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Scholars have expanded upon the original scope of Objectification Theory,
but theoretical and empirical research on objectification from the perceiver
perspective remains underdeveloped. The literature focused on the perceiver
perspective has narrowly focused on objectification perpetrated toward
extremely attractive and sexualized women, despite objectification being a
universal experience amongst all women. In the current paper, we propose
the Evaluative Process Model of Objectification (EPO) to predict who sexually
objectifies and why women are treated as sexual objects, to then answer
toward whom and how sexual objectification may be directed. In particular, the
EPO considers perceived attributes of female targets in conjunction with male
perceivers’ feelings of power. Extending Objectification Theory's suggestion that
objectification is pervasive because of the patriarchal cultures women live in, the
EPO suggests that objectification is instrumental in men’s attempts to preserve
and regain their position within the patriarchy. Among men who endorse
patriarchal ideologies, perceived patriarchy threat or security is theorized to
interact with evaluations of female targets to predict whether objectifying
perceptions of female targets result in benevolent, derogative, or dismissive
objectifying behaviors. After articulating the EPO, we propose hypotheses to
be tested in future research and conclude with a discussion of theoretical and
practical implications.
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Introduction

A young woman was recently interviewed for a teaching job
in philosophy by the academic chairman of a large department.
During most of the interview, so she reported, the man stared
fixedly at her breasts. In this situation, the woman is a bosom,
not a job candidate. Was this department chairman guilty only
of a confusion between business and pleasure? Scarcely. He stares
at her breasts for his sake, not hers. Her wants and needs not
only play no role in the encounter but, because of the direction of
his attention, she is discomfited, feels humiliated, and performs
badly. Not surprisingly, she fails to get the job. Much of the
time, sexual objectification occurs independently of what women
want; it is something done to us against our will. It is clear from
this example that the objectifying perception that splits a person
into parts serves to elevate one interest above another. Now it
stands revealed not only as a way of perceiving, but as a way of
maintaining dominance as well.

Bartky (1990, p. 5)

Sexual objectification occurs when women are reduced to
their appearance, body, or sexual body parts or functions, to the
extent that these features are considered capable of representing
them (Bartky, 1990; Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997). As Bartky’s
account implies, feminist scholars have long suggested that sexual
objectification of women, whether enacted through extreme forms
of sexual harassment and assault or more subtle instances of
appearance commentary and gazes, acts as a tool to create,
reinforce, and maintain patriarchy by stripping women of their
humanity and putting those who exercise their humanity (e.g.,
women who opt out of conventional appearance management
practices) back in their place (Bartky, 1990; Langton, 2009;
MacKinnon, 1987; Manne, 2017; Nussbaum, 1995). Whether
objectification occurs through overt sexualization of women, or
through an increased focus on their appearance, reducing women
to their sexuality or appearance leads perceivers to animalistically
and mechanistically dehumanize women (Morris et al.,, 2018).
Dehumanized perceptions are especially troublesome given the
pervasive nature of objectification within women’s lives. Indeed, as
Karen Horney observed 8 decades ago, Western culture promotes
men’s right to treat women as sexual objects as if they exist
for men’s consumption, independently of their age or status
(Westkott, 1986; see also Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997; Schur,
1983); consistently, empirical research reveals that women of all
ages (Augustus-Horvath and Tylka, 2009; Kellie et al., 2019),
shapes and sizes (Calogero, 2004; Calogero et al., 2019), races
and ethnicities (Carr et al., 2014; Watson et al., 2012), and sexual
and gender identities (Hill and Fischer, 2008) report experiencing
sexual objectification with negative consequences (see Roberts
et al., 2018; for recent review).

At the same time, an inspection of studies on objectification
perpetration—that is, the burgeoning literature on when, why,
and with what consequences people sexually objectify others (see
Bernard et al., 2018; Pecini et al., 2023; Roberts et al., 2018)—
reveals that almost all studies on other-objectification have focused
on dehumanizing consequences of sexually objectifying young,
well-proportioned, feminine women who fit societal standards of
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beauty (c.f., Carr et al., 2014; Gervais et al., 2013; Holland and
Haslam, 2016). Indeed, at first blush, one might assume that
sexual objectification is only directed toward scantily clad lingerie
and underwear models or celebrities. No doubt these women are
sexually objectified with grave consequences including failing to
attribute agency, competence, warmth, and moral status (Heflick
and Goldenberg, 2009; Loughnan et al., 2010), and likening these
women to animals (Vaes et al., 2011) and objects (Bernard et al.,
2012; Cikara et al., 2011; Gervais et al., 2012). However, research
exploring women’s experiences suggests that objectification is not
an experience unique to exceptionally attractive or sexualized
women alone (Gervais et al., 2013; Holland et al., 2017; Holland
and Haslam, 2013; Keel et al., 2024; Kozee et al, 2007; Raj
et al., 2024; Riemer et al., 2018). How do we reconcile the
literature on objectification from the perceiver perspective, which
focuses primarily on when, why, and with what consequences
very attractive women are objectified, with studies from the target
perspective, which suggest that objectification is ubiquitous in
patriarchal cultures—that is, all women, regardless of attractiveness,
have experienced objectification (Roberts et al., 2018)? One reason
the answers to these questions remain elusive is because theory and
related research on objectification from the perceiver perspective
remains underdeveloped with respect to who engages in sexual
objectification and why women are sexually objectified. Insight
into this question might allow us to then answer toward whom
objectification may be directed and how they are treated as objects.

In an effort to reconcile these literatures and provide a
roadmap for future research in this important, but understudied
topic, we offer the Evaluative Process Model of Objectification
(EPO; Figure 1). The EPO takes up the notion articulated by
objectification theory (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997), that due
to living in a society imbued with heterosexuality, all women are
sexually objectified by heterosexual men in ways that reinforce
patriarchy. While research indicates that women (see Bernard
et al., 2018; Pecini et al., 2023; Roberts et al., 2018) and gay
men (e.g., Kozak et al., 2009) objectify women, the underlying
motivations of women and gay men appear to be somewhat
distinct from those of heterosexual men (e.g., Ruzzante et al., 2024;
Vaes et al., 2011). Given our focus on patriarchy maintenance
and restoration (which benefits heterosexual men in a differential
manner than others), the EPO prioritizes predicting heterosexual
men’s objectification of women, while acknowledging that future
research should explore how other people’s (women, gay men,
transgender, and gender diverse individuals) objectification of
women also maintains patriarchy (see Theoretical Implications,
Directions for Future Research, and Conclusion).

Building on psychological research that highlights
objectification as an attentional and person perception process
(Bernard et al., 2018) and Bartky’s (1990) notion of objectification
as “way of perception” giving rise to objectifying treatment,
we differentiate objectifying perceptions (i.e., disproportionate
attention to appearance and sexuality with failed human
attribution), evaluations (i.e., judgments about women’s worth
based on appearance and sexuality), and behaviors (ie.,
appearance-based and sexual gazes, language, and physical
contact). To shed light on the myriad manifestations of
objectifying behaviors, we place the objectification literature
in conversation with research on sexual violence, including sexual
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FIGURE 1
EPO model.

and street harassment, sexual assault, and appearance-based
micro-aggressions. For example, many forms of street harassment
and sexual harassment involve objectification (uninvited and
unwanted sexual attention), so studies from these literatures
are included to support the EPO. However, not all instances of
street and sexual harassment are directly objectifying—some
may involve non-sexual physical assault or gender-based insults
targeting intelligence, personality, and accomplishments. While
the EPO specifically focuses on the role of objectifying perceptions
and evaluations on objectifying treatment, sexual objectification
undergirds and enables many forms of disparate treatment
of women along with other forms of gender oppression (e.g.,
stereotyping, essentialism, backlash, women’s underrepresentation
in legal, economic, political, and public spheres, Fairchild, 2023;
Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997; Gervais and Eagan, 2014).
Integrating literatures on sexist ideologies, power, and
objectification, we suggest that men who have internalized
patriarchal societal norms (i.e., that men have and ought to
have power over women) may adopt an objectifying orientation,
subjecting all women to some level of sexualized perception
and evaluation, but the specific ways and contexts in which
objectification might be wielded, depends on the degree to which
the patriarchal system is perceived as secure or under threat
and whether women fit conventional gender roles of feminine
attractiveness and sexuality (Mahalik et al,, 2005; Parent and
Moradi, 2011). Because patriarchy operates in conjunction with
other systems of power (e.g., racism, ageism, and ableism), women’s
objectification experiences may differ based on their ability to
conform to cultural ideals. White, young, thin, heterosexual,
cisgender women without disabilities are more likely to align
with societal beauty and sexuality standards compared to racial
and ethnic minority women, older women, fat women, sexual
minority women, transgender women, and those with disabilities.
For example, Western beauty and sexual ideals often conflate
femininity with Whiteness and heterosexuality, so women with
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darker skin face additional disadvantages due to colourism
(Craddock et al., 2023) and queer women experience more
marginalization and violence due to entrenched heterosexism.
Intersectional identities place women in various positions in
the social hierarchy (Cole, 2009), influencing how they may be
perceived in terms of attractiveness and sex appeal. The EPO
suggests that women with different intersecting identities (e.g.,
Black women, queer women, middle-aged, and elderly women)
may experience distinct forms of objectification, depending on
how they are perceived to fit with the cultural ideal and men’s
experiences with the patriarchal system.

The EPO
objectification under these conditions in theoretically predictable

introduces distinct manifestations of sexual
ways. First, we suggest that most existing research that has
focused on the predictors and outcomes of objectification for
very attractive women can be categorized as ostensibly benevolent
objectification—objectification that reduces women to sexual
objects with the veneer of positive regard—in which attractive
women are hyper-visible when the patriarchal system is secure.
Like benevolent sexism (Glick and Fiske, 1996), benevolent
objectification occurs with seemingly positive sentiment, but is
specific to seeing and treating women as sexual objects. Despite
the seemingly positive valence, such objectification does not
confer actual benevolence, dignity, and respect. Instead, it is
often enacted in ways that allow men to justify and legitimize
their objectifying behaviors under a cloak of plausible deniability
(e.g., she must have wanted it; whats the big deal, it’s just a
compliment?). The outcomes of objectification, even if benevolent,
are decidedly negative, including dehumanization (Heflick et al.,
2011; Loughnan et al,, 2010; Pacilli et al., 2017, 2019; Vaes et al,,
2011), reduced empathy (Cogoni et al., 2018), devaluation of
women in the workplace (Fasoli et al., 2018; Glick et al., 2005), as
well as tolerance of violence and negative attitudes toward violence
victims (Gramazio et al., 2018; Loughnan et al., 2013; Spaccatini
etal, 2019, 2023).
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At the same time, women who oppose conventional gender and
beauty expectations may be rendered invisible under patriarchal
security. That is, some behaviors stemming from objectifying
perceptions and evaluations may be marked by inattention in which
women are overlooked, ignored, or disregarded in the form of
dismissive objectification. Invisibility, as a manifestation of denying
a female target subjectivity, is increasingly being conceptualized as
a manifestation of objectification (Talmon and Ginzburg, 2016).
While recipients of dismissive objectification may momentarily
escape the surveillance of the relentless objectifying gaze, motivated
inattention powerfully communicates women’s diminished status
(see Goffman, 1972; for similar consideration of civil inattention—
ignoring others violates norms about appropriate and permissible
social conduct), especially in cultures where women are socialized
to believe their appearance and sex appeal to men are amongst their
most important features and possibly their only tools in achieving
(limited) power (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997).

Under patriarchy threat we suggest that men engage in
derogative objectification—objectification marked by angry or
disgusted gazes, criticism, and rejection—in attempts to regain
their power and status. When men perceive the patriarchy and
their own power to be under threat, women who fit sexual and
beauty expectations will remain hyper-visible, but be regarded as
excessively focused on appearance or overly sexual while women
who violate such roles will become hyper-visible and regarded as
neglecting their appearance or inadequately sexual. Sexual, gender,
or street harassment involving hostility and insults to women’s
appearance and sexuality, align with derogative objectification.

Underlying these different forms of objectification are
perceptions of women as sexual objects in which myopic attention
is paid to their appearance and sexuality at the expense of
their human attributes. Objectifying perceptions contribute to
appearance and sexual evaluations of worth, resulting in different
forms of objectification. Thus, considering Who and Why women
are sexually objectified, the EPO can predict both How and Toward
Whom objectification is perpetrated.

Who treats women as sexual objects?

The patriarchal landscape in which objectification occurs
suggests that sexual objectification is a gendered phenomenon
accompanied by power differentials. Notably, the EPO assumes
that objectification occurs within patriarchal cultures, where men
dominate, subjugate, and exploit women (Bartky, 1990; Walby,
1989). Importantly, not all men treat women as sexual objects;
many men prefer to have authentic relationships with women,
treating them as agentic, full-fledged human beings (Nussbaum,
1995). Yet, objectification is frequently perpetrated by men toward
women because cultures of patriarchy stem from sexist beliefs
(Glick and Fiske, 1996) that rationalize gender power differences
favoring men (O’Neil, 2008) and essentialize women as either good
or bad (e.g., the Madonna or Whore dichotomy, Bareket et al.,
2018). Feminist scholars have outlined links between patriarchal
societies and women’s frequent interpersonal experiences of sexual
objectification (e.g., Connell, 1987; Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997),
even suggesting that sexual objectification is one of the primary
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means of reinforcing patriarchy by subordinating women (Bartky,
1990; MacKinnon, 1987).

Consistent with these theoretical tenants, existing empirical
research suggests that patriarchy supportive ideologies predict
sexual objectification. For example, people with higher social
dominance orientation are motivated to preserve existing
hierarchies between groups, including men having more power
than women (Pratto et al., 1994; see also Cikara et al., 2011).
Bareket and Shnabel (2020; see also Bareket et al., 2018) have found
that sexual objectification was used as a strategy for restoring
patriarchy by men who have higher social dominance orientation.
Like social dominance orientation, right-wing authoritarianism
also focuses on maintaining power differentials, with an emphasis
on submission to authority (Altemeyer, 1988). Researchers have
found that people with average and high levels of right-wing
authoritarianism are more likely to blame sexualized (vs. non-
sexualized) victims of street harassment (Spaccatini et al., 2019).
Likewise, gender system justification beliefs (Jost and Kay, 2005)
legitimize existing gender arrangements with men having more
power than women and these system justifying beliefs predict more
sexual objectification (Bareket et al., 2018, see also Calogero and
Jost, 2011). Considering the connection between the perpetration
of sexual objectification and sexist attitudes (Bareket et al., 2018;
Gervais et al., 2018), along with power dynamics that uphold
patriarchy, biased views of women and belief systems that justify
existing social hierarchies—particularly gender-based power
disparities—seem to be crucial factors in understanding the
perpetration of objectification.

In attempts to justify and maintain power differences, sexist
beliefs legitimize ideologies (e.g., social dominance orientation,
right-wing authoritarianism, system justification) that promote
gender inequality as natural and inevitable through notions of
appropriate gender roles—descriptive and injunctive norms about
how women and men actually and ought to think and behave
(Glick and Fiske, 2001). Indeed, sexism has been identified as a
key ideology used to legitimize differential perceptions of women
depending on their compliance with traditional gender roles.
Distinct from other forms of prejudice, sexist beliefs are often
ambivalent, involving not only hostile contempt toward women,
but also supposed benevolence and appreciation (Glick and Fiske,
1996). While different in terms of valence, anchoring both forms
of sexist attitudes are traditional gender expectations and the
assumption that women are the weaker sex. On the one hand,
benevolent sexism rewards women who fit beauty expectations and
traditional gender roles, while, on the other hand, hostile sexism
punishes women who do not conform, including perceptions that
some women use their attractiveness and sexuality to manipulate
men (Glick and Fiske, 1996, 2001). Compared to other group-
based relations (e.g., race or class-based), a unique dyadic dynamic
emerges in gendered relations because men are higher in power but
are also interpersonally dependent on women for satisfying sexual
desires. This dynamic results in ambivalent attitudes in which
women are benevolently idealized as romantic love objects that
need protecting (Guttentag and Secord, 1983) while simultaneously
seen through a lens of hostility when perceived as using their sexual
“power” over men (Glick and Fiske, 1996). Sexist attitudes therefore
not only strip women of power by suggesting they lack competence
and agency beyond their stereotypically feminine abilities, but also
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strip women of their humanity suggesting that women are merely
objects, that if controlled properly, can be useful to men.

Empirical research supports the role of hostile sexism as an
antecedent of sexual objectification. Research using fMRI, for
example, has shown that hostile sexist men perceive sexualized
women as more object-like, failing to attribute them mind (Cikara
et al., 2011). Moreover, hostile sexist men report perpetrating
gender harassment (Diehl et al., 2018) and objectifying women
more frequently than less sexist men (Bareket et al., 2018).
Additional correlational research also suggests that more exposure
to women portrayed as sexual objects (e.g., objectifying media
and video games) predicts greater endorsement of hostile sexist
beliefs (Fox and Potocki, 2016; LaCroix et al., 2018). Fewer studies
have found that benevolent sexism predicts objectification. For
example, Gervais et al. (2018) found that self-reported objectifying
behaviors were associated with more benevolent sexism and Salmen
and Dhont (2021) showed that people with more benevolent
sexism were more likely to blatantly dehumanize women. However,
other studies reveal null relations between benevolent sexism and
objectification (Adams et al,, 2021; Cikara et al., 2011; Harsey
and Zurbriggen, 2020). Hostile sexism may be a more reliable
predictor of objectification than benevolent sexism; hostile sexism
is theorized as an ideological antecedent of sexual objectification
because it is more sensitive to power and sexual cues, while
benevolent sexism is thought to be more sensitive to traditional
gender role-related concerns (e.g., on€’s ability to perform domestic
abilities such as keeping house and raising children, Bareket and
Fiske, 2023). At the same time, hostile and benevolent sexism
are theorized as two sides of the same coin and together serve
to justify the system (Calogero and Jost, 2011). The significant
hostile sexism effects that emerge in these studies may also be
explained, in part, by the highly sexualized women that are usually
included as stimuli. Indeed, a study that focused on women in
general, rather than sexualized women in particular, found that
both hostile and benevolent sexism predicted enacting objectifying
gazes (Gervais et al, 2018; see also Salmen and Dhont, 2021).
Thus, while previous research has revealed the relation between
sexist beliefs and perpetration of objectification, a more nuanced
examination of the function objectification serves for sexist men
is warranted; indeed, it would be useful to examine whether
hostile and/or benevolent sexsism moderate the relation between
sexualization and objectification of women in the same study.
Given the lack of literature exploring benevolent sexism as a
predictor of objectification, it would also be valuable for research
to examine the interaction between both forms of sexist attitudes
and new conceptualizations of objectification as either benevolent,
dismissive, or derogatory.

Like hostile sexism, misogynistic attitudes, including contempt
and ingrained prejudice against women, are powerful in restoring
threatened patriarchy. Compared to sexism, which justifies
patriarchal power by supporting the view that gender differences
are natural and inevitable, misogynistic attitudes, defined as hatred
or contempt for women, operate solely to reestablish the gender
status quo (Manne, 2017) and have a differential coercive function
(Richardson-Self, 2018). In other words, if men feel that their
power is threatened, they may display misogynistic attitudes and
behaviors toward those women who are violating patriarchal
norms. For instance, women perceived as feminists (Maass et al.,
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2003; Siebler et al., 2008) as well as lesbian women (Hill and Fischer,
2008) experience higher levels of sexual harassment because they
are perceived as violating patriarchal standards (Pharr, 1988;
Wilkinson, 2008).

Finally, sexist attitudes, such as ambivalent sexism and
sexual double standards (e.g., the injunctive norms that women
ought to be less sexually active than men and that it is more
important for women to be attractive than men, Crawford and
Popp, 2003), perpetuate harmful binary thinking that judges
women as either “good” or “bad” based on their appearance and
sexuality. Endorsement of such dichotomies is connected to both
patriarchy justifying ideologies and objectification. For example,
a meta-analysis revealed that more endorsement of sexual double
standards is associated with more gender inequality in the country
in which the study was conducted (Endendijk et al., 2020). The
Madonna-Whore dichotomy exemplifies this issue, as it categorizes
women based on their sexual appeal and suitability as wives or
mothers, which are perceived to be mutually exclusive (e.g., sexy
women can’t be good mothers, Bareket et al., 2018). Recent work
has revealed that men’s endorsement of this binary perspective
is uniquely linked to both social dominance orientation and
system justification as well as ambivalent sexism and sexual double
standards (Bareket et al., 2018; Kahalon et al., 2019). While women
categorized as a “Madonna” are perceived as chaste and pure
amongst other positive traits, women categorized as a “Whore”
are perceived as sexually attractive, yet also sexually promiscuous
amongst other negative traits. This evaluation not only reinforces
women’s lower status, but also rationalizes their objectification,
suggesting that those deemed “bad” deserve it (Bareket et al., 2018;
Kahalon et al., 2019). Indeed, endorsement of both sexual double
standards and the Madonna-Whore dichotomy is associated with
more objectification (Bareket et al., 2018).

The categorization of women as “good” or “bad” implies that
men are not only reducing women to their gendered behaviors
around appearance and sexuality, but that objectifying perceptions
also include an evaluative process in which a female target is
regarded as fitting (hence “good”) or violating (hence “bad) gender
roles connected to appearance and sex. Of course, women are in
an impossible bind—they are expected to be sexually empowered
in ways that serve men’s pleasure, but not promiscuous. The
EPO suggests that these determinations of the extent to which
women are perceived to fit gendered roles around sexuality and
appearance are what shapes whether men’s objectifying behaviors
toward female targets are benevolent, dismissive, or derogatory
in nature.

Why do men treat women as sexual
objects?

Without understanding the chronic power differences between
genders, sexual objectification might be seen as inevitable and
morally permissible (Orehek and Weaverling, 2017). But in
situations of interpersonal sexual objectification, women perceived
as sexual objects are powerless victims, whereas men who
perceive women as sexual objects are powerful perpetrators of
such discrimination (Bargh et al, 1995). As a result, it is no
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surprise that feeling social power is a key factor in predicting
objectified perceptions of sexualized women (Civile and Obhi,
2016; Xiao et al., 2019). Because patriarchy affords men greater
power than women, especially within social situations (Sultana,
2010), increased feelings of power support men’s entitlement
to use women as tools for satisfying their sexual desires. For
example, Fischer et al. (2011) assert that gender power differences
result in men feeling entitled to use women as instruments in
fulfilling their goals, manifesting in sexual objectification (see also
Costello et al., 2020). Indeed, research has revealed that powerful
(vs. powerless) men are more prone to approach sexualized
women when the woman is perceived as a useful social target
(Gruenfeld et al., 2008). Thus, in contexts in which patriarchy
is safe and supported, sexist ideologies may give men a sense of
sexual entitlement, and powerful men may feel tacit approval to
objectify women. Seabrook et al. (2018), for example, found that
fraternity membership and related adherence to masculine norms
increased acceptance of men’s objectifying behaviors, including
engaging in objectifying evaluations of women with other men
(e.g., rating women on their attractiveness) as well as behaviors
directed toward women (e.g., leering and sexual assault). The
norms surrounding men’s objectification in groups suggests that
men may see objectification as a tool to communicate not only their
position of power to women, but also to other men. For example,
social norms that street harassment is acceptable and expected
from men and their peers predicts enactment of these behaviors
(Fairchild, 2023). Such norms and entitlement serve to reinforce
and maintain patriarchal arrangements, including keeping women
out of public spaces.

Given the stability of patriarchy in many Western countries, the
majority of research exploring objectification perpetration appears
to have been conducted in contexts in which patriarchy is secure,
but the literature on sexual aggression provides insight into how
threat or insecurity to patriarchal arrangements or one’s power
may also increase sexual objectification. For example, Malamuth’s
highly influential confluence model of sexual aggression, points to
men’s anxieties about their manhood and power as an important
contributing factor (Malamuth et al., 1995). To illustrate, Stanaland
et al. (2023) found that men vary in response to masculinity
threat, whether they internalize (e.g., feel shame) or externalize
(e.g., aggress), based on whether their motivations of responding
to threat are intrinsic or extrinsic. For men who are concerned
about their status in the gender hierarchy among women and
other men, objectification of women may serve the purpose of
restoring their power relative to others. Likewise, research in
the area of intimate partner violence suggests that feeling less
powerful than ones partner (e.g., if a man has lower earnings
than his woman partner) is a strong predictor of sexual, physical,
and psychological abuse (Babcock et al., 1993; Simister, 2013).
Thus, sexual entitlement stemming from sexist ideologies may
contribute to sexual objectification when men feel powerful, but
also if their power or the patriarchy is threatened. Women
outperforming men on stereotypically masculine tasks (Maass et al.,
2003), reports of women earning more money in their career
than their male partners (Tichenor, 2005), or statistics revealing
women beginning to outnumber men in stereotypically masculine
domains (Babl, 1971) all have the potential to make men, and
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sexist men in particular, feel as if their place of power in the
gender hierarchy is precarious. Men’s sense of power is essential
to their feelings of masculinity (Dahl et al.,, 2015) and research
suggests that when they feel that their status of manhood is
threatened, they make efforts to reassert their superiority (Willer
et al,, 2013). From a social identity threat perspective, patriarchy
threat implies men’s group values are at risk, and derogating the
women outgroup may restore balance (Branscombe et al., 1999;
Maass et al., 2003). Moreover, because patriarchy explicitly involves
men having more power than women, men often compensate
feelings of threat with antisocial behaviors like violence (Bosson
et al., 2009; Cohn et al., 2009; Vandello et al., 2008), and more
specifically violence against women in which sexual aggression
reasserts male dominance and female subordination (Murnen,
2015). In this line, Vandello et al. (2008) introduced the Precarious
Manhood Theory, suggesting that masculinity is characterized
by uncertainty, elusiveness, tenuousness, and the need for social
validation and that when manhood is threatened, it activates
men’s aggression (Vandello et al., 2008), in order to reestablish
masculinity certainty.

Thus, in situations in which men’s feelings of social power
become threatened, sexual objectification may be used as an
instrument to regain power. Consistently, in a study conducted
by Bareket and Shnabel (2020), when assigned to work under a
female boss, men high in social dominance orientation responded
to the perceived threat to their power by sexually objectifying
a female target. Moreover, some men seek out environments in
which objectification is allowed (e.g., breastaurants) and where
women feel diminished personal power and control (Szymanski
and Mikorski, 2016). Similarly, men who felt chronically low in
power, but were given situational power were more likely to report
hostile sexist attitudes toward a sexually attractive woman depicted
as sexually teasing another man (Williams et al., 2017).

In summary, the majority of research exploring men’s
objectification of women is conducted within broader cultural
contexts in which the patriarchy is secure (as is the default in
most contexts), suggesting that in such contexts, men may objectify
women as a means to reinforce existing gender roles. Moreover,
while most objectification research suggests that high power
promotes sexual objectification, an adjacent literature in the area
of sexual aggression suggests that threats to power (situationally
or chronically induced) may also predict sexual objectification.
How might we be able to resolve these seemingly inconsistent
literatures? The EPO suggests that patriarchal ideologies and
related sexist beliefs set the stage for men to have an objectifying
orientation toward women. Sexual objectification may emerge
in many situations—when power is secure or threatened—for
men who have internalized such ideologies. However, the specific
manifestations may vary significantly, depending on the degree to
which women conform or violate sex roles connected to sexuality
and attractiveness. We suggest that preceding objectification
perpetration, men may consider their relative feelings of power
while evaluating women in terms of their usefulness; the EPO
connects this literature, suggesting that women may be perceived
as useful or useless social targets in men’s attempts to either affirm
and reinforce or regain and restore their position of power within
the patriarchy.
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Who might be targets of sexual
objectification?

While the original proposition of objectification theory
assumed that all women experience objectification as a result
of the patriarchal culture they live in Fredrickson and Roberts
(1997), amongst the growing literature exploring the perpetration
of sexual objectification, the majority of the work has focused
on objectification of very attractive and sexualized women who
fit the traditional gender norms about beauty (e.g., swimsuit and
lingerie models, Bernard et al., 2012; Vaes et al., 2011; celebrities,
Heflick and Goldenberg, 2009; see also Gruenfeld et al., 2008). This
work has revealed that sexually attractive women are objectified
with grave consequences (Pecini et al., 2023). However, does
this mean that only attractive women who fit traditional gender
beauty norms are objectified? Theory and research from recipients’
perspectives suggests that all women are subject to sexualized
evaluation by men (Kozee et al., 2007; Roberts et al., 2018).
For example, women report high levels of objectification (Kozee
et al., 2007) including experiences almost every other day (Holland
and Haslam, 2016). However, some limited research that has
examined objectification in subgroups of women has revealed some
differences. Sherman et al. (2024), for example, found that while
objectification occurs for all women over the life course, it is
reduced for women in middle and old age compared to young
women. Likewise, the Gendered Racial Microaggressions Scale
(Lewis and Neville, 2015) assesses assumptions of beauty and sexual
objectification specific to Black women (e.g., someone made me feel
unattractive because of the size of my butt, hips, or thighs, someone
objectified me based on physical features as a Black woman),
suggesting that Black women may experience additional forms
of sexual objectification compared to White women. Moreover,
in a representative survey of American women (the #MeToo
report, Raj et al., 2024), the majority of women (83%) reported
being targets of sexual harassment and assault, but the extent
to which women reported experiencing sexual violence varied by
demographics. As an example, women aged 25-49 reported more
experiences of sexual harassment over younger and older women,
Hispanic women reported more experiences than any other race,
and women with a disability reported particularly high rates of
sexual harassment and abuse. This resonates with the germinal
paper by Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), who alluded to the
possibility of differential forms and amounts of objectification
when discussing how intersections of oppression may contribute
to women’s experiences with objectification:

Certainly not all women experience and respond to sexual
objectification in the same way. Unique combinations of
ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, and other physical and personal
attributes undoubtedly create unique sets of experiences across
women, as well as experiences shared by particular subgroups.
(p. 174)

Mirroring and elaborating women’s experiences as recipients of
objectification, we suggest that the specific ways that objectification
is wielded by perpetrators depends on the degree to which the
patriarchal system is secure or under threat (see above) and
whether women appear to fit conventional gender roles about
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beauty and sexuality (or not). Given the idealized and unrealistic
beauty standards that cultural norms prescribe for women’s bodies,
it is difficult (e.g., for young thin women) if not impossible
(e.g., for older heavier women) to live up to these standards.
As well, adhering to expected gender roles can be challenging
due to the conflicting nature of sexual and appearance-based
gender roles for women. They are expected to be pure and
chaste while also open and available to men’s sexual advances
(purity and relationship femininity norms, Parent and Moradi,
2011). They must extensively focus on appearance and engage
in appearance management without overdoing it, which may
render them vain and superficia. Women are also expected to
sexualize themselves, presenting cleavage for the consumption of
men, but then expected to cover their breasts for other functional
activities such as breast-feeding. These examples reveal that women
are “damned if they do, and damned if they don’t) illustrating
the relentless pressure that patriarchal systems place on women
while providing men with the endless justifications to sexually
objectify women in almost every circumstance. Therefore, the vast
majority of women men encounter and potentially objectify in
their daily lives will often be women who neither approximate the
cultural ideal nor fit traditional gender roles of attractiveness or
sexuality. Indeed, the same woman may engender fit and misfit
to conventional roles at the same time, providing justifications
for benevolent, dismissive, or derogatory objectification behaviors
for men with objectifying orientations when patriarchy is secure
or threatened.

While most objectification perpetration work focuses on highly
curated and photoshopped images of women from the media (e.g.,
fashion, celebrity, or pornography outlets), there are a handful
of studies that examine objectification directed toward actual,
everyday women and this work suggests that the objectifying gaze
depends to some degree on women’s attractiveness. For example,
eye-tracking research using photographs of real-life women reveals
that men exhibit the objectifying gaze (e.g., gazing more at breasts,
and less at faces) toward highly attractive women relative to
average and less attractive women (Gervais et al.,, 2013; Riemer
et al., 2018). Likewise, Holland and Haslam (2013) found that
the bodies of overweight women received less attention than
those of thin women, showing that men who objectify women
approach some female targets and dismiss others. These findings
have been interpreted as evidence that more attractive women are
objectified to a greater degree than less attractive women, consistent
with related work on highly attractive models and celebrities.
However, to selectively direct attention toward women based on
attractiveness, an implicit or explicit evaluation process is likely
involved, in which men determine which women are worthy of
their gaze.

While limited, emerging research is consistent with the
perpetration of objectifying behaviors being shaped by an
evaluative process in the mind of the objectifying perceiver. For
instance, when female targets are depicted with either a focus on
their sexuality (i.e., shown wearing lingerie) or on their appearance
(i.e., shown as a fashion model), perceivers cognitively objectify the
target in different ways, perceiving her as more animal-like when
focusing on her sexuality or more object-like when focusing on her
appearance (Morris et al., 2018). Additionally, Vaes et al. (2011)
conclude that sexual attraction is essential to understanding men’s
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objectification of women, implying that men evaluate women’s
appearance before sexual objectification is perpetrated. As evidence
of an evaluative process, women are treated as interchangeable
with other women of the same attractiveness level (Gervais et al.,
2012), and differential kinds of information is recalled from first
impressions of women depending on their attractiveness (Rudman
and Borgida, 1995). These memory-related consequences are only
possible if men attend in objectifying ways to both attractive
and unattractive women. These person perception studies also
correspond to men’s self-reports of their objectifying behaviors.
For example, men who objectify women endorse items such as
“It is fun to rate women based on the attractiveness of their
bodies” (Morse, 2008) and “I frequently give women a rating
based on attractiveness” (Curran, 2004). Men’s reports suggest an
objectifying evaluative process toward all women, preceding or
occurring in tandem with their objectifying behaviors. Even within
the original articulation of objectification theory, Fredrickson
and Roberts (1997) claim that, “Women’s bodies are looked at,
evaluated, and always potentially objectified” (p. 175), suggesting
that an evaluation process is inherent in the objectification of
women. This also implies that regardless of her appearance or
sexuality, no woman is safe from the objectifying lens promoted
by patriarchy.

If objectification perpetration is evaluative in nature, then men’s
perpetration (and women’s experiences) of objectification varies in
terms of valence—the nature of the evaluation. Indeed, Fredrickson
and Roberts (1997) highlighted valence in their original articulation
of objectification theory suggesting that for women who fit
conventional ideals of attractiveness sexual objectification may
masquerade as admiration. For example, in the Bartky (1990)
experience from the outset, the male interviewer may have justified
his leering as appreciation for the woman interviewees figure.
Likewise, men engaging in street harassment may say that a
woman is “hot” or “sexy.” In comparison, women who do not
fit conventional ideals of attractiveness often experience sexual
objectification through negatively valenced social evaluations (e.g.,
commentary about “your big black ass,” Carr et al., 2014; Lewis and
Neville, 2015; people giving fat people disgusted looks at the grocery
store or telling them they need to go on a diet, Lindloff et al., 2024).
While objectifying treatment, regardless of valence, represent a
form of micro or macro aggressions toward women, benevolent
objectification may be particularly insidious because men may find
it easier to deny and justify, bystanders and witnesses may identify
it as less problematic and blame women for it (Pacilli et al., 2024),
and even victims may blame themselves or excuse objectification
as harmless (Fairchild and Rudman, 2008; Sheperd, 2019). Despite
the potential importance of objectification valence—benevolent or
derogative—to our knowledge, the limited research in this area has
relied on objectification theory to examine types of objectification
women report experiencing (e.g., Calogero et al., 2009; Gervais
et al., 2018; Riemer et al.,, 2020) rather than the perpetration of
such acts. Of this limited work, Herbozo and Thompson (2006)
provide indirect support for the EPO by arguing that women
experience both positive and negative commentary about their
weight, body shape, and general appearance. Specifically, female
undergraduates reported exposure appearance commentary along
with various predictors and outcomes. Consistent with the notion
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that derogatory objectification follows from failing to meet the thin
ideal while benevolent objectification follows from approximating
the thin ideal, Herbozo and Thompson found that heavier women
(as indicated with higher BMIs) reported higher scores on the
negative weight and shape commentary subscale (e.g., commentary
like, “Don’t you think you’ve eaten enough already?”) while thinner
women (lower BMIs) reported higher scores on the positive
weight and shape commentary subscale (e.g., commentary like,
“You have a nice body”). Men also report different objectifying
behaviors, depending on women’s attractiveness (e.g., “I treat
attractive women differentially than I treat unattractive women,”
Curran, 2004). While the literature examining women’s varied
experiences of objectification is beginning to expand, work has
yet to illuminate critical elements that drive the valence of
men’s objectification.

Within patriarchal cultures, the valence of objectification may
hinge on how perceivers appraise women with respect to their
sexual value and attractiveness. Several sexist ideas about women
are consistent with this notion. Baumeister and Vohs (2004) have
suggested that female, but not male sexuality is conferred with
value (e.g., virginity, fidelity, and chastity). For example, when
dowries are exchanged, a woman’s value is determined by her caste
or class and she is regarded as spoiled (and worthless) if she is
not a virgin. Similarly, traffickers and sex buyers pay more for
younger and less sexually experienced women relative to older
more experienced women. Even in the context of relationships,
husbands who dole out allowances, or “wife bonuses,” to their
spouses are evaluating whether they meet the criteria of “good”
behavior (Martin, 2015). These evaluations also occur in more
subtle instances such as when men may be more willing to purchase
large gifts (e.g., expensive dinners, jewelry) for a woman deemed
more (vs. less) sexually attractive, or how more attractive and
scantily clad servers garner better tips compared to less attractive
or less provocatively dressed women (e.g., Klein et al., 2020; Moffitt
and Szymanski, 2011; Porter, 2013). Even when no money or
goods are exchanged, worthy or worthless evaluations may be
present when men explicitly or implicitly rank order women,
depending on their sexual “worth,” based on attractiveness and
sexual reputation among others (Bareket et al., 2018; Morse, 2008).
Together these examples highlight that explicitly or implicitly,
women are evaluated depending on their fit and perception
that they are striving toward the patriarchal standard for beauty
and sexuality.

Although many examples illustrate everyday instances in which
women are evaluated along a continuum of worthless to worthy
depending on their fitness in the traditional gender beauty and
sexuality norms, few if any objectification studies have explicitly
considered this possibility. Whereas previous research relying
on objectification theory has deeply explored ways in which
objectification reduces women’s perceived human (e.g., Heflick
and Goldenberg, 2009; Loughnan et al., 2013) and moral (e.g.,
Pacilli et al., 2017) value, there is a lack of research to our
knowledge that has explored factors that affect women’s perceived
value as a sexual object by men who have internalized patriarchal
norms. In line with objectification theory’s recognition that not
all women experience sexual objectification in the same manner,
a core question answered by the EPO is the identification of
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key characteristics that lead women to be perceived as worthy or
worthless objects in perceiver’s eyes.

Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) suggest that, in Western
cultures, men often regard women’s appearance as the primary
determinant of their value (see also Bartky, 1990). Baumeister
and Vohs (2004) build on this with Sexual Economic Theory
(SET), identifying characteristics that specifically make women
valuable in sexist cultures: attractiveness, youth, sexualization, and
exclusiveness and mere exposure to a video supporting SET causes
an adversarial view of gender relationships (Fetterolf and Rudman,
2016). The importance of sexual attractiveness, conceptualized as
having a body that fits the cultural ideal of beauty, has been
shown to trigger sexual objectification. Gervais et al. (2013), for
instance, found that men gazed at attractive women’s breasts
longer than unattractive women’s breasts and Holland and Haslam
(2013) showed that overweight women elicit fewer objectifying
gazes compared to thin female targets. Moreover, the above-
mentioned literature implies an evaluative process that precedes the
perpetration of sexual objectification in which women are evaluated
based on their fit within cultural ideals relating to beauty and
sexuality, but given the dearth of research in this area, it is unclear
how objectification may manifest.

How are women treated as sexual objects?

Given that patriarchy pervades the lives of male perceivers and
female targets, perceivers’ evaluations are theorized to be driven by
patriarchal standards and as a result, behaviors manifesting from
evaluations may depend on the context. First, men are theorized to
appraise the patriarchal status quo. Men who are highly attuned to
the gender power balance and any impending threats to patriarchy,
thereby adopting a chronic objectification orientation, will rely
on objectifying behavior as a tool to either maintain and support
existing patriarchy or to re-establish threatened patriarchy. Next,
men will evaluate female targets as objects that either align with
traditional beauty and sexuality expectations, or as objects that
fail to abide by or meet traditional gender norms regarding their
expected attractiveness or sex appeal. Together, men’s perceptions
of the security of the patriarchy and evaluations of women as sexual
objects are theorized to interact in ways that predict whether men’s
objectification of women manifests in objectifying behaviors that
are benevolent, derogatory, or dismissive.

Objectification in a patriarchy secure
context

Patriarchy is a pervasive and all-encompassing part of many
cultures, meaning that in most contexts, patriarchy and a gender
power imbalance favoring men is the default without question. In
circumstances in which men’s power is secure, the perpetration
of sexual objectification may be thought of as a tool to maintain
the current status of the patriarchy. This idea complements the
target’s perspective in which women endorse self-objectification
as a way to control their experiences with others by assessing
and acting in ways that increase their worth in other people’s
eyes (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997). In contexts in which the
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patriarchy is secure, men’s objectifying evaluations of women as
fitting or not fitting traditional gender beauty and sexuality norms
is hypothesized to predict men’s objectifying behaviors toward
female targets (i.e., benevolent vs. dismissive objectification). This
is represented in Figure 1.

Benevolent objectification of women who
embody gender beauty and sexuality norms
under patriarchy security

Similar to the ways in which benevolent sexism is labeled
as less sexist and prejudicial by women compared to hostile
sexism (Riemer et al., 2014), objectification often “masquerades as
positively valenced admiration” (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997,
p- 178). Indeed, benevolent objectification is connected to the
admiration offered by benevolent sexism directed toward women
who are perceived as deserving this treatment because they fit
into the traditional gender roles. For example, women commonly
report experiencing objectifying gazes that suggest an approving
evaluation of their appearance as well as objectifying commentary
implying sexual satisfaction from looking at them (Holland et al.,
2017). It may seem that receiving benevolent objectification is
a positive experience for some women (Liss et al., 2011; c.f,
Fairchild and Rudman, 2008; Sheperd, 2019), as these experiences
are associated with temporary increases in body image and self-
esteem (Herbozo and Thompson, 2006), yet potentially result
in long-term dissatisfaction when women internalize objectifying
self-perceptions that are unrealistic or unattainable. Moreover,
research reveals that women report an increased desire to interact
with sources of benevolent, relative to derogative objectification
(Gervais et al., 2018). Benevolent objectification also communicates
to women “that their value is highly dependent on the degree
to which they complement men through their availability for
sexual objectification, bolstering their investment in a system that
subordinates them” (Calogero and Tylka, 2014, p. 766). In line with
this notion, recent research shows that women’s increased desire
to interact with men who engage in complimentary objectification
is specific to women who have internalized enjoyment of
sexualization (Riemer et al, 2020). Likewise, Calogero et al.
(2009) found that receiving appearance compliments, relative to
appearance criticisms, increased women’s self-objectification and
body dissatisfaction. Benevolent objectification may align with
manifestations of benevolently sexist ideology, and benevolent
sexism has stronger detrimental consequences than its hostile
behavior counterparts because it is not perceived as negative
(Dardenne et al, 2007) and is more readily integrated into
self-perception (Dumont et al., 2010; see also Hopkins-Doyle
et al., 2019). Based on previous literature (Carr et al, 2014),
is the
mediational process that explains the long-term negative outomes

it seems that internalization of such discrimination

of benevolent objectification experiences despite initial apparent
positive consequences. As a result, objectification directed toward
women who fit conventional gender roles about beauty and
sexuality (e.g., attractive, young, women who are sexually available
to men) and make significant efforts to adhere to beauty
norms (e.g., through extensive grooming, dieting, or cosmetic
surgery) delivered in an supposedly benevolent manner through
compliments and appreciative sexualized gazes may help men
to maintain the patriarchal gender power balance in situations
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when patriarchy is secure by reminding women that their value is
almost entirely dependent on their appeal to men. Together, these
studies suggest that benevolent objectification may actually be more
insidious for women than overt derogatory objectification because
it increases women’s adherence to traditional gender expectations
of beauty and sexuality and because its seemingly positive in
valence, men may deny its potential harm.

Dismissive objectification of women who do not
embody traditional gender beauty and sexuality
norms under patriarchy security

In situations in which the patriarchy is perceived as secure, the
same sexist evaluations that cause men to approach hyper-visible
(i.e., attractive, feminine) women also underlie men’s tendency to
avoid and ignore women who do not fit expectations or engage in
dismissive objectification. While all women’s bodies are subjected
to an initial evaluation, those who deviate or violate from the
traditional gender beauty role—such as women who are regarded as
less well-proportioned, overweight women, older women, women
with disabilities, and lesbian women, or women who opt out of
appearance management behaviors (e.g., women who resist the
status quo by not dieting, dyeing their hair, or wearing cosmetics)—
may have their bodies (and by extension themselves) rendered
invisible (Sesko and Biernat, 2010; Talmon and Ginzburg, 2016) as
a form of punishment, showing that those women are perceived as
failing to conform to oppressive beauty standards. Despite social
conventions that suggest that avoiding eye contact or ignoring
people in your interactions with them is inappropriate (Goffman,
1972), men may feel no need to engage with these women because
these women appear to have little utility and do not provide any
affirmations of men’s status in the hierarchy. While these women
may not experience benevolent or derogatory objectification in
the form of increased attention (e.g., gazes, commentary), men’s
evaluations of them as not fitting gendered expectations and
resulting avoidant and dismissive behaviors suggests that men may
be initially perceiving these women in a similar manner to sexually
attractive women, then deeming these women useless to them.

Men’s attention to hyper-visible women (ie., attractive,
feminine), focusing on their physical attributes while ignoring
their internal qualities has been linked to experiencing partial
ostracism (Dvir et al., 2021). However, in patriarchal safe contexts,
women may be fully rejected and rendered invisible as a result of
a perceptual reduction to their appearance and related evaluation
that they are worthless. Women who are literally overlooked via
dismissive objectification may face a double disregard—they may
be ignored, with perceivers devaluing their appearance and internal
attributes, because they are deemed unworthy of any attention.
This lack of attention and the perception of being unimportant to
men might result in a reduced sense of mattering, which has been
related to destructive feelings (Flett et al., 2019). Women rendered
invisible, may momentarily find themselves freed from hyper-
attention to their appearance or sex appeal, but at the cost of any
consideration, undermining social connection and contributing to
feelings of rejection. This may be especially problematic for those
who base their self-worth on their appearance (women high in self-
objectification). Felt invisibility may threaten their fundamental
needs (e.g., self-esteem, belonging, meaningful recognition by
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others such as feeling “seen”), resulting in negative consequences
such as helplessness or depression among others (Williams, 2009).
Invisibility is increasingly recognized as a form of objectification
and is associated with increased body surveillance as well as body
shame (Talmon and Ginzburg, 2016). Such feelings of invisibility
and related shame may be connected to women engaging in
appearance management behaviors such as dieting, wearing costly
clothes and cosmetics, or obtaining cosmetic surgery in order to
better fit the beauty standard and elicit some (limited) attention.
Of course, the nominal protection (i.e., inattention) offered by
invisibility has the potential to be revoked at any moment if the
men feel that their power or the patriarchy is threatened.

Objectification in a patriarchy threat
context

When men’s status in society or men’s individual power is
threatened, sexual objectification may be perceived as a method
for reinstating the patriarchal system and individual power (see
also Bareket and Shnabel, 2020). In instances in which men
feel patriarchy is under threat, men may perceive objectification
as a tool to reestablish patriarchy generally, and their position
of power more specifically (Bareket and Shnabel, 2020; Maass
et al., 2003). Although extreme instances of sexual violence may
be used to secure men’s sense of patriarchy, the EPO suggests
that misogynistic comments and behaviors, and in particular the
sexualization of women, may be more commonly relied upon to
reestablish patriarchal power dynamics by reducing the power of
women who are perceived to undermine men’s status (Dahl et al.,
2015; Jiitten, 2016). For example, in a recent study on prescriptive
beauty norms, researchers revealed that when exposed to a gender
role threat, sexist men demanded especially high appearance-
related investment from female targets who most directly threaten
the gender hierarchy—women high in power relative to women low
in power (Ramati-Ziber et al., 2020). Moreover, empirical studies
have shown that sexual objectification is one way of keeping women
in a subordinate role, by decreasing women’s performance (Gervais
et al, 2011) and hindering their ability obtain positions of power
(Dahl et al., 2015). For example, in a situation in which a male
and a female candidate are competing for a job, men might use
sexual objectification as an effective tool to undermine women’s
performance, giving male applicants greater opportunity to gain
power (Séez et al., 2021, see also Bartky, 1990).

Summarizing and following Figure 1, in contexts in which
men feel that patriarchy may be under threat, men’s objectifying
evaluations of women as fitting or not fitting traditional gender
roles about beauty and sexuality is hypothesized to predict men’s
derogative objectifying behaviors toward female targets.

Derogatory objectification toward women when
patriarchy is threatened

Existing work on men’s self-reported objectification is also
consistent with the notion that men sometimes derogate women
in objectifying ways. For example, men who objectify women
report making jokes about “ugly” women and teasing peers who
have sex with supposedly unattractive women (Curran, 2004). The
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EPO expands this work by articulating antecedents (i.e., patriarchy
threat) that may give rise to such derogation. Specifically, the EPO
suggests that while sexist men feel entitled to evaluate women based
on their fit with traditional gender expectations, when experiencing
a threat to the patriarchy, sexist men are expected to derogate
female targets in a manner that will put women in a subordinate
position regardless of their fit. Although in situations of patriarchy
threat all women will experience hostile derogatory objectification
(e.g., crude sexual comments), the EPO suggests that the focus of
this objectification will differ based on men’s perceptions of women
fitting within traditional gender beauty and sexuality expectations
or not. Because of the context of patriarchy threat, sexist men
are expected to perceive women’s attempts at meeting gender
beauty and sexuality norms as problematic. On the one hand,
women perceived as fitting traditional gender beauty expectations
and as sexually available to men will be seen as attempting to
overpower men with their sexual wiles, whereas women perceived
as not fitting traditional gender beauty expectations or who are
sexually unavailable on the other hand will be seen as not working
hard enough to appeal to men. Importantly, this focus on female
target’s attributes not only highlights the strict tightrope women
are expected to walk, but also illustrates the unique and diverse
consequences dehumanization has for women. For example, while
sexual objectification is often described as completely stripping
away women’s humanity, theorists (Gervais et al., 2020; Langton,
2009) and researchers (Klein et al., 2020) have found that men
may engage in wishful thinking or pseudo-empathy and objectified
men may grant women limited sexual agency that aligns with
beliefs that women want and like to participate in their own sexual
subjugation. For example, Klein et al. (2020) found that sexually
objectified servers who received tips (vs. those who were paid a
fixed salary) were perceived as more sexually manipulative and
that this served to legitimize male patron’s sexual advances toward
them. Unfortunately, sexualized victims are often blamed for sexual
violence (Spaccatini et al., 2019) and attributions of (limited)
sexual agency make bystanders less willing to help following
victimization (Pacilli et al., 2024). While there is a very limited
literature on derogatory objectification (Curran, 2004), future work
is necessary to better understand the manner in which this form of
objectification is commonly perpetrated.

Importantly, men’s feelings of patriarchy security or their
evaluations of whether female targets fit with traditional gender
beauty and sexuality expectations are subject to change. It is
possible that information garnered about a woman or a context may
alter men’s initial evaluations. For instance, learning about sexual
desires of a woman who was once perceived as chaste and pure
could change his initial evaluation of her from a “good” woman who
abides by sex roles to a woman who is attempting to use her sexual
prowess against him (Bareket et al., 2018; Glick and Fiske, 1996).
This newly acquired information about the female target could lead
the man to perceive her as either worthless or even a potential
threat. Consequently, his once benevolent objectification could
turn dismissive or derogatory (e.g., sexual insults, verbal threats)
over the course of an interaction. The EPO could shed light on
women’s lived experiences by revealing the nuances within men’s
evaluations of patriarchy security and women’s fit with traditional
gender beauty and sexuality expectations.
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Evaluative process of objectification
model hypotheses

The proposed model theorizes differential sexual objectification
depending on men’s perceptions of patriarchy threat and female
target’s fit with traditional gender norms about appearance
and sexuality.

1. In contexts where men perceive patriarchy as secure, sexist men
will feel entitled to evaluate women as sexual objects to reinforce
and maintain patriarchy depending on perceived gender beauty
and sexuality norms fit. Moreover, when the patriarchy is secure,
objectifying behaviors communicate that men have the power to
determine who is worth their attention.

a. In instances in which women are perceived as worthy
objects because they fit traditional gender roles around
appearance and sexuality (e.g., attractive, feminine, young,
sexually available but not promiscuous, heterosexual), men
will regard these women as useful and exploitable objects
and they will become hyper-visible. Objectification will
be benevolent in nature (e.g., appearance compliments,
supposedly appreciative sexualized gazing). Through these
behaviors men may provide women with a sense of power
over them sexually, although this power is limited in that
it is based entirely on men’s approval, meaning that it can
be rescinded at any moment. This benevolent objectification
will reinforce and maintain men’s position of power by
implying that men’s supposed admiration of women’s bodies
is something inevitable and natural.

. In instances in which women are perceived as worthless
objects because they violate traditional gender roles about
beauty and sexuality (e.g., women who are overweight
or older; women who are sexually unavailable), men will
superficially evaluate them and regard these women as useless
objects and render them invisible, and actively dismiss them
as possible interactant partners.

. If more information is garnered from an interaction with
a female target (e.g., she confronts the objectification, she
reveals she is a lesbian and therefore sexually unavailable),
patriarchy may then be perceived as under threat and
derogatory objectification will ensue.

2. In contexts where men perceive a threat to patriarchy, sexist
men will feel entitled to evaluate women and use derogatory
objectification as a means to subordinate women to reaffirm
their power over them. Importantly, not all men endorse sexism
to the same extent; it is expected that greater endorsement of
sexist ideologies will lower the threshold for threats to patriarchy
that prompt derogatory objectification.

a. In instances in which women are perceived as fitting
traditional gender roles (e.g., attractive women, women
engaging in extensive appearance management practices),
women will be objectified in a manner that suggests they are
too sexual and using their sexuality to gain power over men
or too appearance-focused and therefore vain or superficial.

. In instances in which women are perceived as violating
traditional gender roles around beauty and sexuality, women
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will be objectified in a manner that highlights their lack of fit
with the role. For example, they may be perceived as sexual
enough and are therefore “prudes” or “spinsters,” or not
focused enough on appearance and have “let themselves go.”

. In situations of patriarchy threat, whether female targets do
or do not fit traditional gender expectations, sexist attitudes
lead to perceptions that objectification of women will help
men regain their power. This may legitimize treatment of
women as sexual objects and reliance on violence (e.g.,
sexual assault in which women are literally treated as an
object by their perpetrator; intimate partner violence when
a woman’s income approaches or is greater than a man’s
income, Simister, 2013) in order to reduce powerful women
back to powerless objects.

Theoretical implications, directions for
future research, and conclusion

Patriarchal societies promote sexual objectification of women
by men. The EPO attempts to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of sexual objectification perpetration, which has
been underexplored compared to self-objectification. While
objectification theory (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997) has acted
as an essential foundation to understanding women’s lived
experiences and mental health risks, a specific theoretical
articulation for understanding the processes involved in sexual
objectification perpetration is needed. The EPO articulates a
theoretical process underlying objectification perpetration and
takes into consideration features of the female target, as well
as contextual variables around male power. Scant research has
explored why men sexually objectify women, outlining individual
sexual (Gervais et al., 2020; Vaes et al, 2011) and power
motives (Bareket and Shnabel, 2020). Building on this literature
and the original articulation of objectification theory which
assumed that objectification is pervasive in patriarchal cultures,
the EPO highlights the role of this patriarchal culture in which
objectification occurs by exploring cultural motives underlying
men’s objectification perpetration. Because of the patriarchal
culture men and women are imbued in, men have an important
role in evaluating women’s value as sexual objects. This, according
to the EPO, reinforces and re-establishes their power.

Given that women often participate in their own objectification
and self-subjugation in ways that reinforce the system (Calogero
and Jost, 2011), future EPO research should also consider
patriarchy-enhancing motivations of women. For example, women
may objectify other women in ways that reinforce and restore
patriarchy, but this may be driven by their own positions in
the patriarchy and the degree to which the system promotes
upward and downward social comparison (see Vaes et al., 2011,
for similar consideration). Similarly, although research suggests
that the underlying motivation behind gay men’s objectification of
women differs from that of heterosexual men (Kozak et al., 2009;
Ruzzante et al., 2024; Vaes et al., 2011), future EPO research should
explore whether gay men engage in objectifying perceptions of
women that vary in terms of valence.

Moreover, the EPO illuminates how patriarchy also shapes
the ways in which women experience objectification. Women are
rewarded if they adjust their appearance to the cultural standard
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of attractiveness, leading them to believe that their success and
self-worth is dependent on their value as a sexual object (Smolak
and Murnen, 2004; Zurbriggen and Roberts, 2013). Although
women’s sexual value is often inferred from men’s sexually
objectifying behaviors, empirical research has yet to explore how
men vary in their objectification of women to communicate
evaluations of female targets. Because interpersonal experiences
of objectification drastically shape the ways in which women
internalize self-objectifying perceptions (Fredrickson and Roberts,
1997), this means there is also a gap in the literature regarding
how men’s perpetration of objectification shapes women’s self-
perceptions as worthy or unworthy objects. The EPO attempts to
fill this critical gap in the literature by predicting which women
will experience what types of objectification. While objectifying
behaviors have been conceptualized as a mixture of behaviors
(e.g., sexualized gazes, unwanted sexual attention, and sexualized
commentary; Kozee et al., 2007), the EPO expands on this depiction
by categorizing objectification depending on whether it involves
benevolence, derogation, or disregard of female targets. Alongside
empirical work revealing the insidious impact of appearance
compliments relative to appearance criticisms (Calogero et al,
2009) and theoretical work suggesting the potentially damaging
role of ignoring self-objectifying women (Gervais et al., 2020),
the EPO helps provide a more comprehensive understanding of
the ways in which objectification is experienced. Furthermore,
the EPO expands on Fredrickson and Robertss (1997) original
assertation that women’s experiences of objectification may look
drastically different as a function of their identities. For example,
people from different racial/ethnic, sexual, gender, age or ability
identities significantly vary in the degree to which they are
able to fit conventional norms of attractiveness, and sexuality.
Despite this suggestion, little work has considered women’s diverse
experiences; the EPO however highlights the importance of
exploring objectification directed toward every woman, not just
those who fit cultural standards of beauty and sexuality.

In this paper, we have used existing literature on objectification
and related studies in sexual violence to provide indirect support for
the EPO. However, future research is needed to directly examine
the tenants of the of the EPO. We offer a few recommendations
as researchers plan these studies. First, researchers should examine
objectifying perceptions, evaluations, and behaviors in the same
studies. Most studies focus on perception or behavior, but not
both (e.g., Bernard et al.,, 2012; Gervais et al.,, 2018), leaving the
perceptual antecedents of objectifying behaviors unclear. Likewise,
few studies have explicitly examined objectifying evaluations
of women’s bodies and sexuality. Second, in these studies, we
strongly urge researchers to include women who fit and do
not fit cultural ideals of beauty and sexuality, including at the
intersection of different identities. Finally, in studies that examine
objectifying behaviors, we suggest that researchers examine the
valence of the objectifying behavior. Valence is rarely specified in
measures of objectifying behaviors or is assumed to be negative
(e.g., Gervais et al, 2018). However, it is important to also
consider benevolent objectification behaviors. One possibility is
that researchers modify existing measures of women’s sexual
objectification experiences, such as the Verbal Commentary on
Physical Appearance Scale (Herbozo and Thompson, 2006), to
assess men’s varied objectification perpetration behaviors. These
scales may also require updates to assess dismissive objectification.
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Indeed, in their development and validation of the Interpersonal
Sexual Objectification Scale, Kozee et al. (2007) called for future
research in which women are regarded as non-sexual objects and
dismissed, but no validated measures of dismissive objectification
currently exist (see also Talmon and Ginzburg, 2016). Of course,
objectifying behaviors that women report is a useful starting point,
but additional efforts (e.g., focusing on groups of men) may be
required to identify objectification of women that occurs between
and amongst men (e.g., in the form of “bro” or “locker room” talk).

In summary, the Evaluative Process Model of Objectification
elaborates on the well-documented link between sexual
objectification and instrumentalization of women (Nussbaum,
1999). The EPO suggests that men’s objectification of women plays
an active role in preserving patriarchy through a process in which
women are evaluated based on their fit with gendered expectations
around beauty and sexuality and then objectified in a manner that
either maintains or returns women to a subordinate position. The
EPO extends previous objectification literature by theorizing about
not only when men will objectify women, but also about what
objectification looks like depending on factors of the female target
and context. The EPO reveals that men’s objectification of women
is more nuanced than the typical cat-calling or fat-shaming that
may come to mind when thinking of objectification. Substantially,
this model emphasizes that men’s objectification of women acts
“not only as a way of perceiving, but as a way of maintaining

dominance as well” (Bartky, 1990, p. 5).
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