
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

1 3

Sexuality & Culture
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-022-09949-7

Abstract
Enjoyment of sexualization (EoS) occurs when people find appearance-based sexu-
al attention from others to be positive and rewarding. Scholars have not consistently 
established if enjoyment of being sexualized may be a form of sexual empower-
ment, promoting positive body acceptance, control, and self-care, or instead an 
endorsement of sexist ideologies, based on the idea that being sexually appealing 
to men is a component of the feminine gender role. In order to shed light on this, 
the present study aimed to analyze whether enjoyment of sexualization may foster 
adaptive or maladaptive coping strategies in case of threat to a positive body image. 
We also considered the role of ambivalent sexism in EoS processes, as well as that 
of self-esteem in body coping strategies. Considering the increasing sexualization 
of men in Western societies, the same relationships were tested in both men and 
women adults by means of a multigroup moderation analysis. Participants were 
513 subjects (32.3% men, M = 25.97 years old) recruited from the Italian general 
population. Results showed that enjoyment of sexualization was positively related 
to both adaptive (i.e., positive rational acceptance) and maladaptive strategies (i.e., 
appearance fixing). Hostile sexism was positively linked to EoS in both men and 
women, whereas benevolent sexism was positively linked to EoS in the case of 
women and negatively in the case of men. Implications about the ambivalent nature 
of enjoyment of sexualization are discussed.
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Introduction

Sexualization relates to an emphasis on sexual appearance, physical beauty, and 
sexual appeal to other people (APA Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls, 2007) 
and alludes to the sexual activity and/or availability (Pacilli et al., 2019; Spaccatini, 
2019). Although women are subject to increased sexualization relative to men, sexu-
alized depictions of men are increasing (Daniel et al., 2014; Davids et al., 2020). This 
phenomenon is widely present in mass media, and the frequency and intensity of the 
sexualization of both women and men in advertisements, magazines, on television, 
and on the Internet have increased over the decades (Hatton & Turner, 2011; Ward 
et al., 2016).

Sexualized portrayals of women and men are an issue of great relevance because 
behind them lies an important message about social expectations, values, and ideals. 
According to Ponterotto (2016), through sexualized depictions of women and men, 
society comes to accept a “norm” for bodily appearance alongside a particular set 
of characteristics, behaviors, and outcomes that are “normative” to that appearance. 
Gender socialization theories contribute to understanding the processes that explain 
that sexualized images of women and men influence thinking and form the basis for 
individuals’ beliefs about how they should look and behave. The central premise of 
these theories is that children learn what it means to be either woman or man from 
prevailing cultural norms and are then reinforced for adhering to these norms (Papa-
dopoulos, 2010). Furthermore, the exposure to such messages constrains individu-
als’ conceptions of femininity and masculinity by putting appearance and physical 
attractiveness, as well as other characteristics associated to gender roles at the center 
of values. To illustrate the truth of this, research has found that the exposure to sexu-
alized messages lead some women to believe that being sexually appealing to men is 
a component of the feminine gender role and their own identities, thus internalizing 
these social standards within their belief system (Bigler et al., 2019).

Although both women and men are sexualized, it is well-known that women are 
portrayed in a sexual manner more often than men (APA Task Force on the Sexualiza-
tion of Girls, 2007). For this reason, research in this area has largely focused solely on 
women. To contribute to this field of research, the present study aims to analyze the 
relationship between the enjoyment of sexualization and the use of body image cop-
ing strategies in an Italian population sample composed by both women and men. At 
the same time, this study responds to the objective of examining the role of ambiva-
lent sexism in enjoyment of sexualization processes, as well as that of self-esteem in 
body image coping strategies.

Enjoyment of Sexualization, Sexual Empowerment, and Ambivalent 
Sexism

The expression enjoyment of sexualization has currently a broad meaning and 
describes one’s perception of sexualized attention. Although at the beginning this 
concept was only used regarding women (see Liss et al., 2011), recent research shows 
that men enjoy sexualization as much as women do (Visser et al., 2014; Ward et al., 
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2016). Moreover, evidence suggests that women and men experience similar patterns 
when enjoy being sexualized. For instance, Visser et al. (2014) found that not only 
were mean levels of enjoyment of sexualization similar for women and men, but they 
also found that the patterns of relations between enjoyment of sexualization and body 
shame, self-esteem, and number of partners were not different for women and men.

Despite of the similarities, studies that have analyzed differences between women 
and men in the enjoyment of sexualization are scant. An important deficit since evi-
dence suggests that factors associated to enjoy being sexualized could be different 
depending on gender (Fasoli et al., 2018). In this regard, women’s enjoyment of sexu-
alization has been related to a subjective sense of empowerment through the receipt 
of sexualized attention from men. Women are given the message that sexual empow-
erment presents an opportunity to feel “liberated” or “empowered” by the ability to 
exert control over their bodies and feel a sense of power in doing so (Baumgardner 
& Richards, 2004; Bue & Harrison, 2019; Levy, 2005). Empirical evidence shows 
that some women report gaining a sense of empowerment through being appreciated 
and admired sexually by men (Liss et al., 2011). Evidence also reveals that women 
who engage in self-sexualizing behaviors report them to be a manifestation of their 
sexual empowerment (Donaghue et al. 2011). However, some theorists argue that 
the act of presenting oneself as a sexual object makes self-sexualization a troubling 
phenomenon, thus suggesting that these behaviors are a form of oppression directed 
at controlling women (Choi & DeLong, 2019; De Wilde et al., 2021; Gill, 2008). In 
this regard, some theorists have argued that the empowerment sold with sexualized 
behaviors is a far cry from actual feminist empowerment (De Wilde et al., 2019; 
Gill, 2008; Levy, 2005). Indeed, enjoyment of sexualization would be associated in 
women with more strongly subscribing to a sexist ideology, which perpetuates the 
position of women as inferior to and dependent on men and would lead women to 
happily accept their subordinate position (Levy, 2005; Saez et al., 2019).

Although in women the factors associated to the enjoyment of sexualization have 
been addressed, it is not clear whether enjoyment of sexualization increase empow-
erment in men. A priori, the relationship between men’s enjoyment of sexualization 
and their sense of empowerment seems hard to comprehend. Moreover, the role of 
sexism in men’s enjoyment of sexualization is still a question for future research. 
Nevertheless, some studies highlight the relevance of the adherence to traditional 
gender roles as one of the factors that might explain that men enjoy being sexualized 
(Smolak et al., 2014). Furthermore, a recent study has revealed that enjoyment of 
sexualization may stem from agreement with traditional sexist norms which assert 
that women should be considered attractive and pleasant, and men are considered to 
be dominant, strong, and powerful (Fasoli et al., 2018).

Sexism is a form of prejudice based on sex and is linked to beliefs around the fun-
damental nature of women and men and the roles they should play in society (Euro-
pean Institute for Gender Equality). According to the Ambivalent Sexism Theory 
(Glick & Fiske, 1996), gender stereotypes comprise significant ambivalence, where 
positive feelings toward women coexist with a hostile dislike of them. Specifically, 
hostile sexism is an adversarial view of gender relations in which women are per-
ceived as seeking to control men and usurping their power, whereas benevolent sex-
ism idealizes women as pure creatures who ought to be protected, but it implies that 
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women are weak and better suited for conventional gender roles (Glick & Fiske, 
1996, 2001). Empirical research has supported the link between ambivalent sexism 
and women’s enjoyment of sexualization, showing that women who report greater 
enjoyment of sexualization also report greater endorsement of hostile and benevolent 
sexism (Riemer et al., 2020). For instance, Liss and colleagues (2011), in a sample 
composed of female college students, found that the EoS was uniquely predicted 
by both hostile and benevolent sexism, after controlling for surveillance and body 
shame. Similarly, Saez and colleagues (2019) examined the relationship between the 
enjoyment of sexualization and benevolent sexism, founding both variables were 
positively correlated.

If literature has clearly established the relationship between enjoyment of sexu-
alization and ambivalent sexism in women, it remains unexplored whether similar 
patterns occur among men. Although research with man participants is considerably 
smaller, studies suggest that men enjoy sexualization just as much as women do 
(Visser et al., 2014; Ward et al., 2016). As Visser and colleagues (2014) argued, men’s 
enjoyment of receiving sexual attention when displaying bare, shaved chests may not 
be vastly different from women’s enjoyment of wearing revealing clothing. However, 
other scholars suggest that men’s enjoyment of sexualization is not associated with 
how they conceive of themselves sexually (Barnett et al., 2018). While women who 
enjoy sexualization express a desire for men to appreciate their appearance (Liss et 
al., 2011), men’s enjoyment of sexualization is more rooted in their desire for an 
ideal body image (Grieve & Helmick, 2008; Oehlhof et al., 2009). Moreover, it has 
been found that for men, sexiness may not be merely a matter of body appearance but 
rather of power and dominance, aspects usually related to gender roles (see Smolak et 
al., 2014). Overall, this suggests that men’s sexual image is not as easily impacted by 
women’s view of them, as women’s sexual image is by the opinion of men (Barnett et 
al., 2018). In other words, the EoS may occur in both genders, but it might be related 
to different constructs, due to the endorsement of traditional gender norms and roles. 
As a matter of fact, what makes men attractive may be not only how good-looking, 
strong, and fit they appear but also how powerful and conforming to gender roles they 
are (Fasoli et al., 2018). However, to our knowledge, the role of ambivalent sexism in 
the enjoyment of sexualization processes in samples composed by both women and 
men has not been investigated yet.

Body Image, Coping Strategies, and Sexualization

Body image comprises a person’s feelings, attitudes, and perceptions about his or 
her physical appearance and incorporates body size estimation, evaluation of attrac-
tiveness, and emotions associated with size and shape (Grogan, 2010). Literature 
has shown that several psychological factors affect body image, such as self-esteem, 
internalization of societal body ideals, and aspects of gender-related social identity 
(Alleva, Martijn et al., 2015; Grogan, 2010; Slevec & Tiggemann, 2011).

It appears reasonable that body image and self-esteem directly influence each 
other because if people do not like their bodies (or a part of their bodies), it is hard to 
feel good about their whole self. The reverse is also true: if individuals do not value 
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their self, it is hard to notice the good things and give their bodies the respect they 
deserve. However, this relationship is mediated, among other factors, by mass media. 
Media influence leads people to internalize patterns of physical beauty, resulting in 
dissatisfaction with their own bodies when they are unable to match up to these pat-
terns (Macedo et al., 2019). Experts have stated that healthy body image is more than 
simply tolerating what a person looks like. A healthy body image means that people 
truly accept and like the way they look and are not trying to change their bodies to 
fit the way they think they should look. In other words, a healthy body image means 
recognizing the individual qualities and strengths that make people feel good about 
their self beyond weight, shape or appearance, and resisting the pressure to strive for 
the myth of the “ideal body” that is seen in the media.

Although the link between body image and self-esteem is well-established, as 
well as the impact of mass media in a healthy body image, no studies have analyzed 
whether enjoyment of sexualization become a potential threat to a positive body 
image. Since enjoyment of sexualization is deeply related to the way people represent 
themselves sexualized and consider themselves attractive to others, it is considered 
relevant to analyze whether enjoyment of sexualization may foster adaptive or mal-
adaptive coping strategies in case of threat to a positive body image. According to 
Cash and colleagues (2005), when specific contextual elements become a potential 
threat to a positive body image, individuals employ cognitive and behavioral strate-
gies to cope with these distressing situations. The three main coping strategies are: 
avoidance, appearance fixing, and positive rational acceptance. Avoidance refers to 
the extent to which an individual will avert psychological discomfort through self-
imposed ignorance of one’s undesirable thoughts or feelings. Appearance fixing con-
sists of the attempt to alter image with efforts to disguise, hide, camouflage, or alter 
the body area that the individual deems undesirable. Finally, positive rational accep-
tance comprises behavioral and mental strategies to pacify distress through positive 
self-care or rational self-talk about one’s appearance (e.g., remain oneself the good 
qualities he/she has) (Cash et al., 2005). The use of avoidance and appearance fixing 
strategies is considered maladaptive because such strategies are related to disordered 
eating behaviors, lowered self-esteem, and lower quality of life (Bailey et al., 2016; 
Cash et al., 2005; Mancuso, 2016). On the contrary, positive rational acceptance is 
considered adaptive because it stems from higher self-esteem and is related to lower 
self-evaluative salience of physical appearance, as well as higher social support 
(Cash et al., 2005; Grower et al., in press).

The Current Study

The present study intends extending existing knowledge about enjoyment of sexu-
alization. Specifically, the main aim is to investigate the relationship between EoS 
and the use of body image coping strategies (to our knowledge past research has not 
tested these relationships yet). Furthermore, we also consider the role of ambivalent 
sexism in EoS processes, as well as that of self-esteem, introduced as a control vari-
able, in body image coping strategies. Finally, we test the same relationships among 
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variables in both man and woman adults, extending past research that has tended to 
recruit only woman college samples (Bailey et al., 2016; Choma et al., 2009).

Based on previous research, concerning women, we hypothesized that:
(H1) Benevolent and hostile sexism would be positively related to EoS (Liss et al., 

2011; Riemer et al., 2020; Saez et al., 2019);
(H2) if EoS may be intended as a form of empowerment, it would be positively 

related to positive acceptance (Bue & Harrison, 2019; Choi & DeLong, 2019; Liss 
et al., 2011; Saez et al., 2019); otherwise, it would be positively related to avoidance 
and appearance fixing (De Wilde et al., 2019; Erchull & Liss, 2014; Liss et al., 2011; 
Visser et al., 2014);

(H3) self-esteem would be positively related to positive acceptance, and nega-
tively related to avoidance and appearance fixing (Cash et al., 2005; Grower et al., 
in press).

As previous stated, literature on these issues has mainly focused on women. How-
ever, considering the increasing sexualization of men (Daniel et al., 2014; Davids et 
al., 2020; Parent & Moradi, 2011; Visser et al., 2014), we may extend hypotheses 
(H2) and (H3) to men as well. Furthermore, in line with previous studies (Fasoli et 
al., 2018; Smolak et al., 2014), we may expect that male enjoyment of sexualization 
may not be merely a matter of body appearance but rather of power and dominance, 
rooted in the endorsement of traditional gender roles. For this reason, even hypoth-
esis (H1) may be extended to men as well.

Finally, we decided to check for any mediational path in an explorative manner. 
To our knowledge, no previous study has tested the relationships we proposed in the 
model, so we had no specific hypothesis about mediational paths.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The study enrolled 513 heterosexual subjects (32.3% man) recruited from the Italian 
general population. Their age ranged from 20 to 35 (M = 25.97, SD = 3.87). All par-
ticipants were Caucasian. One per cent had a basic education, 34.9% graduated from 
high school, and 64.1% had college degrees. Of the subjects, 64.6% were employed, 
30.3% students, 4.7% unemployed, and 0.4% housewives.

Participants were recruited using snowball sampling begun with postings by the 
researchers and their students. They were told that the study was about the relation-
ship between social attitudes and body related issues. The link from the posting took 
subjects to a secure, anonymous online questionnaire where they read an informed 
consent before beginning the study. Each participant was also informed that his/her 
participation was voluntary, and he/she could discontinue the study at any time. The 
questionnaire took approximately 20 min to complete. No compensation was given 
for participation. The Ethics Committee of the University of Turin approved the 
study protocol (protocol number 131,125/2020).
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Measures

The questionnaire included the following measures:

1. The short version of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 1996; 
Rollero et al., 2014) including 6 items (Cronbach’s α = 0.86) measuring Hostile 
Sexism toward women (e.g., “Women seek to gain power by getting control over 
men”) and 6 items (Cronbach’s α = 0.84) measuring Benevolent Sexism toward 
women (e.g., “Many women have a quality of purity that few men possess”). 
The items were rated on a 6-point point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly 
disagree” (0) to “strongly agree” (5).

2. The Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) including 10 items (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.89) assessing personal self-esteem (e.g., “I feel that I am a person of worth, 
at least on an equal plane with others”). The items were rated on a 4-point scale 
ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (4).

3. The Enjoyment of Sexualization Scale (Liss et al., 2011) including 8 items (Cron-
bach’s α = 0.88) aimed at capturing the extent to which individuals seek to and 
enjoy emphasizing their sexiness (e.g., “I love to feel sexy”, “I like showing off 
my body”). This measure was initially designed for women but was later shown 
to be valid for men (Visser et al., 2014). Participants rated their responses using 
a 6-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (6).

4. The Body Image Coping Strategies Inventory (Cash et al., 2005; Rollero et al., 
2017) used to assess coping strategies individuals use during an event that can 
negatively affect their body image, such as all the situations that may threaten 
their ability to feel okay about their looks. It included 9 items (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.79) measuring Avoidance (e.g., “I withdraw and interact less with others”), 
10 items (Cronbach’s α = 0.84) measuring Appearance Fixing (e.g., “I spend extra 
time trying to fix what I don’t like about my looks”), and 10 items (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.75) measuring Positive Rational Acceptance (e.g., “I tell myself there are 
more important things than what I look like”). Participants responded to each 
item on a 4-point scale ranging from “definitely not me” (0) to “definitely me” 
(3).

5. A brief list of socio-demographic items, including gender and sexual orienta-
tion (twenty-two subjects described themselves as not heterosexual and were 
discarded because sexual orientation may have a relevant and specific impact on 
the considered variables).

Data Analyses

First, we performed bivariate analyses using SPSS 27. We carried out T-tests to 
explore gender differences on the study variables and performed correlations 
between the scales separately by gender. Then, we tested the hypothesized relation-
ships via structural equation modelling using AMOS 27. All variables in the model 
were treated as observed variables and the covariance matrices were analyzed using 
maximum likelihood estimation procedures. To investigate the moderating role of 
gender, gender invariance of paths was tested using multigroup moderation analysis. 
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Finally, we check for mediational paths. Mediation analysis was conducted using 
bias-corrected bootstrapping (Preacher & Hayes, 2008), computing the means of 500 
estimated indirect effects by creating 500 bootstrap samples using random sampling 
with replacement. Significant mediation effects are detected if the 95% confidence 
intervals (CIs) of the indirect effects do not include zero.

Results

Bivariate Analyses

T-tests were performed to compared men and women scores across all the variables. 
As seen in Table 1, men outscored women on both Hostile and Benevolent Sexism. 
No gender difference emerged in relation to Self-esteem and Enjoyment of Sexu-
alization. Concerning coping strategies in case of threatened body image, women 
scored higher than men on each dimension (i.e., Avoidance, Appearance Fixing, and 
Positive Rational Acceptance).

Table 2 shows the correlations between the scales. For both men and women sexist 
attitudes positively correlated with each other and with Enjoyment of Sexualization, 
which in turn was positively associated with Appearance Fixing. Self-esteem corre-
lated negatively with Appearance Fixing and Avoidance, and only for women it was 

Mean scores
Women Men t

Hostile Sexism 1.47 2.26 − 7.06**
Benevolent Sexism 1.70 2.27 − 4.86**
Self-esteem 3.06 3.16 − 1.84
Enjoyment of Sexualization 3.63 3.68 − 1.09
Avoidance 0.82 0.66 2.76*
Appearance Fixing 1.50 1.28 3.75**
Positive Rational Acceptance 1.60 1.49 2.20*

Table 1 Differences between 
men and women: Mean scores 
and t values

**p < 0.01; *p < 0.05

Table 2 Zero-order correlations between scales. Correlations for women are above the diagonal and cor-
relations for men are below the diagonal

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Hostile Sexism 0.63** 0.05 0.14** − 0.06 0.03 0.01
2. Benevolent Sexism 0.47** 0.11* 0.19** − 0.13* 0.01 0.07
3. Self-Esteem − 0.09 0.06 0.03 − 0.54** − 0.23** 0.17**
4. Enjoyment of Sexualization 0.17* 0.17* 0.09 − 0.01 0.44** 0.05
5. Avoidance 0.02 − 0.05 − 0.66** 0.06 0.32** 0.01
6. Appearance Fixing 0.01 0.04 − 0.31** 0.43** 0.30** 0.10
7. Positive Rational Acceptance 0.16 − 0.00 − 0.07 0.14 0.30** 0.20*
**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05
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positively associated with Positive Rational Acceptance. In both groups Appearance 
Fixing and Avoidance were positively related, and only for men Positive Rational 
Acceptance was positively associated with Appearance Fixing and Avoidance.

Testing the Hypothesized Model

We tested the hypothesized paths between variables. The following steps were con-
ducted: (a) an unconstrained multigroup model across gender was examined in which 
the same pattern of structural paths was tested without constraints across groups; 
and (b) a constrained multigroup model was examined, where structural paths were 
constrained to be equal across groups. As recommended (Hu & Bentler, 1998; Keith, 
2015), we tested the model fit by using different fit indexes to reduce the impact of 
their limits. Specifically, the following were used as criteria for acceptable model fit: 
χ2, confirmatory fit index (CFI; Bentler, 1990), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI; Tucker 
& Lewis, 1973), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA; Steiger, 
1990). For CFI and TLI, values higher than 0.90 are considered satisfactory (Bentler, 
1990). As for RMSEA values lower than 0.08 are considered satisfactory (Bentler, 
1990). Furthermore, the Akaike information criterion (AIC) was used to compare the 
unconstrained and the constrained model. The absolute AIC value is irrelevant, but 
the models that generate lower AIC are better fitting (Keith, 2015).

Analysis of the unconstrained multigroup model indicated this model fit the data 
adequately: χ2(18) = 22.47, n.s.; χ2/gdl = 1.24; CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.02. 
The constrained multigroup model showed good fit indexes as well: χ2(26) = 41.29, 
p< 0.05; χ2/gdl = 1.59; CFI = 0.98; TLI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.03. However, AIC indi-
cated that the unconstrained model (AIC = 98.47) provided a significantly better fit to 
the data than the constrained one (AIC = 101.29). The significant Chi-square differ-
ence (Δ χ2 = 18.82, Δ df = 8, p < 0.05) revealed that one or more structural paths were 
different across gender. When this statistic is significant, the model with the smaller 
Chi-square is chosen (Yuan & Bentler, 2006). Thus, we selected the baseline model 
as the final model.

The final model for men accounted for 27% of variance in Positive Acceptance, 
26% of variance in Appearance Fixing, and 16% of variance in Avoidance. The final 
model for women accounted for 30% of variance in Positive Acceptance, 25% of 
variance in Appearance Fixing, and 29% of variance in Avoidance.

Most of the paths were found to be significant in the hypothesized models across 
gender, with the exception of the path from Enjoyment of Sexualization and Avoid-
ance, which was not significant in both genders. By testing structural invariance, we 
were able to see how each path coefficient differed by gender. First, in reference to 
Hypothesis 1, HS predicted Enjoyment of Sexualization in both groups (men β = 0.25, 
p < 0.001; women β = 0.11, p < 0.05), whereas BS was negatively related to Enjoy-
ment of Sexualization in men (β = − 0.15, p < 0.05) and positively in women (β = 0.12, 
p < 0.05). Second, concerning Hypothesis 2, for both men and women Enjoyment 
of Sexualization had a positive influence on Positive Acceptance (men β = 0.15, 
p < 0.05; women β = 0.14, p < 0.01) and Appearance Fixing (men β = 0.45, p < 0.001; 
women β = 0.48, p < 0.001). Finally, in reference to Hypothesis 3, Self-Esteem was 
negatively related to Appearance Fixing (men β = − 0.30, p < 0.001; women β = − 0.26, 
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p < 0.001) and Avoidance (men β = − 0.61, p < 0.001; women β = − 0.48, p < 0.001) in 
both groups, and positively related to Positive Acceptance in women only (β = 0.13, 
p < 0.01). Standardized coefficients for men and women are shown in the baseline 
model depicted in Fig. 1.

Multigroup moderation analysis was conducted using a sequential constraints 
approach in order to test whether paths were significantly variant by gender. Individ-
ual pathways were tested for invariance by successively constraining each path to be 
equal across groups to locate the variances in the model. Corresponding chi-square 
difference tests were then used to determine whether gender significantly moder-
ated the paths. Results showed that gender moderated the relations between BS and 
Enjoyment of Sexualization, Δ χ2 (1) = 9.61, p<.01, and Self-Esteem and Positive 
Acceptance, Δ χ2 (1) = 8.02, p<.01.

Finally, the bootstrap analyses (500 resamples used) allowed to estimate the indi-
rect effects. In both men and women Enjoyment of Sexualization was a significant 
partial mediator of the relation between HS and Positive Acceptance (men β = 0.04; 
95% CI 0.01 to 0.10; SE = 0.02; p < 0.05; women β = 0.02; 95% CI 0.00 to 0.02; 
SE = 0.01; p < 0.05), and between HS and Appearance Fixing (men β = 0.11; 95% CI 
0.05 to 0.20; SE = 0.03; p < 0.01; women β = 0.05; 95% CI 0.00 to 0.10; SE = 0.03; 
p < 0.05). Enjoyment of Sexualization was a significant partial mediator also of the 
relation between BS and Positive Acceptance (men β = − 0.02; 95% CI − 0.07 to 
− 0.00; SE = 0.02; p < 0.05; women β = 0.02; 95% CI 0.00 to 0.05; SE = 0.01; p < 0.05), 
and BS and Appearance Fixing (men β = − 0.07; 95% CI − 0.14 to − 0.01; SE = 0.03; 
p < 0.05; women β = 0.05; 95% CI 0.01 to 0.12; SE = 0.03; p < 0.05).

Discussion and Conclusion

The aim of the present study was to investigate the relationship between the enjoy-
ment of sexualization and the use of body image coping strategies (i.e., avoidance, 
appearance fixing, and positive rational acceptance) in order to clarify whether enjoy-
ing sexualization may represent a positive aspect within the body image domain. In 
addition, we examined in depth the role of ambivalent sexism in the enjoyment of 
sexualization processes. To do so, we proposed a model investigating the effect of 
ambivalent sexism on the enjoyment of sexualization, as well as that of self-esteem, 
introduced as a control variable, in body image coping strategies. To check whether 
patterns were similar across genders, we used a sample composed of both men and 
women. Findings from this study expand the literature in this field of research by ana-
lyzing whether enjoying being sexualized may foster adaptive or maladaptive body 
image coping strategies in both men and women. Furthermore, the present research 
advances in the study of gender differences within the enjoyment of sexualization, as 
well as the factors that are associated with it.

As seen from the results of descriptive statistics, men scored higher on both hos-
tile and benevolent sexism when compared to women. These results are in line with 
previous research (Gluck et al., 2020; León & Aizpurúa, 2020; Rollero & Tartaglia, 
2019) and suggest that the endorsement of sexist attitudes differs according to gen-
der. As sexism relegates women to a place that is inferior to men, it seems reason-
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able that men are more ascribed to these attitudes. However, it should be noted that 
women themselves internalize and manifest sexist attitudes toward both themselves 
and other women, which is particularly manifested in the benevolent dimension due 
to its positive affective tone and its subtle and covert nature (Hammond & Overall, 
2017; León & Aizpurúa, 2020). On the contrary, men and women showed similar 
levels of enjoyment of sexualization. This finding is in line with previous literature 
(Visser et al., 2014; Ward et al., 2016) and reveal that in Western societies (in which 
Italy is located) men enjoy sexualization as much as women do. However, similar to 
previous research (Cash et al., 2005), the results from this study showed that women 
use all three body image coping strategies (i.e., avoidance, appearance fixing, and 
positive rational acceptance) to a greater extent than men do. These results could 
be explained because women typically experience more body-image threats and are 
socialized more intensely to alter their appearance in the pursuit of cultural ideals 
when compared to men (Cash et al., 2005). Women generally evaluate and monitor 
themselves on a constant basis and as such internalize a certain kind of body shame 
due to a negative evaluation of their bodies because of a gap between what is ideal 
and what is real (Grippo & Hill, 2008; Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2013). Their 
attempts at achieving these media ideals are intensified through self-sexualization 
behavior. Therefore, they are encouraged to alleviate their negative feelings and to 
boost their self-esteem through modifications in their appearance (Barzoki et al., 
2016). Indeed, our results showed that women were especially prone to respond to 
body-image threats with appearance fixing behaviors.

Regarding the structural equations model, the findings provide partial support to 
our first hypothesis, showing that hostile sexism was positively related to the enjoy-
ment of sexualization in both men and women. Benevolent sexism, however, was 
positively related to the enjoyment of sexualization in the case of women and nega-
tively in the case of men. Although results regarding women have been extensively 
explained (see Liss et al., 2011; Riemer et al., 2020; Saez et al., 2019), they are novel 
regarding men. The existence of a link between hostile sexism and the enjoyment 
of sexualization in men suggests that traditional gender roles and expectations also 
affect the way that men enjoy their sexualization. For example, Amos and McCabe 
(2016) found that the largest predictor of men’s perceived sexual attractiveness was 
adherence to the masculine gender norm, whereby men who felt they represent the 
“masculine” ideal perceived themselves as more sexually attractive. As Elkington 
(2021) has pointed out, “perhaps men consider masculine men more desirable to 
women, and as such, they have internalized the desire to be masculine in order to 
increase their mate value” (p. 12). Moreover, it has been found that notions of tradi-
tional masculinities that emphasize men’s domination over women –socially and sex-
ually– contribute to the stigmatization of men who fail to conform to these gendered 
expectations (Rollero, 2020). Which also might contribute to explain our results.

The finding showing that benevolent sexism had an opposite influence on men’s 
and women’s enjoyment of sexualization deserve further attention. Since benevolent 
sexism recognizes the women’s dyadic power (i.e., the dependence of men on women 
for reproduction), the fact that the relationship between the enjoyment of sexualiza-
tion and benevolent sexism was negative in men, might confirm that men’s enjoyment 
of sexualization is more rooted in their desire for an ideal body image to feel more 
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attractive to themselves, instead of a desire for being sexually appealing to women 
(Grieve & Helmick, 2008; Oehlhof et al., 2009). Another possible interpretation lies 
in the characteristics of benevolent sexism. Benevolent sexism is an ideology that 
considers women as wonderful and pure creatures and allows men to maintain a posi-
tive self-image of paternalistic protectors and providers (Glick & Fiske, 2001). Men 
who endorse such stereotypes adopt a traditional perspective on gender roles, which 
may be far from the sexualization processes of the man sex. Another possible expla-
nation is addressed in the study conducted by Bosson et al. (2021), who found that 
the combination of high hostile sexism and low benevolent sexism related to men’s 
low status in romantic domains. The authors explained that men with a low status in 
romantic domains view themselves as ugly and unappealing and believe they do not 
make attractive and valued romantic mates. Some of these men may include “incels”, 
1 who typically believe their “unattractiveness blocks their access to female romantic 
and sexual partners”. Moreover, the authors suggested that if low-mate value men 
doubt their protector and provider abilities (needed for benevolent sexism), they may 
find little motivation to embrace the chivalrous ideology of benevolent sexism that 
can offset high hostility and facilitate romantic interdependence.

Our results also revealed that the enjoyment of sexualization was positively related 
to positive rational acceptance (considered to be adaptive) and appearance fixing 
(considered maladaptive) in both men and women. These results partially support 
our second hypothesis and make difficult clearly indicate whether enjoying being 
sexualized represents a positive aspect of sexualization. Previous research shows 
that relying on positive rational acceptance represents a protective factor on indi-
viduals’ well-being as it entails strategies emphasizing acceptance of the challenging 
event and positive self-care or rational self-talk about one’s appearance (Cash et al., 
2005). However, since appearance fixing is directed at altering appearance by cover-
ing, camouflaging, or correcting the perceived defect, appearance fixing coping has 
been found related to disordered eating attitudes (Choma et al., 2009). Overall, this 
suggest that there may exist some positive component to enjoyment of sexualiza-
tion, which might counterbalance the negative component. Nevertheless, since the 
relationship between the enjoyment of sexualization and appearance fixing coping 
was stronger in both groups (men and women), the findings from this study seem to 
reinforce the negative impact the enjoyment of sexualization may have on health-
related and behavioral coping outcomes. However, there might be some moderators 
(e.g., body image, body appreciation, attitudes toward sex) that can explain when and 
how enjoyment of sexualization can lead to adaptive versus maladaptive coping strat-
egies. Future research should test the impact of these potential moderators, in order 
to extend our knowledge on the ambivalent nature of EoS. By linking these results 
with those found regarding sexism, our findings suggest that the enjoyment of sexu-
alization is more related to conservative and traditional beliefs about gender norms 
than a form of gaining freedom and power through sexuality. Regarding women, the 
fact that enjoyment of sexualization was positively related to ambivalent sexism and 
appearance fixing coping strategies suggest that women who enjoy sexualization also 

1  Short for involuntary celibacy, “incel” refers to an internet subculture of men who blame women for the 
fact that they are not having sex.
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alter their appearance when their bodies do not conform to cultural ideals (Liss et 
al., 2011; Tiggemann & Slater, 2013). In the case of men, the findings showed that 
they also alter their physical appearance in order to accomplish with the standardized 
masculine role (e.g., muscular bodies and shaved chests). This might reflect that men 
also follow some beauty rituals to fit on corresponding man attractiveness (e.g., going 
to the gym or taking supplements and anabolic steroids).

As far as our last hypothesis is concerned, as expected, the results showed that for 
both men and women, self-esteem was negatively related to avoidance and appear-
ance fixing. These results are in line with previous research (Cash et al., 2005) and 
seem reasonable since avoidance and appearance fixing strategies are considered 
maladaptive. However, self-esteem was positively related to rational acceptance in 
the case of women only, yielding no significant results for men. This result highlights 
that self-esteem is more closely related to body image and physical appearance in 
women than in men. This finding may be related to the fact that men tend to show 
a stronger body appreciation compared to women and this may increase their abil-
ity to withstand body image threats (Sundgot-Borgen et al., 2021). In other words, 
men’s self-esteem may discourage the use of maladaptive coping strategies, and at 
the same time may render unnecessary the use of adaptive mechanisms. Furthermore, 
self-esteem was included in the study as a control variable. However, it may also rep-
resent a potential moderator in the relationship between EoS and coping strategies. 
Future research on potential moderators could test also the role of self-esteem.

Although this study provides an important contribution to the existing literature, 
limitations should be noted. The first one refers to the narrow generalizability of the 
sample. Despite of this study is one of the few ones that used a general population 
sample composed by both men and women, data was collected by using a non-prob-
ability sampling. Another limitation is the socio-demographic profile of the sample, 
which was largely represented Caucasian and early adulthood participants (20-35 
years old). For future studies, it may be important to include people from different 
ages and ethnicities. Additionally, it would have been worthy including measures to 
assess the endorsement of gender roles (and not only instruments measuring sexism). 
Finally, we used self-report measures, which may be affected by social desirability, 
especially considering coping strategies used in case of body image threat.

To summarize, our findings suggest that the dynamics surrounding the enjoyment 
of sexualization in men and women are complex. In line with Visser et al. (2014), in 
the current study, not only mean levels of enjoyment of sexualization were similar 
for men and women, but in our structural equations model, the patterns of relations 
between the enjoyment of sexualization, ambivalent sexism, and body image cop-
ing strategies were similar for men and women (except for the relationship between 
the enjoyment of sexualization and benevolent sexism, and self-esteem and positive 
rational acceptance). Taking findings all together, some of our results indicate that 
being sexualized might be a source of gaining freedom and power (e.g., the relation-
ships with positive rational acceptance and self-esteem). On the other hand, some of 
the relationships among variables point to the fact that the enjoyment of sexualization 
is not actually empowering (e.g., the relationship with ambivalent sexism and fixing 
coping strategies). Whether the role of ambivalent sexism and other gender-related 
variables, such as the adherence to traditional gender roles, could explain differences 
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in the patterns of enjoyment of sexualization among men and women is a question 
for future research.

Practical Implications

The topics of sexuality, gender, and the body are controversial in our current culture. 
The idea of sexual freedom emphasizes that people have the liberty to do whatever 
they want with their bodies. Regarding women, sexually liberal feminism propagates 
the idea of sexual freedom being an essential component of women’s freedom. Para-
doxically, research has shown that the act of presenting oneself as a sexual object 
makes self-sexualization a troubling phenomenon. In this regard, some studies state 
that enjoyment of sexualization is a form of oppression directed at controlling women 
instead of a form of empowerment (Choi & DeLong, 2019; De Wilde et al., 2021). 
Along similar lines, it has been found that enjoyment of sexualization has also nega-
tive consequences for men (Visser et al., 2014).

Another important fact in the study of the enjoyment of sexualization is the 
increasing use of social networks and the troubling use made of them by younger 
boys and girls. As the majority of social networks have as the main purpose shar-
ing images, these places are especially prone to self-sexualizing behaviors. A recent 
study carried out by the Royal Society for Public Health (2017) suggests that “young 
people who are heavy users of social media—spending more than two hours per day 
on social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter or Instagram—are more likely 
to report poor mental health, including psychological distress (symptoms of anxiety 
and depression)” (p. 8). Because the image that people project on social networks 
structures relationships and turns into a measure of success, it is considered impor-
tant to promote different strategies aimed at supporting early action programs with, 
especially, young men and women (Rollero et al., 2019). For example, it would be 
worth receiving notifications from the apps themselves warning of an excessive use. 
Moreover, it would be helpful that social networks warns when a photo is manipu-
lated. It is expected that the strategies proposed empower people with the necessary 
knowledge and tools to protect them and promote their health and well-being when 
they enjoy sexualization.
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