered
desirable by a romantic partner, including direct commentary from a romantic partner.
Previous research shows that this commentary may influence positive and negative valuation
of the body (Meltzer & McNulty, 2013; Huxley et al. 2011). Although we did not clarify the
type of potential romantic partner that participants should expect, it is possible that
emphasizing casual relationships may reduce the amount of investment that people have in a
romantic partner's opinion whereas a committed relationship would increase how much a
person would value a romantic partner's appearance. Future research is needed to understand
how objectifying experiences play out in different types of relationships.
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In conclusion, this research extends our knowledge of the consequences of objectification in
romantic contexts by using novel virtual reality methods. Our work provides support for
gender differences in how sexual objectification experiences impact men and women:
whereas women's exposure to sexual objectification images affects their perceptions of a
romantic partner's ideals to align closer to thinness, men's exposure to sexual objectification
images affects their self-perceptions. The current work highlights asymmetries in the
experience of objectification in men and women and has theoretical and practical
implications for pathways through which objectification experiences influence feelings of
body consciousness in romantic contexts.
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Male Experimental Condition

Figure 1.
Example images throughout the apartment by condition.
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Perceived self-partner ideal discrepancy as a function of participant gender and condition
Note. A score of zero indicates that participants did not perceive themselves to be discrepant
from Scott's/Sarah's preferred body size. A positive score indicates that participants thought
of themselves as larger than Scott's/Sarah's preferred body size and a negative score
indicates that participants thought of themselves as smaller than Scott's/Sarah's preferred
body size. The possible range of scores was 8 to —8.
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Figure 3.
Effect of exposure to media images on body consciousness through perceived self-partner

ideal discrepancy for women and men

Note. Unstandardized estimates for women are in bold, for men in regular type face.
Condition coded 0: control (neutral images), 1: experimental (sexualized images). ¢’ = direct
effect. *p < .05, **p <.01
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Demographic characteristics of sample
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Women Neutral Women Objectifying Men Neutral Images Men Objectifying F
Images (n =29) Images (n =28) (n =28) Images (n =29)
Demographics Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Age 19.10, (1.15) 18.86, (1.24) 19.61, (2.06) 19.50, (1.09) .06
Range: Range: Range: Range:
18-22 18-23 18-29 17-23
BMI 22.40, (2.95) 2422, (4.27) 26.73 (5.34) 24.45, (3.75) 6.85
Range: Range: Range: Range:
17.23-31.88 19.48-37.12 19.51-44.63 19.66-4.30
Year in school
Freshman 41% (12) 57% (16) 29 % (8) 18 % (8)
Sophomore 41% (12) 25% (7) 43% (12) 41% (12) 2(9)=8.19
Junior 14% (4) 11% (3) 21% (6) 24% (7)
Senior 3% (1) 7% (2) 7% (2) 7% (2)
Ethnicity
White 529 (14) 61% (17) 71% (20) 83% (24)
Asian 22% (6) 14% (4) 11% (3) 10% (3) A©)=1231
Latino 7% (2) 14% (4) 14% (3) 7% (2)
Black 19% (5) 11% (3) 4% (1) 0% (0)
Relationship status
Not dating anyone 48% (14) 61% (17) 61% (17) 62% (18)
Dating casually 7% (2) 21% (6) 14% (4) 0% (0) 209 =
16.28"
Dating one person 38% (11) 18% (5) 25% (7) 38% (11)
Living with partner 7% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0)

Note. Means sharing the same subscript are not significantly different from each other (Tukey's HSD, p < .05). Age and BMI data were missing for
one man in the experimental condition. Ethnicity data were missing for two women in the control condition.

**p <.01.
+
p<.10

p<.05
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Table 2

Scale means for key study variables by gender and condition

Women Neutral Images Women Objectifyinglmages Men Neutral Images Men Objectifying Images

Measure Scale Range Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Self-Perception 1to9 4.52.(1.18) 5.07,¢ (1.74) 6.18, (1.06) 5.48,,, (1.09)
Partner Ideal 1t09 3.86 (.92) 3.36 (.91) 5.50, (.69) 5.28, (.59)
Self-Partner Ideal Discrepancy 8t0-8 .66%, 4 (1.26) 1.71% (1.56) 68,4 (.94) 21,1 (1.35)
Body Consciousness 1to6 2.64, (.99) 2.90, (1.07) 2.02, (.97) 2.04, (.90)

Note. Means sharing the same subscript are not significantly different from each other (Tukey's HSD, p < .05; means with + superscript are
significantly different at p <.10). Higher numbers mean larger body size perception of self or partner ideals and greater body consciousness.
Positive self-partner ideal scores indicate that participants see their current body size as larger than partner's ideal.
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