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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Insights into Men’s Sexual Aggression Toward Women:
Dehumanization and Objectification

Casey L. Bevens1 & Steve Loughnan1

# The Author(s) 2019

Abstract
Sexual aggression is a global, ongoing problem, and it is most often perpetrated by men against women. In a set of studies, we
investigated the role of dehumanization and objectification in men’s sexual aggression-related attitudes and interests toward
women in general, as well as toward a specific female target. The first of our studies, with 190 heterosexual British men recruited
online, established a correlational link between dehumanization and rape proclivity. Dehumanization was also related to unfa-
vorable attitudes toward rape victims. Critically, our results largely held when controlling for several variables with previously
established relationships to sexual aggression. Results for objectification were less consistent. Our second study sought to
experimentally manipulate the dehumanization of a woman and measures its effect on sexual aggression attitudes and interests.
Results from 106 heterosexual British men seemed to be particularly driven by one aspect of dehumanization—the denial of
human uniqueness—showing differences in correlations between experimental groups on measures of sexual aggression includ-
ing rape proclivity, unfavorable attitudes toward a rape victim, and a behavioral rape analogue task. Avenues for future research
are discussed, and implications of the work include the potential for emphasizing women as people, especially through highlight-
ing their human uniqueness, in designing effective prevention and interventions (e.g., bystander) efforts.

Keywords Dehumanization . Sexual objectification . Sexual assault perpetration . Violence . Aggression towardwomen . Rape

Beauty provokes harassment, the law says, but it looks
through men's eyes when deciding what provokes it. –
The Beauty Myth, Naomi Wolf (1990).

In the era of #MeToo (https://metoomvmt.org/), with ever
increasing prevalence of sexual aggression in the popular
press and international consciousness, identifying men who
may be more likely to perpetrate sexual aggression is an
essential task that requires a strong base in empirical
evidence. Recently (Reston 2018), compelling and emotion-
ally provocative testimony of the experience of a sexual as-
sault from Dr. Christine Blasey Ford was delivered to the
United States senate judiciary committee in relation to the
(ultimately successful) confirmation of Brett Kavanaugh to
the Supreme Court. The widely viewed broadcast of her

words drove home for many how common these types of
experiences continue to be in the lives of women, echoing
similar testimony from Anita Hill concerning her experiences
of sexual harassment, given against Justice Clarence Thomas
a full 17 years earlier in 1991 (Jacobs 2018). Although we
now seem to be well aware of the problem of sexual aggres-
sion perpetration, changing it is another issue entirely that
should be treated with urgency as well as scientific rigor be-
cause of its complexity and its impact on the lives of so many.

Indeed, sexual aggression continues to be a major problem
across the world that disproportionately effects women and
girls (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006; Smith et al. 2017). For the
purposes of our paper, the term sexual aggression is used
inclusively to indicate a continuum of manifestations of un-
wanted sexual behaviors that cover all acts of unwanted sexual
contact from sexual harassment up to and including rape.
Although men can be the victims of sexual aggression, the
large and clear majority of these assaults are committed by
men against women (see Basile et al. 2007; Breiding et al.
2014; Fisher et al. 2010; Muñoz-Rivas et al. 2009;
Stoltenborgh et al. 2011; Tjaden and Thoennes 1998; Walby
and Allen 2004), and thusmen’s sexual aggression is the focus
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of the present work. Specifically, we sought to examine social-
and individual-level factors that relate to male endorsement of
sexually aggressive attitudes and interests, which have in turn
been shown to relate to behavioral self-reports of perpetration
of sexual aggression (Abbey et al. 1998, 2001; Johnson et al.
2017; Malamuth 1989; Pryor 1987). The clarification of both
social and individual factors that contribute to men’s attitudes
and interests regarding sexual aggression is an important and
necessary task in helping better the lives of women and ulti-
mately preventing the regular perpetuation of this type of vi-
olence against them.

Although we have long sought the answer to the seemingly
straightforward question of why some men commit these as-
saults, the answer itself is not so straightforward, and no single
unifying explanatory theory of the causes of sexual aggression
dominates the existing literature. However, many attempts at
such a theory have been put forward (Anderson et al. 1997;
Gannon et al. 2008), reflecting at the meta-level the complex-
ity of this phenomenon. These attempts can be broken down
into some general categories (see Gannon et al. 2008, for a
very useful in-depth discussion of the following works) in-
cluding taxonomies (e.g., the Massachussets Treatment
Center Rapist Typology: Version 3, Knight and Prentky
1990), micro and rehabilitation theories (e.g., the Relapse
Prevention Model, Pithers 1990; the Self-regulation Model,
Ward and Hudson 1998), single factor theories (e.g., psycho-
dynamic theory, feminist theories, evolutionary theories, and
social-cognitive theories), and multi-factor theories (e.g., the
Confluence Model, Malamuth 1996; Integrated Theory,
Marshall and Barbaree 1990; the Quadripartite Model, Hall
and Hirschman 1991; and the Integrated Theory of Sexual
Offending, Ward and Beech 2005). Even the briefest exami-
nation of the range of existing ideas and data in this well
debated area contextualizes the present research’s necessary
decision to seek the broadest possible test of our own contri-
butions to the literature.

For example, even in relation to a single commonly cited
model—the Confluence Model (Malamuth 2003; Malamuth
et al. 1991, 1995, 1996)—debate about the ongoing need for
refinement persists because it by no means accounts for all
variables that have been identified as associated with sexual
aggression. The benefits of an updated model have been ar-
gued in multiple ways, from the simple incorporation of addi-
tional personality factors (e.g., sub-clinical psychopathy;
Abbey et al. 2011) to an overall expansion and integration of
the original model in the form of an interaction model
(Malamuth et al. 2013). In light of this ongoing theoretical
debate in the literature on sexual aggression, which continues
to consider a wide range of known associated factors and to
conduct tests that control for these, it is necessary to better
understand the bigger picture of this important and contested

phenomenon. This holistic view is especially important when
looking at factors that are novel within the literature, as done
in the present work, because robust tests will ensure that new
studies add constructively to the literature rather than further
muddy the waters. Specifically, we examine whether dehu-
manization and objectification may be useful additions.

Dehumanization and Objectification

The tendency to engage in dehumanization and objectification
represent two potentially important influences on sexual ag-
gression that have thus far been relatively unexplored within
this broad literature. Dehumanization is the process of per-
ceiving and/or treating people as less than human, which can
manifest in several ways (for a review see Haslam and
Loughnan 2014). Dehumanization is conceptually related to
objectification, which itself can be viewed as a particular man-
ifestation of the overarching concept, and objectification is
treated thus for the purposes of this paper. Some ways in
which dehumanization can be accomplished are though
treating a person as an object (as in objectification) or as an
animal. More subtly, it can be achieved by denying a given
person certain human attributes (e.g., Haslam et al. 2005;
Leyens et al. 2001), such as traits associated with human
uniqueness or human nature. Human nature traits include
those traits that can be considered core human attributes, such
as emotionality and curiosity, whereas human uniqueness
traits are qualities that distinguish people from animals, such
as rationality and logic. The respective denial of these two
groupings of traits results in two forms of dehumanization:
mechanistic and animalistic (Haslam 2006). The conse-
quences of dehumanization are not negligible and have been
shown to extend to aggression at both the group (Leidner et al.
2013) and individual (Bastian et al. 2012; Greitmeyer and
McLatchie 2011) levels.

Objectification, on the other hand and in the broadest sense,
involves equating a person with a thing (Fredrickson and
Roberts 1997), although other more nuanced theoretical con-
ceptualizations exist (Nussbaum 1999). Objectification is an
antecedent to a wide range of negative outcomes, particularly
for women (Calogero 2004; Calogero et al. 2005; Fredrickson
et al. 1998; Guizzo and Cadinu 2017; Moradi et al. 2005; Noll
and Fredrickson 1998; Sanchez and Kiefer 2007; Steer and
Tiggemann 2008; Szymanski and Henning 2007; Tiggeman
and Kuring 2004; Tylka and Hill 2004). Combined, the evi-
dence from this now long-standing field of research strongly
supports the conclusion that objectification is both directly
and indirectly related to a multitude of negative outcomes
for women (for a review, see Moradi and Huang 2008).
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Highlighting the interrelated nature of the constructs of
dehumanization and objectification, objectified targets have
been shown to be denied the mental states associated with
being human (Heflick and Goldenberg 2009; Loughnan
et al. 2010), and dehumanization can occur when evaluating
women who are sexually objectified (Vaes et al. 2011). When
breaking down dehumanization based on denial of human
nature or human uniqueness, it has also been found that spe-
cific forms of objectification uniquely map onto these.
Objectification based on sexualization of a given woman is
more likely to relate to animalistic dehumanization, whereas
objectification based on valuing appearance more readily re-
lates to mechanistic dehumanization (Morris et al. 2018).
Furthermore, like classic self-objectification, internalization
of dehumanizing traits occurs for people who are objectified,
resulting in them seeing themselves as lacking in humanity
(Loughnan et al. 2017). Thus, we examine both constructs as
predictors in the present study in order to parse out their rela-
tive contributions to sexual aggression-related attitudes and
interests in men.

Dehumanization, Objectification, and Sexual
Aggression

It is possible that sexual aggression is a relatively unexplored
consequence of engaging in dehumanization in general and/or
objectification in particular. As we noted, the dehumanization
of others has been empirically linked to heightened aggression
in general (Bastian et al. 2012; Greitmeyer and McLatchie
2011; Leidner et al. 2013). Recent work has shown that there
also exists a link between objectification and increased gener-
al physical aggression against women (Vasquez et al. 2017),
mirroring the link between dehumanization and aggression.
People are also less likely to help an objectified woman who
is the victim of intimate partner violence (Pacilli et al. 2017),
which although not sexual in nature, is similarly often com-
mitted by men against women (Tjaden and Thoennes 2000).
Furthermore, objectification has been theoretically linked to
the perpetration of sexual aggression in particular (Dworkin
andMacKinnon 1985, 1988; Kelland 2011), and indeed, there
is some empirical research into the potential relationship be-
tween objectification and sexual aggression. In one study
where a fictitious woman reported being the victim of rape,
higher levels of victim dehumanization and objectification (in
the form of sexualization) increased victim-blame and reduced
some elements of perceived suffering (Loughnan et al. 2013).
In sum, both dehumanization and objectification have been
linked to physical violence against women, and objectification
is further linked to blaming the victims of sexual aggression.

The impact of objectification on rape victimization extends
beyond negative perceptions of victims. Men who dehuman-
ize women in an implicit associations test (IAT) to a greater
degree (i.e., by associating them to either animals or objects)
not only report more negative attitudes toward women who
have been raped but also express greater willingness to rape
and sexually harass (Rudman and Mescher 2012). The same
authors found that men who implicitly related women to either
objects or animals scored higher on rape proclivity; further-
more, those men who implicitly linked women with animals
were more likely to aggress against women in the laboratory
using a rape behavior analogue. In short, sexual objectification
is linked to negative and harmful implicit attitudes about vic-
tims of sexual aggression, as well as increased interest in and
endorsement of analogous behaviors.

The Present Studies

The body of work discussed thus far presents initial evidence
that there is some relationship among dehumanization, objec-
tification, and sexual aggression. However, these studies stop
short of examining the predictive roles of dehumanization and
objectification on men’s explicit self-report measures of sex-
ual aggression attitudes and interests as the primary outcomes.
Likewise, they fail to control for individual differences in
known correlates of sexual aggression. Thus, it is not clear
whether the roles of dehumanization and objectification as
currently established in the literature are actually enhancing
our understanding of sexual aggression against women or
whether the constructs are simply acting as proxies for
established third-factor effects. In other words, we have not
ruled out the possibility that the previously studied effects of
dehumanization and objectification on sexual aggression can
be otherwise accounted for by variability from other known
related constructs. The present work seeks to fill this gap.
Knowing that objectification has been linked to general phys-
ical aggression (Vasquez et al. 2017) and attitudes about wom-
en who are victims of intimate partner violence (Pacilli et al.
2017), it follows that such a robust investigation of its role in
sexual aggression is appropriate and timely.

Although some studies to date have looked at dehumani-
zation and/or objectification within the context of sexual ag-
gression, their approaches have been somewhat periphery.
Those previous studies which have used sexual objectification
as a predictor only looked at outcomes concerning specific
attitudes about specific victims (e.g., blame; Loughnan et al.
2013) or attitudes about specific perpetrators (e.g., blame;
Bernard et al. 2015). Those studies which examined men’s
sexual aggression interests and behavior as an outcome either
treated dehumanization as an implicit measure (Rudman and
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Mescher 2012) or objectification as a mediator in the specific
and limited context of alcohol use (Gervais et al. 2014;
Haikalis et al. 2015). The present set of studies aims to par-
tially replicate and extend this line of recent research, filling
the gap by directly and explicitly examining the roles of de-
humanization and objectification in men’s sexual aggression-
related attitudes and interests. We seek to accomplish this goal
in a pair of studies which first establish correlational evidence
of this role, while controlling for other known correlates, and
then experimentally test a causal relationship.

We conceptualize sexually aggressive attitudes and inter-
ests in the present work as rape proclivity, acceptance of un-
favorable attitudes about rape victims, interest in sexual ha-
rassment, and additionally (in Study 2) a behavioral analogue
of sexual aggression. No self-report measures of actual perpe-
tration behaviors are used in accordance with the British
Psychological Association’s Code of Human Research
Ethics (because asking about illegal behaviors constitutes
more than minimal risk to participants). The control factors
tested in Study 1 all have theoretical and/or correlational links
to sexual aggression based on prior literature, including hostile
and benevolent sexism (Abrams et al. 2003; Masser et al.
2006), narcissism (Bushman et al. 2003), psychopathy
(Hersh and Gray-Little 1998; Kosson et al. 1997), physical
aggression (Lackie and de Man 1997), sexual sadism
(Heilbrun and Loftus 1986), and general sexual promiscuity
(Yost and Zurbriggen 2006). Additionally, we included sever-
al aspects of masculinity which have been associated with
objectification and sexual aggression (Mikorski and
Szymanski 2016; Seabrook et al. 2016): the role of contingen-
cy of self-worth on masculinity and conformity to certain
masculine norms (i.e., risk-taking, violence, power over wom-
en, and being a Bplayboy^).

Study 1

In our first study we sought to examine whether men’s dehu-
manization and objectification of women relates to their sex-
ual aggression attitudes and interests above and beyond a
range of previously established related factors. Specifically,
we sought to assess (a) whether dehumanization and objecti-
fication of women in general correlate with men’s sexually
aggressive attitudes and interests and (b) whether this relation-
ship is maintained when controlling for specific individual
differences.

Although our first study was largely exploratory, with no a
priori predictions being made about the impact of specific
control variables or differences in manifestations of dehuman-
ization (e.g., human nature vs. human uniqueness), we sought
to establish initial strong evidence for a direct link between

dehumanization and objectification with sexually aggressive
attitudes and interests in men. We did expect that there would
be relationships between both dehumanization and objectifi-
cation with all sexual aggression factors that would act as a
foundation to experimental tests of causation.

Method

Participants

Our study was reviewed and approved by the institutional
ethics board of a large United Kingdom university for com-
pliance with standards for the ethical treatment of human par-
ticipants prior to study recruitment. A total of 225 men were
recruited through an online site, Prolific Academic, and were
paid £1.50 (approx. $2). Thirteen failed to complete three or
more scales, and 22 people began the study and failed to
complete it, leaving a final sample of 190 men. All partici-
pants were British male adults who identified as heterosexual.
Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, and in hopes of en-
couraging truthful responding by emphasizing anonymity, no
further demographic data were gathered. Prior to full data
collection, ten initial participants were run, and we noticed
that due to a survey software issue, they were skipping or
responding invalidly to a crucial measures, the Other
Objectification Questionnaire (OOQ). Their data were not ex-
amined in relation to study hypotheses at this time, and the
problem was corrected within the Qualtrics survey mechanics
platform prior to continuing data collection. Thus, these ten
participants’ data were excluded on the OOQ only; they were
retained on all other measures.

Procedure and Measures

Participants completed the study online. Following informed
consent, all participants completed the Other Objectification
Questionnaire (Noll and Fredrickson 1998) and the Human
Nature and Human Uniqueness scales (Bastian et al. 2012).
They all also completed three dependent variable measures
relevant to sexual aggression: the Likelihood to Sexually
Harass Scale (LSH; Pryor 1987), the Attraction to Sexual
Aggression Scale’s rape proclivity items (ASAI; Malamuth
1989), and the Attitudes toward Rape Victims Scale (ARVS;
Ward 1988). To reduce fatigue, the control measures were split
such that they were each completed by half the sample based
on random assignment. The specific scales included for the
two subsamples were chosen such that an equal number of
items would be completed by each group. One half (102
men; reduced to 96) completed the Ambivalent Sexism
Inventory (ASI; Glick and Fiske 1996), the Masculinity
Contingency Scale’s (MCS) threat scale (Burkley et al.
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2016), and four Conformity to Masculine Norms Inventory
subscales (i.e., risk taking, violence, power over women, and
playboy; Parent and Moradi 2011). The other half (101 men;
reduced to 94) completed the Short Dark Triad (SD3) scales
for narcissism and psychopathy (Jones and Paulhus 2014); the
Multidimensional Inventory of Development, Sex, and
Aggression’s (MIDSA) sexual sadism subscales (Knight and
Cerce 1999); and the physical aggression scale (Wrench
2002). The scale descriptions that follow conform to the order
of presentation: dehumanization and objectification measures,
then sexual aggression attitudes and beliefs measures, and
lastly control measures.

Objectification The Self-Objectification Questionnaire (SOQ;
Noll and Fredrickson 1998) is commonly used in objectifica-
tion research. Strelan and Hargreaves (2005) modified the
SOQ to measure the objectification of others, referring to this
as the Other Objectification Questionnaire (OOQ). Employing
the latter approach, we asked participants to rank the relative
importance of appearance and competence attributes on their
evaluation of the bodies of women. This scale has been used
similarly with success in past research (Kozak et al. 2009;
Loughnan et al. 2015). The scale consists of a total of ten
items: five appearance-based (i.e., sex appeal, physical attrac-
tiveness, weight, measurements, and toned muscles) and five
competence-based (i.e., health, physical fitness level, strength,
coordination, and stamina). Participants’ scores were calculat-
ed by separately summing the appearance and competence
ranks, and then subtracting the sum of the competence ranks
from the sum of the appearance ranks. This produced a score
ranging from −25 to 25, with higher scores reflecting greater
objectification. For ease of interpretation, 25 was then added
to all scores to create positive numbers.

Dehumanization To assess the tendency to deny human nature
and human uniqueness, we asked participants to rate a specific
woman, as is typical in the literature that has employed these
scales. There were four human nature items (e.g., B[this wom-
an] Is emotional, responsive, and warm^; Bastian et al. 2012),
measured from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Very much so) (α = .76).
Similarly, there were four human uniqueness items (e.g., B[this
woman] Is rational, logical, and intelligent^; Bastian et al.
2012), measured from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Very much so)
(α = .70).

Sexual Harassment Interest The Likelihood to Sexually
Harass Scale (LSH; Pryor 1987) consists of ten scenarios in-
volving a man and a woman and in which male participants
are asked to imagine themselves as the male character. To
reduce participant fatigue, we modified this scale such that
only the five shortest scenarios were used. In each scenario,

the male character is in a position of power and three possible
courses of action are listed. An example scenario is:

Imagine that you are a Hollywood film director. You are
casting for a minor role in a film you are planning. The
role calls for a particularly stunning actress, one with a
lot of sex appeal. How likely are you to do the following
things in this situation?

Participants are asked to assume there would be no conse-
quences for their actions and then rate the likelihood of their
engaging in three possible behaviors listed (e.g., as related to
the example scenario: BWould you ask the actress to whom
you were most personally attracted to talk with you about the
role over dinner?^) from 1 (Not at all likely) to 5 (Very likely).
Only one of the three courses of action involves sexual harass-
ment, and it is the five summed responses to these critical
items across the five scenarios used that form participants’
scale score. The critical response in relation to the example
scenario is to the item asking: BWould [you] give the role to
the actress who agreed to have sex with you?^ Higher scores
indicate higher likelihood to sexually harass (α = .90).

Rape Proclivity The Attraction to Sexual Aggression
Inventory (ASAI; Malamuth 1989) measures attraction to var-
ious sexual behaviors, including those involved in conven-
tional, unconventional, and deviant sex. For our study, only
those 14 items assessing attitudes related specifically to rape
and sexual assault were used because they were most relevant
to our research question. An example item from this scale is:
BHow arousing would it be to force a female to do something
sexual she did not want to do,^ rated from 1 (Not Very
Arousing) to 5 (Very Arousing). Mean participant scores were
calculated, with higher scores indicating greater rape procliv-
ity (α = .91).

Unfavorable Attitudes Toward Rape Victims The Attitudes
toward Rape Victims Scale (ARVS; Ward 1988) consists of
25 items assessing attitudes concerning victims of rape that
correspond with common rape myth endorsement. For exam-
ple, Bthe extent of the woman’s resistance should be the major
factor in determining if a rape has occurred,^measured from 1
(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Agree Strongly). Participants’ scores
were computed by summing the responses across items, with
higher scores indicative of more unfavorable attitudes toward
rape victims (α = .91).

Ambivalent Sexism TheAmbivalent Sexism Inventory is a 22-
item scale (Glick and Fiske 1996) measuring two facets: be-
nevolent sexism (BS; α = .84) and hostile sexism (HS;
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α = .94), scaled from 1 (Disagree Strongly) to 6 (Agree
Strongly). An example item from the benevolent sexism sub-
scale is: BNomatter how accomplished he is, a man is not truly
complete as a person unless he has the love of a woman,^
whereas an example of an item from the hostile sexism sub-
scale is: BWomen seek to gain power by getting control over
men.^ These related, yet functionally distinct, aspects of sex-
ism are reflected in the two subscales of the measure. Scores
for each subscale were averaged, and higher scores indicate
stronger levels of sexism.

Masculinity Factors The Masculinity Contingency Scale
(MCS; Burkley et al. 2016) measures the extent that men’s
self-worth and identity depend on their personal masculinity,
without relying on specific, often culturally dependent norms.
We employed the five-item threat subscale, which assesses
how much one’s sense of self-worth is threatened by failure
to live up to the demands of masculinity (e.g., BMy self-worth
suffers if I think my manhood is lacking^), rated from 1
(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The threat subscale
is more related to negative outcomes for men than the un-used
subscale related to boosting self-worth through masculinity
(Burkley et al. 2016). Scores were computed by averaging
across items, with higher scores indicating greater contingen-
cy of self-worth based on masculinity, α = .88.

The Conformity to Masculine Norms Inventory-46
(CMNI-46; Parent and Moradi 2009; Parent and Moradi
2011) measures conformity to specific masculinity norms.
We employed four subscales, totaling 19 items, which were
the most theoretically relevant to sexual aggression: risk tak-
ing (e.g., BI frequently put myself in risky situations,^
α = .87), violence (e.g., BSometime violent action is
necessary,^ α = .82), power over women (e.g., BIn general, I
control the women in my life,^ α = .79), and playboy (e.g., BIf
I could, I would frequently change sexual partners,^ α = .80).
All items were rated from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly
Agree), with higher mean scores indicating greater conformity
to masculine norms.

Dark Triad/Tetrad Personality Factors The dark triad is a con-
stellation of traits including narcissism, psychopathy, and
Machiavellianism, which are associated with non-pathologi-
cal, yet negative and Bdark^ personalities (Paulhus and
Williams 2002). In addition, emerging literature has suggested
a fourth dimension, sadism, forms a Bdark tetrad^ of person-
ality traits with these others (Chabrol et al. 2009). We mea-
sured psychopathy, narcissism, and sadism. We did not mea-
sure Machiavellianism because we did not expect it to predict
sexual aggression based on lack of theoretical relevance as
well as lack of prior literature making such a link. We
employed the Short Dark Triad (SD3; Jones and Paulhus
2014), which has nine items per scale, rated from 1
(Disagree Strongly) to 5 (Agree Strongly), to measure

narcissism (e.g., BMany group activities tend to be dull with-
out me,^ α = .69) and psychopathy (e.g., BPayback needs to
be quick and nasty,^ α = .70). Participants’ mean scores were
computed for each scale, with higher scores indicative of
stronger endorsement of each factor. We measured sexual sa-
dism using the Multidimensional Inventory of Development,
Sex, and Aggression (MIDSA; Knight and Cerce 1999;
Knight et al. 1994; MIDSA 2011). The two subscales we used
in our study were the seven-item sadistic fantasy subscale
(e.g., BI have thought about embarrassing or humiliating a
woman or girl during sex,^α = .77) and the eight-item sadistic
behavior subscale (e.g., BI have purposely hurt a woman or
girl physically during sex,^ α = .83). Both range responses
from 1 (Disagree Strongly) to 5 (Agree Strongly), with higher
mean scores indicating greater endorsement of sexual sadism.

Physical Aggression The Physical Aggression Scale (Wrench
2002) is a 15-item scale measuring general physical aggres-
sion across three factors: object violence, physical confronta-
tion, and control. Responses are made on a scale ranging from
1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree), scores were aver-
aged across all items, and higher overall scores indicate great-
er aggression (α = .85). A sample item is: BWhen I get upset, I
have a tendency to throw objects.^

Results

Analysis Plan and Supplements

Initial t-tests confirmed that there were no significant differ-
ences between the two subsamples that were collected on
measures of dehumanization, objectification, or sexual ag-
gression (ps > .227), and thus the groups were combined into
a single sample for analysis. Pearson’s correlations and de-
scriptive statistics were then computed for all measures in
relation to the primary variables of interest and these can be
found in Table 1.

We next sought to test the relative contributions of objecti-
fication, human nature, and human uniqueness to each of the
sexual aggression attitudes outcomemeasures (rape proclivity,
unfavorable attitudes toward rape victims, and sexual harass-
ment interest) by running three individual initial regression
models (one for each outcome). We then tested the predictor
variables retained in each of these initial models against con-
trol variables that were correlated with the given outcome to
determine if their contribution would remain significant when
taking each of these factors into account. To help control for
overall error, only variables with correlations at or below the
significance level of .001 were entered into these models.

Compiled materials and measures can be viewed at https://
osf.io/v3d8x/. Additional analyses for Study 1 were run,
including using bootstrapping for all regression models.
These produced a similar pattern of results to those reported
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here and can be found in the authors’ online supplementary
analyses (https://osf.io/r832j/ & https://osf.io/s6p3k/). All data
for this project are open access, and data for Study 1 can be
accessed at https://osf.io/24zbw/ .

Rape Proclivity (ASAI)

The ASAI was positively correlated at p < .001 with both the
other sexual aggression attitudes measures and four of the
control variables (i.e., the masculine norm of power over
women, physical aggression, psychopathy, and hostile sex-
ism) (see Table 1). Of note, the correlation with objectification
was in the opposite direction from predictions. We then ran a
regressionmodel to test the relative contributions of dehuman-
ization and objectification measures to rape proclivity (Model
1 in Table 2). In this initial regression model, objectification,
human nature, and human uniqueness were entered (Adj.
R2 = .08). Both objectification (b = −.01, SE = .00, β = −.15,
p = .034) and human nature (b = −.14, SE = .05, β = −.29,
p = .007) were found to be significant predictors of rape
proclivity.

Next, objectification and human nature were tested against
the four control variables of interest (based on their

correlations with rape proclivity) in a series of hierarchical
regressions (Models 2–5 in Table 2). For each of these models,
in Step 1 objectification and human nature were entered. In
Step 2 of each model individual control variables were en-
tered: the masculine norm of power over women (Model 2),
physical aggression (Model 3), psychopathy (Model 4), and
hostile sexism (Model 5). These results show that in Step 2,
objectification was not retained in any models. Neither objec-
tification nor human nature was retained when controlling for
psychopathy or physical aggression. However, human nature
was retained in Step 2 when tested against hostile sexism
(p = .014) and the masculine norm of power over women
(p = .029). Thus, human nature continued to significantly con-
tribute to rape proclivity while controlling for two of four
additional predictors.

Unfavorable Attitudes Toward Rape Victims (ARVS)

The ARVS was positively correlated at p < .001 with both the
other sexual aggression attitude measures and nine control
variables (the masculine norm of power over women, hostile
sexism, psychopathy, physical aggression, masculine contin-
gency, the masculine norm of risk taking, the masculine norm

Table 1 Study 1 descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables, study 1

n (Possible Correlations

M (SD) Scores) 1 2 3 4 5 6

Main Variables

1. Objectification 20.49 (11.13) 182 (0–50) –

2. Human Nature 4.97 (1.05) 189 (1–7) .029 –

3. Human Uniqueness 5.00 (.96) 188 (1–7) −.014 .742*** –

4. LSH 8.46 (4.79) 190 (0–25) −.203*** −.133 −.070 –

5. ASAI 1.37 (.53) 190 (1–5) −.167* −.261*** −.165* .513*** –

6. ARVS 1.62 (.58) 190 (1–5) −.094 −.187* −.234*** .460*** .429*** –

Control Variables

Narcissism 2.47 (.70) 94 (1–5) −.007 −.155 −.183 .275*** .217* .323***

Psychopathy 2.09 (.65) 94 (1–5) −.232* −.128 −.060 .546*** .423*** .506***

Physical Aggression 1.88 (.63) 94 (1–5) −.122 −.103 −.092 .464*** .446*** .447***

Sadistic Fantasy 1.32 (.43) 93 (1–5) .004 −.142 −.048 .344*** .205* .260*

Sadistic Behavior 1.29 (.43) 94 (1–5) −.026 −.117 .007 .244* .072 .222*

Benevolent Sexism 3.29 (.94) 95 (1–6) −.136 −.016 −.145 .222* .182 .266***

Hostile Sexism 3.04 (1.11) 95 (1–6) −.160 −.397*** −.480*** .322*** .288*** .616***

Masculine Contingency 2.20 (1.02) 93 (1–5) −.257* −.169 −.296*** .336*** .130 .433***

Masculine Norm: Risk 2.15 (.60) 95 (1–4) −.077 −.194 −.210* .311*** .204* .351***

Masculine Norm: Violence 2.42 (.54) 95 (1–4) −.144 −.183 −.126 .310*** .150 .349***

Masculine Norm: Power 1.67 (.62) 95 (1–4) −.140 −.308*** −.379*** .443*** .477*** .619***

Masculine Norm: Playboy 2.30 (.71) 95 (1–4) −.185 −.027 .048 .426*** .243 .228*

LSH Likelihood to Sexually Harass (measuring sexual harassment interest), ASAIAttraction to Sexual Aggression Inventory (measuring rape proclivity),
ARVS Attitudes toward Rape Victims Scale (measuring unfavorable attitudes toward rape victims)

*p < .05. ***p < .001
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of violence, narcissism, and benevolent sexism) (see Table 1).
In the initial regression model to test the relative contributions
of dehumanization and objectification measures to unfavor-
able attitudes toward rape victims, objectification, human na-
ture, and human uniqueness were entered (Adj. R2 = .05).
Human uniqueness was the only significant predictor retained
(b = −.14, SE = .07, β = −.23, p = .038). Thus, human unique-
ness was then tested against the nine correlated control vari-
ables in a series of hierarchical regressions (Models 1–9 in
Table 3). For each of these models, in Step 1 human unique-
ness was entered, and in Step 2 individual control variables
were entered. These models show that human uniqueness was
retained in Step 2 when controlling for psychopathy
(p = .038), benevolent sexism (p = .025), and the masculine
norm of violence (p = .025). However, human uniqueness was
not retained in Step 2 of the models testing against narcissism,
physical aggression, hostile sexism, the masculinity contin-
gency scale, or the masculine norms of risk taking and power
over women. In sum, human uniqueness continued to contrib-
ute to negative attitudes toward rape victims in one-third of the
models.

Sexual Harassment Interest (LSH)

The LSH scale was positively correlated with both the other
sexual aggression attitudes measures and the majority of con-
trol measures (see Table 1). Of note, the correlation with

objectification was in the opposite direction from our predic-
tions. In the initial regression wherein objectification, human
nature, and human uniqueness were entered (Adj. R2 = .04),
only objectification significantly predicted sexual harassment
interest (b = −.09, SE = .03, β = −.20, p = .007) and was
retained for testing against control variables. However, objec-
tification did not remain significant in any of these additional
models, except for when it was tested while controlling for the
masculine norm of risk taking (b = −.08, SE = .04, β = −.20,
p = .048). In sum, objectification did not generally significant-
ly contribute to men’s likelihood to sexually harass when con-
trolling for additional variables and was acting in opposition
to our predictions.

Discussion

Results of Study 1 provide initial support for a correlational
relationship between dehumanization and men’s explicit en-
dorsement of sexual aggression interest and beliefs. In multi-
ple cases, this relationship emerged above and beyond the
variance accounted for by relevant control variables. In the
case of rape proclivity, human nature was retained in two of
four models when tested against controls. The correlations
between the controls that also correlated with rape proclivity
(i.e., the masculine norm of power over women, psychopathy,
physical aggression, and hostile sexism) may hint at an under-
lying personality construct. Endorsement of unfavorable

Table 2 Hierarchical linear regression models predicting rape proclivity, study 1

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Variables Step β b t β b t β b t β b t β b t

Objectification 1 −.15 −.01 −2.17* −.14 −.01 −1.45 −.17 −.01 −1.60 −.17 −.01 −1.60 −.15 −.01 −1.50
2 −.11 −.01 −1.19 −.12 −.01 −1.21 −.08 −.00 −.78 −.13 −.01 −1.32

Human Nature 1 −.26 −.13 −3.69** −.34 −.15 −3.41** −.19 −.11 −1.85 −.19 −.11 −1.85 −.33 −.15 −3.31**
2 −.21 −.10 −2.23* −.14 −.10 −1.45 −.14 −.07 −1.38 −.27 −.13 −2.51*

Masculine Norm: Power 2 .39 .31 4.08***

Physical Aggression 2 .40 .37 4.12***

Psychopathy 2 .38 .33 3.74***

Hostile Sexism 2 .16 .07 1.43

F 1 9.37*** 7.28** 2.95 2.94 7.02**

2 11.24*** 8.00*** 6.93*** 5.42**

(df, dferror) 1 (2, 179) (2, 89) (2, 86) (2, 86) (2, 88)

2 (3, 88) (3, 85) (3, 85) (3, 87)

Adj. R2 1 .09 .12 .04 .04 .12

2 .25 .19 .17 .13

ΔR2 .14*** .16*** .13*** .02

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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attitudes toward rape victims retained human uniqueness in
three of nine models tested. The involvement of different
types of human qualities as relevant to rape proclivity versus
unfavorable attitudes toward rape victims may indicate that
there are differences between the role of dehumanization in
attitudes about victims versus attitudes toward the act of sex-
ual aggression itself.

Objectification yielded much less consistent results, indeed
showing unexpected negative correlations with rape proclivity
and likelihood to sexually harass, as well as generally failing
to be maintained when controlling for other variables. On the
less extreme end of our conceptualization of sexual aggres-
sion, interest in sexual harassment was in fact only correlated

(negatively) with objectification, and not with measures of
dehumanization. These odd results concerning objectification
may be an artifact of the scale used, and results should there-
fore be interpreted with caution.

Despite some null and mixed findings for likelihood to
sexually harass and objectification, the results for dehumani-
zation remain strong across multiple outcomes, and they point
to a robust relationship due to the amount of control exerted by
including potential confounds. Dehumanization may come
into play later in the progression of events leading up to vio-
lence. If sexual aggression is conceptualized as a continuum
of severity ranging from sexual harassment to rape, as we did
here, based on the results of Study 1, dehumanization is most

Table 3 Hierarchical linear regression models predicting unfavorable attitudes toward rape victims, study 1

Step Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variables β b t β b t β b t β b t

Human Uniqueness 1 −.26 −.14 −2.57* −.26 −.14 −2.57* −.22 −.15 −2.12* −.22 −.15 −2.12*
2 −.02 −.01 −.18 .03 .02 .32 −.19 −.13 −2.11* −.18 −.12 −1.91

Masculine Norm: Power 2 .64 .55 7.44***

Hostile Sexism 2 .61 .30 6.26***

Psychopathy 2 .50 .48 5.60***

Physical Aggression 2 .43 .44 4.66***

F 1 6.59* 6.59* 4.51* 4.51*

2 32.95*** 24.24*** 18.65*** 13.63***

(df, dferror) 1 (1, 91) (1, 91) (1, 92) (1, 92)

2 (2, 90) (2, 90) (2, 91) (2, 91)

Adj. R2 1 .06 .06 .04 .04

2 .41 .34 .28 .21

ΔR2 .36*** .28*** .24*** .18***

Step Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

Variables β b t β b t β b t β b t β b t

Human Uniqueness 1 −.26 −.14 −2.54* −.26 −.14 −2.57* −.26 −.14 −2.57* −.22 −.15 −2.12* −.26 −.14 −2.57*
2 −.14 −.07 −1.38 −.19 −.10 −1.93 −.22 −.12 −2.27* −.16 −.11 −1.63 −.23 −.12 −2.29*

Masculine Contingency 2 .42 .22 4.33***

Masculine Norm: Risk 2 .29 .34 3.46**

Masculine Norm: Violence 2 .29 .30 3.08**

Narcissism 2 .29 .27 2.94*

Benevolent Sexism 2 .21 .12 2.09*

F 1 6.47* 6.59* 6.59* 4.51* 6.59*

2 13.25*** 9.66*** 8.35*** 6.77* 5.60*

(df, dferror) 1 (1, 89) (1, 91) (1, 91) (1, 92) (1, 91)

2 (2, 88) (2, 90) (2, 90) (2, 91) (2, 90)

Adj. R2 1 .06 .06 .06 .04 .06

2 .21 .16 .14 .11 .09

ΔR2 .16*** .11** .09** .08* .04*

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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relevant in contexts of extreme aggression and more severe
forms of mistreatment. It is possible that dehumanization
emerges as a form of self-justification as thoughts and atti-
tudes escalate toward actual violence, and it is employed less
consistently when assessing victims post-hoc. This possibility
points to a potential avenue for further research on why and
when some men sexually aggress.

Study 2

Our first study gave us the confidence to say that there is
indeed some relationship between dehumanization and sexual
aggression which cannot be accounted for entirely by previ-
ously established effects. However, our work leaves open the
question of the nature of that relationship. Building on the
correlational foundation laid in Study 1, we next sought in
Study 2 to test the possibility of a causal influence of dehu-
manization on sexual aggression attitudes and interests. Thus,
we experimentally manipulated the sexualization of a woman
and measured the influence of this manipulation on men’s
sexually aggressive attitudes and behaviors toward that partic-
ular woman. We again conceptualized sexually aggressive
attitudes as acceptance of unfavorable attitudes toward rape
victims and interests as rape proclivity. Based on the results of
Study 1, we did not measure interest in sexual harassment.
Additionally, we examined a behavioral analogue for sexual
aggression.

Study 2 was based in a larger body of work in which we ran
a pair of very similar preliminary studies also seeking to ex-
perimentally manipulate the sexualization of a woman. The
preliminary studies informed the methodology for the study
reported here. Specifically, these differed methodologically
from the present study only in the stimuli images used and
the use of wording within measures to relate to women in
general (vs. the particular woman, as done in the study report-
ed). Of note, both preliminary studies (ns = 343 and 106)
largely replicated the correlations of interest from Study 1,
and the results taken collectively across all studies represent
robust evidence of these correlational relationships.
Additionally, the images used in the present study (a control
woman in everyday clothing vs. the same woman in sexual-
ized attire) were pre-tested with an online sample to verify that
they differed in how the woman depicted was perceived along
the dimensions of dehumanization and objectification. They
did differ, such that the image of the sexualized woman was
attributed lower levels of human nature and human unique-
ness, as well as higher levels of objectification, in comparison
to the control woman. (An interested reader can view the
details of the broader work that was conducted in relation to
Study 2 online (https://osf.io/r832j/). Compiled materials and
measures for Study 2 can be found at https://osf.io/mxq78/.
All data for this study are open access (https://osf.io/xuhr6/).

In the present study, condition (control vs. sexualized) was
treated as the primary predictor, with human nature and hu-
man uniqueness serving as manipulation checks, because
sexualization has been shown to increased dehumanizing
and objectifying perceptions of women (Heflick and
Goldenberg 2009; Loughnan et al. 2010, 2013). Study 2’s
outcome variables included a Rape Behavior Analogue
(Rudman and Mescher 2012) in addition to modified versions
(re-worded slightly to relate to the specific woman) of the
ASAI (measuring rape proclivity) and ARVS (measuring un-
favorable attitudes toward a rape victim). We expected that
group differences would emerge based on condition, showing
greater endorsement of sexual aggression attitudes and inter-
ests, as well as a higher number of behaviors in the behavioral
analogue, when the woman was sexualized. Because the
methodology of Study 2 relates to the woman in our manipu-
lation (participants were asked how they would treat her), our
second study also improved on Study 1 by better aligning with
real-world violence, where the process and costs of dehuman-
ization and objectification are directed toward a given women,
not women in general.

Method

Participants

The present study was reviewed and approved by the institu-
tional ethics board of a large United Kingdom-based univer-
sity for compliance with standards for the ethical treatment of
human participants prior to recruitment. A total of 128 men
were recruited online through Prolific Academic and paid £1
(approx. $1.32) for their time. Of these recruits, 22 failed to
complete the survey and were excluded from analyses, leaving
a final sample of 106 men, all of whom were over the age of
18 and identified as heterosexual British nationals. Due to the
sensitive nature of the topic, and in hopes of encouraging
truthful responding by emphasizing anonymity, no further de-
mographic information was gathered.

Procedure, Materials and Measures

The study was conducted online. Participants were randomly
assigned to either a control condition (n = 54), in which they
viewed an image of a woman in everyday clothing (a dark
blue top and white skirt), or a sexualized condition (n = 52),
in which they viewed an image of the same woman in a bikini
(teal and polka dotted). Both images depicted the same young
attractive model—a thin Caucasian woman with her hair
down. The images were taken from the thighs up, and the
woman was similarly posed and front facing, looking into
the camera and smiling. In both conditions, the woman
depicted in the image they viewed was given the following
generic description: BThe woman below is a recent graduate
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from a psychology program in the United Kingdom. She
enjoys spending time with friends and dating.^ All partici-
pants were then instructed to briefly write about the woman
they viewed. Participants in the control condition received the
following instructions: BPlease take some time to write about
this person. Focus on both positive and negative aspects,^
whereas those in the sexualized condition received these in-
structions: BPlease take some time to write about this person’s
appearance. Focus on both positive and negative aspects.^
This writing prompt manipulation was based on the one used
by Heflick and Goldenberg (2009, see also Heflick et al.
2011). Following the manipulation, all participants completed
two manipulation check measures concerning attributions of
human nature and human uniqueness regarding the woman
about whom they wrote. Next, three outcome variables were
assessed in randomized order: a Rape Behavior Analogue
(RBA), modified Attraction to Sexual Aggression Inventory
(m-ASAI), and modified Attitudes toward Rape Victims Scale
(m-ARVS).

Human Nature and Human Uniqueness Scales The same
scales measuring human nature (α = .75) and human unique-
ness (α = .74) used in Study 1 were used here (Bastian et al.
2012).

Rape Behavior Analogue (RBA) Study 2 employed a Rape
Behavior Analogue based on the sexual imposition method
(cf. Rudman and Mescher 2012), using the same images as
in the cited study. This task involved presenting participants
with 17 image pairs, each containing one aggressive and one
sexually aggressive image. Participants were instructed:

Imagine you are working to help select pictures for an
upcoming study. Along with other women, the woman
you wrote about will be participating in this study. It will
involve women being exposed many times to a subset of
the images you choose, to test perception. For this next
task, we will show you two pictures and we would like
you to pick the one you think should be used in the
women’s study. Pick the one you think should be shown
to the woman you wrote about many times.

Scores were computed by assigning 0 to choices of violent
images and 1 to sexually violent images, then summing (pos-
sible range: 0–17).

Modified Attraction to Sexual Aggression Inventory (M-ASAI)
We again used the ASAI (Malamuth 1989) to assess rape
proclivity. However, the scale was modified such that items
and instructions were worded in relation to the woman
viewed/written about by participants. Two items that could
not be altered to make sense in this changed context were

excluded, resulting in a 12-item scale (α = .82). The items that
were removed were items 1 and 2 from the original scale,
which asked about the frequency of having had certain
thoughts; because participants were being asked about a spe-
cific and novel woman, these items were not applicable here.

Modified Attitudes Toward Rape Victims Scale (M-ARVS)
Unfavorable attitudes toward victims of rape was assessed
using the ARVS (Ward 1988), which was modified in our
study to relate each item and the instructions to the woman
the participants viewed and wrote about. One item which did
not make sense in this context was excluded, resulting in a 24-
item scale (α = .89). The excluded items stated: BAccusations
of rape by bar girls, dance hostesses, and prostitutes should be
viewed with suspicion,^ which was irrelevant to the specific
target woman who did not meet these criteria.

Results

T-tests on the human nature and human uniqueness measures
show that our manipulation was effective. The woman in the
control condition was perceived as having greater human na-
ture qualities (M = 5.31, SE = .13) than the same woman in the
sexualized condition (M = 4.85, SE = .14), t(104) = 2.43,
p = .017, d = .48. The same pattern of results was found for
human uniqueness, with the woman in the control condition
perceived as having more human uniqueness qualities (M =
5.20, SE = .12) than the same woman in the sexualized con-
dition (M = 4.69, SE = .15), t(104) = 2.58, p = .011, d = .55.
However, contrary to predictions, no significant mean differ-
ences between conditions were found for the outcome vari-
ables, including the m-ASAI, m-ARVS, or the RBA, ts(104)
< .913, ps > .363.

Pearson’s correlations were computed for all measures and
can be found in Table 4 along with overall descriptive statis-
tics. The left half of Table 5(a) contains the correlations for all
study variables broken down by condition. Additionally, the
difference between each condition’s correlations were tested,
and the significance of these tests can be found in the right half
of Table 5(b). For each cell, we tested whether the strength of
the correlation between variables differed significantly based
on condition (whether a participant saw the control woman or
saw the sexualized woman). We calculated these comparisons
of correlations to explore for more subtle conditional differ-
ences that did not translate into mean group differences that
would be detected by the planned t-tests.

Significant differences were found between the correlations
by condition for human uniqueness on all outcome measures,
including the m-ASAI, m-ARVS, and RBA, such that the
negative correlation between human uniqueness and each out-
come was strengthened when the sexualized woman was
viewed. In other words, when viewing a sexualized woman,
the negative correlation between human uniqueness and each
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sexual aggression-related outcome measure was stronger than
the correlation when viewing the control woman image.
Human nature showed significant differences between corre-
lations by condition on the RBA only, again such that this
negative relationship was stronger when the sexualized wom-
an was viewed.

Discussion

Despite the lack of group mean differences, Study 2 revealed
important differences in correlations based on experimental
condition. These differences between correlations indicate
that when a woman is dressed in everyday clothing, the role
of dehumanization is negligible in whether men report interest
in perpetrating sexual aggression against her. By sharp con-
trast, when women are sexualized, these factors—particularly
attributions of human uniqueness—play a strong role in her
being seen as a potential victim of sexual aggression. This

pattern represents evidence of a relationship between the
sexualization of a target and the likelihood that some men will
show a proclivity to both dehumanize and sexually aggress
against that women.

The role of human uniqueness in driving the effects we
found here, across all the measures of sexual aggression we
examined, is an especially interesting result of our study.
Human uniqueness is the dimension of humanity associated
with distinguishing humans from animals and includes attri-
butions of traits such as intelligence and rationality. Human
nature involves those aspects that are considered essentially—
not exclusively—human, such as emotionality and warmth.
When a person is denied human uniqueness, as was the case
in the results of interest here, they are seen in terms of more
animalistic or bestial traits (animalistic dehumanization).
When denied human nature, people are viewed as cold and
mechanical (mechanistic dehumanization). Because our re-
sults relied heavily on denial of human uniqueness in

Table 4 Descriptive statistics and
correlations, study 2 Correlations

Variable Name M (SD) n (Possible Scores) 1 2 3 4 5

1. Human Nature 5.08 (.99) 106 (1–7) –

2. Human Uniqueness 4.95 (1.03) 106 (1–7) .637** –

3. m-ASAI 1.36 (.44) 106 (1–5) −.338** −.192* –

4. m-ARVS 1.73 (.57) 106 (1–5) −.100 −.348** .368** –

5. RBA 7.14 (4.72) 106 (1–17) −.117 −.070 .320** .240* –

m-ASAI modified Attraction to Sexual Aggression Inventory (measuring rape proclivity), m-ARVS modified
Attitudes toward Rape Victims Scale (measuring unfavorable attitudes toward rape victims)

*p < .05. **p < .01

Table 5 Correlations between
variables by condition and
significance of differences
between correlations by
condition, study 2

(a) Correlations (b) Significance of Difference in
Correlationsa

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 2 3 4 5

1. Human Nature – .695** −.406* −.286** −.319** .170 .563 .103 .043*

2. Human
Uniqueness

.523** – −.399** −.577** −.328* – .042* .021* .005*

3. m-ASAI −.305* −.015 – .357** .469** – .899 .126

4. m-ARVS .032 −.193 .379** – .314* – .429

5. RBA .074 .219 .200 .165 – –

Correlation for the sexualizedWoman Condition are reported above the diagonal of the correlation matrix; for the
control woman condition, below

m-ASAI modified Attraction to Sexual Aggression Inventory (measuring rape proclivity), m-ARVS modified
Attitudes toward Rape Victims Scale (measuring unfavorable attitudes toward rape victims), RBA Rape
Behavior Analogue

*p < .05. **p < .01
a the significance of the difference between the pair of correlations for the Sexualized Woman condition and
Control conditions
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particular, it seems that some men dehumanize potential vic-
tims of sexual aggression in a very specific way, which relies
on seeing them as relatively animal-like. Thus, sexualized
women in particular are seen as less deserving of the concern
and respect attributed to a fully human entity and may be
considered more violable in turn.

General Discussion

In a pair of studies, we examinedwhether dehumanization and
objectification are related to men’s sexual aggression interests
and attitudes toward women in general (Study1), as well as
toward a specific female target (Study 2). Study 1 showed
correlational links between dehumanization and men’s sexual
aggression-related attitudes and interests. Critically, dehuman-
ization mattered despite controlling for a set of additional fac-
tors that could otherwise explain variance in male sexual ag-
gression. The results for objectification, on the other hand,
were unexpected and more sporadic. The results concerning
dehumanization from Study 1 directly informed the predictors
used in Study 2.

Study 2 replicated the correlations concerning dehumani-
zation and extended these results to provide some experimen-
tal evidence of a relationship among attitude and interest fac-
tors, as well as a behavioral analogue of sexual aggression.
Although we did not find the expected mean group differ-
ences, we did find a subtler effect in differences between
strength of correlations. In Study 2 the effects were clearest
when broken down by condition, showing stronger correla-
tions between dehumanization and sexual aggression attitudes
and interests for a sexually objectified woman. Additionally,
we could break down the effect of dehumanization in our
second study, and we found that it seems to be primarily driv-
en by denial of human uniqueness to that woman, especially
when she is sexualized. The effects in both studies appeared to
be most strongly linked with the most heinous forms of sexual
aggression (e.g., rape proclivity).

Taken together in the context of a growing literature on
dehumanization and objectification as they relate to sexual
aggression, our findings genuinely extend our knowledge of
what elements of dehumanization are most relevant to sexu-
ally aggressive attitudes and interests in men, as well as when
these are most likely to be involved in perpetrators’ percep-
tions of women as potential victims. More specifically, this
pair of studies replicates and extends the previously
established knowledge of a role for dehumanization and ob-
jectification (Loughnan et al. 2013; Rudman and Mescher
2012) by introducing additional levels of control that take into
account the literature on sexual aggression as a whole.We also
add novel direct experimental evidence of a causal role of this
set of potential victim attributions in explicit perpetrator ap-
praisals. In other words, most critical to the extension of

scientific knowledge in our work was the level of control we
used in attempting to test the correlational role of dehumani-
zation and objectification as robustly as possible in Study 1,
which was then extended via a data-driven experimental test
of causation in Study 2. By including mechanistic and animal-
istic dehumanization in empirical work on male proclivity
toward sexual aggression, we lend support to intuitive and
theoretical links between these factors (Dworkin and
MacKinnon 1985, 1988; Kelland 2011) and point to directions
for future research and applications for this pressing world-
wide problem.

Limitations

We did not find a consistent relationship between objectifica-
tion as a manifestation of dehumanization, and sexual aggres-
sion. However, the lack of findings for the measure of objec-
tification may relate to the nature of the scale itself more than
the potential role of objectification. Objectification is multi-
faceted, with multiple theoretical conceptualizations
(Fredrickson and Roberts 1997; Nussbaum 1999). Although
widely used, the OOQ only allows for measurement of one
aspect of objectification, which may be less important for
sexual aggression compared with other facets that could be
tapped by different measures. This measure is also typically
used with a particular reference person inmind, which was not
the case in Study 1 here, and hence this may represent an
additional limitation. Given the negative correlations found
between objectification and sexually harassment interest, the
role of objectification should be addressed further in future
research by using a more appropriate measure, perhaps a more
behavioral report, such as the Interpersonal Sexual
Objectification Scale (Davidson et al. 2013; Kozee et al.
2007).

Although our work provides evidence linking dehumani-
zation and sexual aggression, there are several limitations to
these findings that we should acknowledge. In Study 1, we did
have a relatively small sample for powering the tests which
controlled for known correlates of our outcome measures.
Also, in Study 1 we did use a reference woman for the mea-
sures of dehumanization. Although we did this because it is
consistent with how the measures are typically used in other
literature, it may have primed participants to think of this
woman for the remaining measures, in contrast to their un-
primed responding to the measure of objectification.

Additionally, our manipulation in Study 2 failed to elicit
mean group differences. This occurred despite pre-testing our
image stimuli and combining previously successful manipu-
lations (Heflick and Goldenberg 2009; Heflick et al. 2011;
Loughnan et al. 2010; Pacilli et al. 2017). One possibility is
that this was a result of the specific stimuli images we used,
which could represent a limitation of the study’s generalizabil-
ity. Additionally, the present work may be limited by the
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specific cultural (British) and social context (online) in which
it was conducted. Future work could examine alternate ma-
nipulations to explore whether differences in sexual aggres-
sion occur at a mean group differences level as well as
correlationally. A stronger manipulation may be necessary to
elicit mean group differences in future research, and lab or
naturalistic studies should be undertaken to further investigate
this important topic beyond online samples and British men.

Although we did use self-report measures for most mani-
festations of sexual aggression attitudes and interests, evi-
dence from other work (Gidycz et al. 2011b) indicates that
men are often aware of and able to accurately report their
likelihood to engage in these behaviors. Thus, this may not
represent a limitation of the present work in the usual sense.
One particular self-report, our measure of sexual harassment
interest, failed to show any effects when control factors were
included. However, we believe it is unlikely that the failure of
the Likelihood to Sexually Harass scale to relate to dehuman-
ization and objectification was a result of responding in self-
enhancing ways, especially given that results did appear for
the more extreme forms of sexual aggression that we mea-
sured. The measure of sexual harassment interest was limited
in that it specifically informed respondents that there would be
no hypothetical consequences of their actions, but indeed the
failure to find an effect under these circumstances, which
could hypothetically have enhanced scores, may represent
stronger evidence that dehumanization and objectification on-
ly relate to more extreme forms of sexual aggression and not
to more everyday forms of sexual harassment.

Future Directions

Our work provides a necessary and timely foundation for fur-
ther research exploration of these important issues. We fo-
cused on how somemen’s dehumanization and objectification
of women predicts their own sexual aggression. Given that
other men will hold dehumanizing and objectifying beliefs,
and the legitimating behavior of other men is robustly associ-
ated with men’s sexual aggression (Mitchell et al. 2002;
Gidycz et al. 2011a), exploring the social dynamics of dehu-
manization and objectification is an important future direction.
It may well be that men who objectify together, also offend
together—or enable, legitimate, or tolerate others’ offending.
There is tentative evidence for this possibility. We know that
men (and women) who objectify female victims of sexual and
non-sexual violence care about them less (Loughnan et al.
2013; Pacilli et al. 2017). Understanding whether bystander
objectification can precipitate, foster, or hide others’ offending
is an important future direction and could be applied to the
development of interventions and preventions.

Furthermore, research could build more generally toward
understanding whether the effect is altered with the inclusion
of variables that are relevant to the real-world contexts in

which sexual aggression is most likely to occur. One such
variable is alcohol use and misuse, which has a well-
established relationship with sexual aggression broadly (cf.
George and Marlatt 1986; Davis et al. 2006, 2008, 2009)
and which has been shown to be mediated by objectification
(Gervais et al. 2014; Haikalis et al. 2015). Based on this body
of work, adding the role of dehumanization, particularly ani-
malistic dehumanization, to alcohol studies of sexual aggres-
sion could be a fruitful future direction. A second avenue for
research based on Study 2 is to examine whether sexualization
primes (which are so common in the modern world that they
are difficult to avoid) beyond the sexualization of the particu-
lar woman in question are sufficient to activate the relation-
ship between dehumanization and sexual aggression we
showed here. Future work should be specifically designed
with the complexity of real-world contexts and applied uses
in mind.

Practice Implications

By improving our understanding of sexual aggression and the
factors that contribute to its perpetration, our studies have the
potential to aid in the development of more effective preven-
tion efforts and education, as well as to inform interventions
and social policy. One major take-away message from our
work is that although dehumanization and objectification of
women are certainly nasty beliefs to hold and should be elim-
inated in their own right, not all men who hold them will have
an interest in sexual aggression. Indeed, only in certain cir-
cumstances will these factors be related. Our work also points
to the importance of emphasizing women’s particular traits
that relate to humanness, and especially human uniqueness,
when designing efforts in the service of ultimately reducing
sexual aggression perpetration. Additionally, this emphasis
may be especially relevant in either therapeutic or educational
settings when working with men who are known to be at a
high risk of perpetration based on their individual personality
traits such as those factors we used as controls in Study 1.
Furthermore, previous intervention efforts for prevention of
sexual aggression have often relied on bystanders (Banyard
et al. 2003; Coker et al. 2011; Gidycz, et al. 2011a, b), and
incorporating an emphasis on women’s humanness into these
programs could represent a subtler strategy bystanders could
be taught to use to direct the attention of a potential perpetrator
away from acting harmfully.

Conclusion

The present work aimed to contribute to research on the ante-
cedents of violence against women with the ultimate hope of
adding to the growing empirical literature for determining
those individual and social factors that are most related to
men’s endorsement of sexually aggressive attitudes and
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interests. Our pair of studies was successful in this aim by
establishing robust correlational, as well as experimental, ev-
idence of a role of dehumanization in explicit reports of male
sexual aggression attitudes and interests. It is imperative that
we work to reduce male sexual aggression toward women,
and our studies highlight two important, previously under-
examined components: mechanistic and animalistic
dehumanization.
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