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Goodbye to Girlhood
As Pop Culture Targets Ever Younger Girls, Psychologists Worry
About a Premature Focus on Sex and Appearance

By Stacy Weiner
Special to The Washington Post
Tuesday, February 20, 2007; Page HEO1

Ten-year-old girls can slide their low-cut jeans over "eye-candy" panties.

French maid costumes, garter belt included, are available in preteen
sizes. Barbie now comes in a "bling-bling" style, replete with halter top
and go-go boots. And it's not unusual for girls under 12 to sing, "Don't cha
wish your girlfriend was hot like me?"

American girls, say experts, are increasingly being fed a cultural catnip
of products and images that promote looking and acting sexy.

"Throughout U.S. culture, and
particularly in mainstream media,
women and girls are depicted in a
sexualizing manner," declares the
American Psychological
Association's Task Force on the
Sexualization of Girls, in a report
issued Monday. The report
authors, who reviewed dozens of
studies, say such images are found
in virtually every medium, from
TV shows to magazines and from
music videos to the Internet.
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While little research to date has
documented the effect of
sexualized images specifically on
young girls, the APA authors
argue it is reasonable to infer
harm similar to that shown for
those 18 and older; for them,
sexualization has been linked to
"three of the most common mental
health problems of girls and
women: eating disorders, low
self-esteem and depression."
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Said report contributor and
psychologist Sharon Lamb: "I don't
think because we don't have the
research yet on the younger girls
that we can ignore that
[sexualization is] of harm to them.
Common sense would say that, and
part of the reason we wrote the
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Boys, too, face sexualization, the Digg Google
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posed provocatively in Calvin
Klein ads, for example, and boys
with impossibly sculpted abs hawk teen fashion lines. But the authors say
they focused on girls because females are objectified more often.
According to a 1997 study in the journal Sexual Abuse, 85 percent of ads
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that sexualized children depicted girls.

Even influences that are less explicitly erotic often tell girls that who they
are equals how they look and that beauty commands power and attention,
contends Lamb, co-author of "Packaging Girlhood: Rescuing Our
Daughters from Marketers' Schemes" (St. Martin's, 2006). One indicator
that these influences are reaching girls earlier, she and others say: The
average age for adoring the impossibly proportioned Barbie has slid from
preteen to preschool.

When do little girls start wanting to look good for others? "A few years
ago, it was 6 or 7," says Deborah Roffman, a Baltimore-based sex
educator. "I think it begins by 4 now."

While some might argue that today's belly-baring tops are no more risque
than hip huggers were in the '70s, Roffman disagrees. "Kids have always
emulated adult things," she says. "But [years ago] it was, 'That's who I'm
supposed to be as an adult.' It's very different today. The message to
children is, 'You're already like an adult. It's okay for you to be interested
in sex. It's okay for you to dress and act sexy, right now.' That's an
entirely different frame of reference."

It's not just kids' exposure to sexuality that worries some experts; it's the
kind of sexuality they're seeing. "The issue is that the way marketers and
media present sexuality is in a very narrow way," says Lamb. "Being a
sexual person isn't about being a pole dancer," she chides. "This is a sort
of sex education girls are getting, and it's a misleading one."

Clothes Encounters

Liz Guay says she has trouble finding clothes she considers appropriate
for her daughter Tanya, age 8. Often, they're too body-hugging. Or too
low-cut. Or too short. Or too spangly.

Then there are the shoes: Guay says last time she visited six stores before
finding a practical, basic flat. And don't get her started on earrings.
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