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Abstract

In the USA, Black girls and women face significant health disparities and disproportionately 

experience violence, racism, discrimination, stereotype messaging and elevated STI/HIV rates. 

Research shows the importance of familial systems and effective communication in decreasing 

risky behaviours among Black girls. This grounded theory study explored sociocultural conditions 

that influence the process of becoming a sexual Black woman. Analytic results of interviews with 

20 Black women identified protection as a major category associated with Black female sexual 

development and related risk behaviour. This paper describes the role of Black women as 

protectors of young Black female sexuality, the sociocultural protective strategies they used across 

the life course, and the consequences of absent protection. Findings can inform future evidence-

based, culturally sensitive interventions to promote the sexual health and development of Black 

girls and women in the USA.
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Introduction

In the USA, Black girls face overwhelming health disparities as they disproportionately 

experience violence, racism, discrimination, stereotype messaging and elevated STI/HIV 

risk (Crooks et al. 2019; Brown, White-Johnson and Griffin-Fennell 2013; Green 2017). 

Black girls endure various types of violence in their homes, schools and neighbourhoods 

(Green 2017). Sexual violence is common; 20% of Black women are raped during their 

lifetime (Green 2017). Black girls also experience institutionalised racism, particularly in 

government schools. They are often viewed as “disruptive”, “loud” or “defiant” by school 

administrators and are more likely to be suspended or expelled at higher rates than other 

girls due to dress code violations, which could simply be attributed to their body shape 

(Green 2017). The media often portray Black girls and women as sexualised beings (Crooks 

et al. 2019; Stokes 2007; Coleman et al. 2016). This type of stereotype messaging can 

indirectly contribute to elevated STI/HIV risk because Black girls often emulate the 

provocative dress and behaviour they observe in social media (Crooks et al. 2019; Brown, 

White-Johnson and Griffin-Fennell 2013; Rosenthal and Lobel 2016; Townsend et al. 2010). 
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Black girls are more likely to have sexual contact by age 13 (Ward and Benjamin 2004) and 

nearly half (48%) aged 14–19 years acquire an STI (Forhan et al. 2008). Although the 

relationship between sexual stereotype messaging and increased sexual risk behaviour in 

Black girls has been well established (Brown, White-Johnson and Griffin-Fennell 2013; 

Townsend et al. 2010; West 2008), Black women may be positioned to help, but little is 

known about how they protect young Black female sexuality (Brown, White-Johnson and 

Griffin-Fennell 2013; Schooler et al. 2004; Townsend et al. 2010).

A major task of parenting is teaching children how to interpret societal messages and to help 

them determine their place in society (Greene 1990; Townsend 2008). This difficult task is 

made even more challenging for Black women in the face of racism and sexism, making 

them a “double minority” (Collins 1990; Greene 1990). Greene (1990) suggests that racism 

and sexism are transmitted through parenting interactions, values and messaging to their 

children. The “sociohistorical reality” of Black women being treated as sexual objects can be 

traced back to slavery in the Americas (Stephens and Phillips 2005). Collins (2004) explains 

how current media images of Black women come from an earlier era of racial oppression 

and popular images of Black culture shaped by race, gender and class. Messages from the 

dominant society that depict Black girls and women as sexual objects limit their choices 

about the roles deemed acceptable for them. Such derogatory images obscure the true 

strength and resilience of Black women (Greene 1990; Crooks et al. 2019). Previous 

research about female sexual development has predominantly been based on White women; 

whereas, sexual scripts, theories and models of Black women development are non-existent 

(Stephens and Phillips 2005; Stokes 2007). Ward and Benjamin (2004) argue that 

contemporary research on girl’s development focused on “White middle-class girlhood,” 

fails to incorporate cultural variation, and neglect the intersectionality of multiple identities, 

such as gender, race and economic status.

Effective communication between parents and adolescents is essential for the transmission 

of intergenerational values, attitudes and knowledge (Aronowitz, Rennells and Todd 2005; 

Stephens and Phillips 2005; Teitelman, Ratcliffe and Cederbaum 2008). Aronowitz, 

Rennells and Todd (2005) found that Black daughters’ perceptions of their mothers’ values 

related to social behaviours created an environment in which the daughters felt more 

confident in discussing sensitive issues and were more likely to have fewer risk behaviours. 

Black mothers can influence early adolescent behaviour as they are often their daughters’ 

primary sources for sex education (Aronowitz and Eche 2013; DiIorio et al. 2007). However, 

the particular strategies that Black mothers use to protect their daughters’ sexual 

development are unclear. Aronowitz and Eche (2013) examined parenting style and 

strategies of Black mothers and their findings revealed that they used a variety of 

psychological and behavioural strategies to control behaviour, but it was not clear if these 

strategies were effective at reducing sexual risk behaviours. Furthermore, the authors did not 

explicitly consider the wider sociocultural context of Black mother-daughter relationships.

For many girls and women, relationships with their mothers can influence how they view 

themselves and how they may socialise their own daughters (Greene 1990). Greene (1990) 

suggests that it is the responsibility of Black mothers to reject societal messages (i.e. White 

standards of beauty) and prevent disparaging messages about Black girls and women from 
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being passed to their daughters and future generations. However, socialising Black girls in a 

society that devalues and sexualises Black women becomes particularly difficult for Black 

mothers when they themselves are uncomfortable talking about sex. Black women 

historically have been socialised to remain silent about sexuality or sexual behaviour 

(Fordham 1993; Hammonds 1999). Crooks et al. (2019) found a “culture of silence” exists 

within Black communities on topics about sexual health, which also speaks to the invisibility 

of Black women in discourses of sexuality (Weekes 2003). Collins (2004) suggests that 

many Black families retain traditional values that date back to the 17th Century, such as sex 

may only occur with the confines of marriage, sex is for procreation, children should be 

protected from sexual information, and abstinence is the preferred method of birth control. 

Such beliefs would clearly suppress intergenerational communication about sex and 

sexuality. Additional research is urgently needed with contemporary perspectives about the 

sexual development of Black girls and how Black women protect themselves and younger 

girls. The purpose of this paper is to describe the role of Black women as protectors, the 

sociocultural strategies they employ to protect and the consequences of protection or its 

absence.

Methods

Study design

A grounded theory study was conducted between May 2016 and January 2017 to explore the 

sociocultural conditions influencing the process of becoming a sexual Black woman (Crooks 

et al. 2019). The major goal of this study was to develop a conceptual model describing 

Black female sexual development. Grounded theory is informed by symbolic interactionism, 

which focuses on social interaction between individuals undergoing a shared experience and 

uncovering the actions, conditions and consequences that follow (Blumer 1986). Approval 

for the study was obtained from the University of Wisconsin-Madison Institutional Review 

Board (IRB). This focuses on findings regarding the concept of protection in relation to 

Black girls’ sexuality.

Recruitment

The study involved a purposive sample of twenty young Black women recruited using flyers 

and word of mouth, from university and community settings (e.g., community centres, 

beauty supply stores, and sexual health clinics) in an urban midwestern city. In line with 

grounded theory, theoretical sampling was used to expand the sample to gain conceptual 

clarity and further densify categories and dimensions that evolved from the data (Strauss and 

Corbin 1990). Initial inclusion criteria for the study required participants to be Black women 

ages 18–24 year with the history of an STI. As the influence of older Black women became 

apparent, the researchers expanded the sample to include Black women older than 24 years 

to reflect sexual development across the life course. Additionally, women without a history 

of STIs were included to offer researchers a broader perspective about Black female 

sexuality. The final inclusion criteria for the study consisted on: (a) self-identify as a Black 

woman, (b) 18 years and older, and (c) fluent in speaking and reading the English language. 

Sampling continued until saturation was reached, the point at which no new properties, 
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dimensions or conditions can be identified (Strauss and Corbin 1990). The IRB approved all 

changes in inclusion criteria.

Data collection and analysis

In accordance with grounded theory, data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously. 

Constant comparative analysis was used to identify categories of social processes within and 

between participants, dimensions within categories, and conditions that influenced actions 

participants took in relation to their sexuality (Charmaz 2014; Strauss and Corbin 1990). 

The first author, who is a content expert, interviewed participants and analysed data with the 

assistance of two grounded theory experts. Individual in-depth interviews were conducted in 

a private space of the participant’s choice, lasting 28 to 95 minutes. Participants were 

compensated $30 for their participation. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed 

verbatim for analysis.

Data were analysed using open, axial and selective coding. Initial data were collected using 

open-ended questions, e.g., “Can you tell me about things in your life that contributed to 

your STI risk or diagnosis?” Open coding using line by line analysis was completed to 

generate early codes and categories (Charmaz 2014). Axial coding was used to make 

connections between the categories and specify dimensions of the categories (Glaser and 

Strauss 2009). Later questions became more focused to densify categories and to identify 

related conditions. For example, to more fully understand the concept of protection 

questions shifted to: what has your experience been with Black women protecting your 

sexuality; what does protection mean to you; how do Black women protect younger Black 

girls; and what happens when the protection is not there? Finally, selective coding was used 

to clarify relationships among categories and develop a comprehensive conceptual model 

(Strauss and Corbin 1990).

Multiple procedures were used to ensure rigour within the study. Data analysis was 

conducted with a research team to recognise and minimise bias (Sandelowski 1986). 

Member checking was used to assure credibility of results, in which the researcher brought 

portions of the analysis back to participants during interviews for their feedback about 

categories, dimensions, and connections among categories (Charmaz 2014). All categories 

and dimensions included in the conceptual model developed as the result of the study were 

supported by quotes. Pseudonyms were used in reporting quotes to protect participants 

anonymity and confidentiality. Researchers also searched for cases in which the data did not 

support particular findings

Results

Sample

Sixteen women were recruited from community and four from university settings. All 

participants were sexually active, fifteen reported having had an STI and six reported 

recurrent STIs. Ages ranged from 19–62 years and the mean age was 31. Fifteen participants 

identified as Black, two as Black Latinas and three as biracial. The majority of participants 

were single, two were married and two were divorced. Seven participants identified as 
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mothers with an average number of children of three. The majority of participants were 

heterosexual, two reported engaging in same sex as well as heterosexual intimacy, and one 

identified as bisexual. The average age of sexual initiation (i.e. sexual intercourse) was 11 

years old. Forty-five percent of the sample had an annual income category of US $0–10,000. 

Two participants had completed 8th grade, nine had a high school Diploma or General 

Education Development (GED), two had technical degrees, four had bachelors’ degree and 

three had doctorates.

The Model

Findings resulted in the development of a conceptual model explaining the process of 

becoming a sexual Black woman (Figure 1). Participants identified three sequential phases 

of sexual development: Girl, Grown and Woman. The Girl phase was characterised as an 

early time, often between 5 and 14 years old, in their lives when participants lacked 

knowledge about sex, had little control of their own sexuality and needed protection. During 

the Grown phase, typically occurring between ages 11 and 18, participants tried to figure out 

their sexual identities and they developed strategies to protect themselves. The Woman 

phase, often began around 18 or when participants became parents, they described 

embracing their sexuality; and many became protectors of the sexual development of 

younger girls (Crooks et al. 2019). Stereotyped messaging and the need for protection were 

major sociocultural conditions associated with their sexual development. Stereotype 

messaging was defined as visual images, words, or stories in the media, culture and history 

that sexualised Black female bodies (Crooks et al. 2019). Participants identified the concept 

of protection as a key condition in their sexual development and this therefore merited a 

separate analysis and report.

Protection

Protection was described as a means to prevent the early sexualisation of Black girls and 

delay their progression into the next phase of their sexual development until they were more 

mature (Crooks et al. 2019). Participants described protection as means to support the sexual 

development and emergence of Black girls’ sexuality through developing safe spaces, 

sharing personal stories and increasing knowledge about sexual health topics. As girls, 

participants identified wanting protection from older Black women, which could be anyone 

that cared for the girl such as mothers, grandmothers, or other Black women in the 

community.

Black Women as Protectors

Our findings revealed that many Black women become protectors of their own and others’ 

children (especially girls), their communities, themselves and images of Black women. 

Participants described being valued for their bodies and seen as sexual objects by larger 

society as noted by Latoya, age 19: “As a Black woman you are constantly seen as this 

promiscuous sexual creature, not necessarily seen as the person that you are you are just 

seen as this body… I guess nobody really looks at you…they don’t see you as a person.” 

Participants worked to redefine the sexualised images of Black women to one that embodies 

strength and empowerment. They wanted others to recognise them and other Black women 
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for their non-sexual roles, (e.g. as providers, mothers and women) and value them for their 

personhood:

“Our history is unique as Black women…I feel like, we’re amazing, honestly. Like, 

we go through a lot and somehow… we push through. It’s, to be strong. Like no 

matter the circumstance and to be your version of strong. It might not look strong to 

someone else, or whatever, but it’s strong for you…its perseverance, endurance, we 

endure a lot, we put up with a lot and we overcome” (Maya, 19).

Black women described wanting to protect Black girls so that they would not have to 

encounter the mistakes or “hardships” they had endured. Hardships included sexual assault, 

abuse, partner’s infidelity and/or contracting an STI. They explained that older Black women 

needed to physically protect Black girls because Black men and the law failed to do so.

Participants described going through pubescence at earlier chronological ages compared to 

their White peers. Consequently, their physical maturity exceeded their psychological 

preparedness for matters related to sex: thus, making them easy targets for sexual predators 

(Crooks et al. 2019). This situation was compounded by the culture of silence in Black 

communities that prevented informative conversations about sex and sexuality. Therefore, 

Black women often initiated protective strategies when they became mothers, had close 

friends who needed protection, or witnessed threats to Black female sexuality. In the absence 

of institutional mechanisms of protection (e.g. law enforcement or schools) for Black girls, 

older Black women described taking this role of protectors. In fact, they noted that many 

forces, such as the law, oppressive systems (i.e. prisons), racism and stereotyped messages, 

actually worked against their efforts. When asked why Black women protect, participants 

responded:

“Protecting someone else keeps them safe. But it also keeps you safe. Another way 

of looking at protecting, it keeps you on this earth. So, our legacy, our lineage will 

continue to go forth” (Sheila, 57).

“[We protect] because we love ourselves, we love our bodies. We don’t want 

nothing to happen with our bodies or our daughters’ bodies” (Jennifer, 42).

Participants described how men are typically considered the family protectors and providers. 

However, participants also talked about historical conditions (such as the forced separation 

of families, slavery, unemployment, mass incarceration, racial profiling) have prevented 

many Black men from fulfilling that role. Thus, Black women, by default, have become the 

“protectors” for their families and communities.

“That definitely goes back to slavery. We’ve always protected others…I mean it 

was the order of operations back then and being the cornerstones of our families. 

And Black women have always been told to hold it down and fight for it and it’s 

internalised in us” (Sasha, 27).

Physical environmental strategies—Many older participants described protective 

strategies that involved controlling the physical environments of their children, particularly 

their daughters. They did so by keeping their children close to their homes, making sure they 

were home by a certain time, knowing who their children associated with, and prohibiting 
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sleepovers or time spent in others’ homes. To protect Black girls from sexually explicit 

messaging, older women monitored the television programmes that girls watched or the 

music they listened to, as described by Mariah, 26:

“I was very limited on the things I could watch and the things I could hear. My 

mom stole my Brittany Spears CD…. she wouldn’t let me listen to non-Christian 

music in the house. Or like movies I couldn’t watch a lot of movies my friends 

were allowed to watch. Some of those subliminal messages I didn’t receive…there 

was a strong message from my mom that we weren’t doing those things in her 

house.”

Participants also described protecting Black girls from the “outside world” meaning those 

beyond their home community. Older Black women taught children about appropriate 

physical touch and healthy boundaries as well as what to do if anyone attempted to sexually 

abuse them. Participants involved children in extracurricular activities, such as church, sports 

or afterschool programs, to keep them safe from the outside world and predators. 

Additionally, participants taught their children to be aware of their surroundings, notice 

treats to their safety, and if necessary, physically fight to protect themselves. Tonya, 52, 

described this:

“I (protect them) from predators. My daughters and them know all the ins and outs. 

And if they find someone following them, they always have pay attention to their 

surroundings… If you had to protect yourself, this is a whole other person trying to 

get at you… I said when you swing you swing hard. You swing straight for the 

head.”

Verbal informational strategies—Older Black women used information as a tool to 

protect Black girls. Mothers tried to maintain open communication with their daughters 

regarding sex. To help their daughters avoid the threatening situations, mothers disclosed 

information about their own sexual experiences as girls. Black women also encouraged girls 

to get to know their potential partners over time before having sex and taught them how to 

initiate conversations about safe sex. They taught girls to be aware of predators or messages 

from society that threatened their sexuality. Participants described entering puberty as early 

as 8 or 9 years old, therefore they encouraged younger Black girls to protect their bodies by 

wearing clothing that de-emphasised their sexual development:

“Don’t talk to them (predators), wear decent clothes… Keep them away from, you 

know, around these older men, make sure they have on decent clothes…because 

their body is performing like grown folks… I mean, they bodies just out there…

protect yourself” (Jennifer, 42).

Cultural strategies—Older Black women described using culturally specific messages to 

discourage behaviour that place girls at risk for sexual exploitation. One example was 

labelling girls as “fast.” Older participants used this label to “call out the girl’s behaviour” if 

they were acting or dressing promiscuous (Crooks et al. 2019). Jennifer, age 42, explained 

the protective intent: “Yes, they are saying it (fast) to protect us. Because they already know 

how life is out here in the world, because they’ve been through it.” Older women explained 
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that they wanted to convey messages to Black girls to “slow down” and savour their youth 

and innocence. Sheila, 57, said:

“Fast means…you trying to do things that your body is not ready for, that your 

mind is not ready for, that you are not ready for. You moving too quick… you’re 

making decisions too hastily. For instance, if you twelve and somebody say you a 

fast little girl, that means that you over here trying to be eighteen. If you sixteen, 

you over here trying to be twenty-five.”

Although older Black women used fast as a protective strategy it was not always understood 

as such by young girls. When reflecting on this term, many participants reported feeling 

confused by the meaning of the fast label:

“The elders tell you moving so fast, but they never told us, well what’s fast?” 

(Sheila, 57).

“I think it goes back to who’s in the household because, if you’re being taught 

don’t be fast, don’t do this, and no one is really explaining to you what being fast 

is, so it’s like, okay, grandma, mom, how am I being fast, what am I doing that I’m 

fast? Give me the terminology so I know” (Anika, 34).

Consequently, some participants thought the label defined them and acted accordingly by 

engaging in sexualised behaviour:

“You can always tell someone not to be something, but eventually they’re going to 

want to figure out why you don’t want them to be this way, like what’s wrong with 

being fast? Why can’t I be fast? I think I ended up rebelling because I’m like, well 

the fast girls have more fun, you know… I felt like I was missing out” (Brandy, 23).

Religious messaging—Many older Black women used religious messages as a form of 

spiritual protection. Participants reported having their children attend church as a way to 

instil moral values and norms about sex (i.e. suppressing sexual urges or not talking about 

sex). Mariah, 26, shared; “We had a religious household I think from a young age it was like 

don’t have sex...until you are married or at least older.” Although many Black women 

protected others, they did not feel as though they, themselves, were protected by most of 

society. Thus, some relied only on God for protection, while others also relied on other 

Black women:

“I’m always trying to protect somebody, but who protects me? God, He the only 

one who protects me” (Sharon, 62).

“No one protects the Black women aside from god or other Black women” (Tonya, 

52).

Some participants described how religious messages often evoking feelings of shame, 

silence or fear in Black girls. Religious beliefs, suggesting that sex was bad or sinful and 

should not be discussed, made participants uncomfortable when communicating about sex or 

their sexual desires. Consequently, they felt ashamed of their sexuality and mature physical 

development, which further silenced Black girls and women. This was particularly true for 

participants who experienced traumatic events or were peer pressured into having sex. Maya, 
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19, described how Black women in her family used religion as way of shaming her into not 

having sex:

“I was kind of religious growing up and like, everything surrounded my sexuality 

always felt that like it was like a sin, it was horrible, and it was bad, but it was also 

confusing…. because I started to like really feel ashamed of these natural things.”

Erica, 20, described how religion and context of the south associated sex with being dirty or 

immoral:

“I think there’s a lot of shame already towards women this whole idea of women 

being the ones to make men dirty or to make their partners umm… dirty or unclean 

especially being from the south there is a feeling that I’ve gotten that sex means 

being dirty or unclean or that theme being very present umm…especially like when 

it comes to spirituality or religion like Christianity being like very prevalent, like 

Baptist.”

Rejecting stereotyped messages—Rejecting stereotyped messages of sexualisation 

represented a major protection strategy used by Black women. Strategies for rejecting the 

message included doing research and gaining information about sexuality and associating 

themselves with peers who were or trying to combat stereotypes. Rejecting such messages 

was described as “fighting”, not listening to or ignoring the stereotypes. In so doing, women 

felt empowered to talk about sex and decide for themselves when and with whom to have or 

not have sex. They also expressed an increased sense of self-worth, and an image of self as 

being more than just a sexual being. Katrina, 23, shared her story of rejecting these 

messages:

“When I was in high school…I just hated always being that sex object…always 

being looked at in that way… I didn’t date at all in high school because, I felt like I 

was too good for people and I’m kind of glad I did you know, because it, it instilled 

in me that I’m not a sex object … there’s more to me than my body.”

Participants who rejected stereotyped messages also described strategies to overcome the 

culture of silence about sex in Black communities. They sought information about sexual 

health from online resources or their health care providers. When participants rejected 

stereotyped messages, they often waited until they were older before becoming sexually 

active because they believed that they were more than sexual objects. Participants described 

rejecting stereotyped messaging as an ever-present and ongoing process:

“(I am) constantly reminding myself that I’m not a stereotype, I’m my own person” 

(Maya, 19).

“But the work [to rejecting stereotype messages] is daily. And what I mean by that, 

you have to work at it daily” (Sheila, 57).

Older Black women described instilling values of self-worth, self-esteem and confidence in 

their daughters as another way to combat stereotyped messages. This intergenerational 

strategy was shared by Felicia, 40: “my parents taught me values that I, I try to instil in my 

own kids and make them strong.” Participants provided girls with counter-messages of 

Black women that reflect strength, empowerment and encouraged them to embrace their 
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Black identity. Older Black women helped girls recognise how stereotyped messages 

threatened their sexual development. A Mariah, 26, explains how her mother’s messages had 

a positive impact on her sense of self:

“Confidence or self-value, or self-awareness I think that that definitely comes from 

the protective layer, but I think it’s is such a big apart of your sexuality and how 

you present yourself, how you see yourself and how you let others come into your 

life…. I feel like this has been the key distinction for me. The choices I have made 

have led me for the most part to be more cautious with sex.”

Impact of Presence or Absence of Protection

Participants described some of the positive effects of protection. Participants who had 

protectors often rejected stereotype messages because older Black women limited exposure 

to such messaging or offered them alternative positive representations of Black females. 

Protectors instilled values of self-respect and self-worth. Thus, participants who reported 

having protectors expressed a sense of empowerment, greater control of their bodies and 

sexuality. An example of this is provided in the following quote:

“I had a two-parent household…they taught me values…they instilled the image of 

a Black woman as strong and empowered” (Anika, 34).

Although participants stated that culturally and historically Black women typically assumed 

the role of protector, some participants explained that not all Black women become 

protectors. Some women were not always capable of protecting themselves. They had not 

learned how to protect because they were not protected as children or were not able to do so 

because of power dynamics in relationships. Protection was not always afforded to 

participants as they described Black girls and women not always capable of protecting 

themselves or others. This disruption in or lack of protection is represented as a dotted line 

in Figure 1. Many participants described intergenerational cycles of lack of protection that 

made them more vulnerable to sexual exploitation:

“I think that all women aspire to be that (protector). But I think if a woman was 

never been protected, she wouldn’t know how to exemplify that… if you don’t 

protect, you’re perpetuating the cycle” (India, 26).

“I think it’s possible that women do not become protectors. Especially when you 

are talking about sexual abuse or childhood sexual molestation…Let’s say you are 

looking at a family, not only has the child been sexually molested, her mother has 

been molested and her grandmother was. So, it might not be purposeful that they 

don’t want to be protectors, but their conception of protecting or their ability to 

protect or the desire to protect may not manifest itself in a way that actually 

protects” (Ada, 26).

“I don’t think every woman does (protect). So, there is definitely like this circle or 

cycle, like my aunt. I love her with my whole heart. Like she had a bunch of kids 

when she was young, and her kids are having kids young. She definitely is not 

protecting her children in the way that she should” (Latoya, 19).
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The intergenerational cycle of unprotected youth was repeatedly mentioned as having an 

adverse impact on the sexual development of Black women, specifically during the transition 

from Girl to Grown. Some spoke about how their relationship with their mothers or other 

Black women had influenced their sexual decisions in terms of partner choices or exploring 

sexual experiences. The degree of protection influenced whether participants rejected or 

accepted the stereotyped messages as described by a Latoya, 19:

“Lacking protection is like the lack of knowledge or the lack of parents... Because 

that is how these stereotype messages will get in and affect the girl, but if they have 

protection there is a wall blocking the message…Black girls especially really do 

need protection because of older men trying to get at them and if you don’t have 

anyone to protect you. You don’t know what to do. It’s yeah. It’s very scary. And 

the development of their body and just societal views. Like little Black girls aren’t 

considered little girls, they are considered young adults from the get.”

Accepting Stereotyped Messages—Given the overwhelming prevalence of these 

stereotyped messages many participants, as girls, internalised these messages, came to view 

themselves as sexual beings, and emulated the provocative and promiscuous behaviour of 

images portrayed in the media. During the Girl phase, participants described emulating the 

stereotypes they were presented with. As Katrina, 23, put it: “in terms of growing up, that’s 

(media) a big thing. You know, like monkey see, monkey do. The consequences for those 

who accepted the stereotype messages were entering the Grown phase at a younger 

chronological age than those who rejected them. Examples of accepting the stereotyped 

message included dressing promiscuously, engaging in sex at an early age, having sex with 

multiple partners and not caring what others thought of their behaviour. Brandy, 23, 

described accepting the stereotype message:

“Once you hit a certain point, like you know, you can be like, okay I’m fast…I 

mean you accept it …you learn to accept your actions more…I’m having sex too 

young and…this is the girl that my mom tried to warn me not to become. But it’s 

hard not to become that when you’re always getting told what not to be and not 

what you should be… So, if somebody tell me I’m being fast I’m like, well that’s 

my actions.”

Discussion

Findings from this study significantly extend research on Black female sexuality by 

describing specific protective strategies that Black women use to support the sexual 

development of young Black girls. The importance of protection to the physical and 

psychological wellbeing of young Black girls cannot be overstated. The salience of 

protection may be most profoundly recognised when it is absent, as evidenced by Black 

women’s testimonies about their experiences of childhood sexual abuse and adult sexual 

exploitation or molestation.

This need for protection of Black girls and women is not a new phenomenon. Black women 

have a history of oppression that has required them to nurture resilience and adaptive 

capacities (Bell and Nkomo 1998; Greene 1990). Greene (1990) identified “racial 
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socialization” as a process that African American parents, especially mothers, do to socialise 

their children cognitively and emotionally about what it means to be Black in the USA, what 

to expect, how to cope and how to reject stereotyped messages from society. Bell and 

Nkomo referred to this racial socialisation process, specific to Black women, as “armoring”, 

which is a “form of socialization whereby a girl child acquires the cultural attitudes, 

preferences and socially legitimate behaviours for two cultural contexts…is also a political 

strategy for self-protection…whereby a girl develops…resistance to defy racism and 

sexism” (Bell and Nkomo 1998: 286). The results of our study build on the previous 

empirical literature by explaining the social and cultural conditions that contribute to the 

presence and absence of protection, the consequences of protection or lack thereof, and 

social strategies that contemporary Black women employ to protect the next generation of 

Black girls.

Protection may be considered a controversial intervention because of the historical 

devaluation of Black people, especially Black women within the larger US society. Greene 

states, “the image of childhood as protected development period during which children 

mature and explore the world unencumbered by many of life’s stark and dangerous realties’ 

does not hold true for the majority of Black children” (1990, 216). This statement speaks to 

what we discovered about Black girls not being viewed as minors due to their physical 

maturity, which increased their risk of sexual assault, early engagement in sexual activity 

and ultimately STI/HIV risk. Similar to our findings, Greene (1990) found that parents did 

not feel adequately prepared by their own parents to educate their daughters about sex or 

how to avoid sexual predators. Thus, the intergenerational cycles of unprotected youth 

continue. We found that a culture of silence in Black spaces/communities perpetuates this 

problem, a finding that aligns with the sexual silence described by (Konkle-Parker et al. 

2018). These authors explained that this lack of communication about sex within Black 

families led to a lack of protection for women at both a societal and individual level. Our 

findings highlight the importance of protecting Black girls, the challenges Black women 

face when protecting and the need for Black communities to communicate about Black girls’ 

sexual experiences. It is critical that society recognises that Black girls are worthy of 

protection. The historical and present-day dangers of stereotype messages combined with 

lack of protection and communication pose serious threats to their sexual health. Therefore, 

it is essential that researchers and health care providers incorporate Black girls’ voices into 

discussions about sexual development and how best to intervene in ways that effectively 

protect and optimise their physical and psychological development.

Additionally, our findings suggest that Black women use several strategies to protect and 

help girls reject stereotyped messages that are prominent in social spaces. Although the 

popular media has been a major source of damaging stereotyped messages, it can also 

become a valuable source of accurate information about sexual health. Stephens and Phillips 

(2005) found that the media was the most influential source of sexual information for 

adolescents. Wingood et al. (2001) found that Black girls who watch sexually explicit videos 

that features Black actors were two times likely to have multiple sexual partners, more 

frequent sex and were not as likely to use contraception. Participants in our study validated 

that Black girls and women receive strong sexualised stereotype messages through various 

forms of media. Similarly, Greene (1990) found that Black adolescents are overpowered by 
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the message that society places little value on their existence and emphasises their bodies. 

Greene’s research (1990) also suggests that Black girls may grow up under cultural 

conditions that contradict the values of dominant culture. Noble (2000) echoed these 

sentiments, noting many historical associations between Blackness and sexuality that silence 

and shame the expression of Black female sexuality. Weekes (2003) argues that it is very 

difficult for Black women to create sexual spaces outside of these stereotypes. Similarly, our 

findings showed that Black women worked to intentionally reject dominant societal 

stereotyped messaging about Black females as sexual objects.

Unlike Greene’s (1990) findings that other family members’ influence might be less intense 

or powerful than a “natural mother”, our findings suggest that other women in the 

community who were considered trustworthy, caring and credible sources of information 

about sex and sexual relationships could serve as protectors for Black girls. Similar to 

Aronowitz and Eche (2013), we identified monitoring, limit setting and instilling values as 

strategies that Black mothers used to decrease sexual behaviours in their daughters. Future 

research should focus on interventions that utilise and/or adapt the protective strategies of 

Black women to prevent the early sexualisation of Black girls. Our findings highlight the 

strength and resilience that Black women embody and should be emphasised in the 

development of STI/HIV prevention programs.

Many sexual health researchers conceptualise “protection” as prevention in the form of a 

physical barrier such as a condom, getting vaccines or getting tested for STI/HIV (Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention 2016). Our findings suggest that the concept of 

protection is broader and may include other forms of physical safeguards as well as 

psychological, cultural, and religious strategies. Results point to the need for more effective 

family or parental programming regarding the protection of Black girls’ sexual development.

Limitations

Our sample consisted only of Black women; therefore, the findings are limited to this 

population. The sample was also restricted to participants over the age of 18 years who 

reflected back on their experiences when they were younger. Other conditions that influence 

Black female sexual development and protection based on perspectives of girls that are 

currently in the Girl phase may exist. Furthermore, the protection of sexuality was only 

discussed within a heterosexual context as our sample identified. Geographical location too 

may be a limitation as participants were recruited from the Midwest USA and social norms 

may differ by geographical context.

Conclusion

Findings from this study provide direction for future programmes and interventions that 

focus on the protection of Black female sexuality and sexual development. Additional 

research is needed to investigate how Black girls under the age of 18 years view the concept 

of protection, who they view as protectors and how they are protected. This line of inquiry is 

essential to optimising the physical and psychological sexual development of Black girls and 

women. Researchers need to further examine the effectiveness of the protective strategies 
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identified in this study, in fostering positive self-images and preventing threats to Black 

female sexual health.
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Figure 1. 
Becoming a Sexual Black Woman
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