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Why do people sometimes view others as objects rather than complete persons? We propose that when peo-
ple desire successful interactions with others, yet feel uncertain about their ability to navigate others' subjec-
tivity, they downplay others' subjective attributes, focusing instead on their concrete attributes. This account
suggests that objectification represents a response to uncertainty about one's ability to successfully interact
with others distinct from: instrumentalizing others in response to power; dehumanizing others in response
to threat; and simplifying others in response to general uncertainty. Supporting this account: When uncer-
tainty about navigating women's subjectivity was salient, men showed increased sexual objectification to
the extent that they desired successful interactions with women (Study 1) and were primed to view such in-
teractions as self-esteem relevant (Study 2). In a workplace scenario, participants made uncertain about their
managerial ability felt less confident about their ability to navigate employees' subjectivity and, consequent-
ly, role-objectified employees (Study 3).

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Objectification refers to the tendency to think about and treat an
individual more like an object or a commodity than a person. In the
sexual realm, objectification occurs whenever people (typically
women) are reduced to or treated as a body, body parts, or sexual
functions, independent of the characteristics of their personality and
experience (Bartky, 1990). Similarly, in the workplace, objectification
occurs whenever workers are valued in terms of attributes that con-
tribute to workplace goals rather than the qualities that make up
the rest of their personality (Marx, 1867/1976).

Being objectified has negative consequences for the individual. For
example, a large body of research shows that sexually objectifying
experiences (e.g., having body parts leered at, encountering media
that spotlights women's bodies) coax women into taking an external
vantage point on their physical appearance, and this state of self-
objectification generates shame, usurps mental energy, and contrib-
utes to depression, sexual dysfunction, and eating disorders (Moradi
& Huang, 2008; Quinn, Chaudoir, & Kallen, 2011; Tiggemann, 2011).
Also, when women are regarded narrowly in terms of their physical
appearance, they are perceived more like an object: cold, incompe-
tent, and without morality (Heflick & Goldenberg, 2009; Heflick,
Goldenberg, Cooper, & Puvia, 2011).

Given these consequences, a scientific understanding of the fac-
tors that cause perceivers to objectify is critical. Relevant insights
are provided by objectification theory, theoretical accounts of the
psychology of social power, and perspectives on threat avoidance. In
this article we introduce a novel theory that complements prior the-
orizing by delineating an unexaminedmechanism underlying objecti-
fication. In brief, we posit that when people seek personal value from
positive relations with others, but feel uncertain about their ability to
navigate others' subjectivity, they may compensate for that uncer-
tainty by downplaying other people's subjective attributes. We artic-
ulate this theory and specify how it builds on, but goes substantially
beyond, prior theorizing. We use key points of theoretical contrast
to derive novel hypotheses regarding antecedents, moderators, and
mediators of objectification, and we test those hypotheses in three
studies.

Prior theory and research on the causes of objectification

The majority of social psychological and sociological research on
objectification examines women's self-objectification from the per-
spective of objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).
According to this theory, women in modern Westernized societies
are socialized by popular culture to habitually view themselves from
an external perspective, which emphasizes and appraises their sexual
characteristics. This leads them to self-objectify, viewing and treating
themselves as objects to be evaluated on the basis of sexualized phys-
ical characteristics.
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On this account, men objectify women for the same reason that
women self-objectify: they are socialized into a cultural milieu that
values women primarily for their physical appearance and teaches
them that it is normative to view women's sexual parts or functions
as capable of representing women. This account is supported by cor-
relational and experimental evidence that men's objectification of
women is positively associated with their endorsement of cultural
beauty standards and their exposure to sexualizing media and sexual-
ized female targets (Gurung & Chrouser, 2007; Kistler & Lee, 2010;
Peter & Valkenburg, 2007; Swami et al., 2010; Ward, Merriwether, &
Caruthers, 2006).

The role of instrumentality
For objectification theory, the cultural milieu that teaches men to

objectify women is not an arbitrary set of values and norms; rather,
it stems from a broader sexist ideology that entitles men to view
women as objects that they can use for their personal gain, particular-
ly for the purposes of attaining sexual pleasure, or maintaining their
advantaged social and economic status (Bartky, 1990). At a more fun-
damental level, objectification theory simply posits that, as an out-
come of these sexist ideologies or power goals, culture entrains men
and women to view women as objects rather than actors; as things
to which actions are done, rather than “doers” themselves (Berger,
1972; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). In this way, objectification theory
traces sexual objectification to the perception of others' instrumentality:
viewing others as tools for one's own (or at least someone else's) pur-
poses and thus ignoring subjective attributes of targets that are irrele-
vant to those purposes (Nussbaum, 1999).

Research into the psychology of power brings into stronger relief
the link between instrumentality and objectification, both within
and outside the sexual realm. Previous research has established
that feelings of power motivate personal goal pursuit (Keltner,
Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). According to Gruenfeld, Inesi,
Magee, and Galinsky (2008), this increased motivation to pursue
goals encourages a more instrumental treatment of others, whereby
those others are viewed as mere tools or obstacles between the emp-
owered individual and his or her goals. Gruenfeld et al. (2008) sup-
port this claim in a series of studies showing that experimentally
increased feelings of power caused participants to think of targets
in terms of their usefulness for goal pursuit rather than in terms
that recognize their subjectivity.

Threat accounts
Whereas instrumentality accounts explain objectification as the re-

sult of empowered individuals viewing others as means to achieving
personal goals, other theoretical accounts posit that objectification
serves to protect the perceiver against threatening cognitions. One
such account holds that objectification is a means by which people der-
ogate disliked or otherwise threatening targets. By denying that targets
possess the psychological characteristics that would make them fully
human, such as a unique point of view, perceivers attempt to down-
grade targets' moral worth. Consistent with this account, men who
are high, but not low, in hostile sexism show decreased activation in
the medial prefrontal cortex when thinking about sexualized female
targets, but not non-sexualized female targets or male targets (Cikara,
Eberhardt, & Fiske, 2011). This brain region is strongly associated with
the capacity to see other people as subjects with their own point of
view, suggesting that sexist men are less apt to recognize sexualized
females as whole persons.

This account highlights the affinity between objectification and
infrahumanization — denying individuals or groups psychological
characteristics thought to constitute the uniquely “human essence”
(Leyens et al., 2000). Relevant studies show that people disregard in-
formation implying that members of disliked outgroups experience
the full range of human emotions (Demoulin et al., 2004) and avoid
outgroup members who express themselves in terms of uniquely

human emotions (Vaes, Paladino, Castelli, Leyens, & Giovanazzi,
2003). Infrahumanization research suggests that objectification can
result from perceivers' effort to derogate targets, independent of tar-
gets' perceived usefulness for achieving proximal goals.

A second threat account integrates objectification theory and terror
management theory to posit that men's objectification of women
stems from men's deeply rooted concerns with mortality (Goldenberg
& Roberts, 2004, 2011). According to this view, men are uneasy about
aspects of women's bodies because they threaten to make evident
their own animal, and thusmortal, nature. Indeed, reminders of mortal-
ity heighten men's negative reactions to women who exemplify the
creaturely nature of the body: womenwho are pregnant, menstruating,
or breast-feeding (Cox, Goldenberg, Arndt, & Pyszczynski, 2007;
Goldenberg & Roberts, 2011). Viewing women narrowly as idealized
objects of beauty, femininity, or sexual appeal (and rejecting women
who seem to fall short of those ideals) helps men to disguise the fact
that we humans are animals and therefore mortal.

Although unique, these prior threat accounts share the notion that
objectification represents a defensive response to threat. By reducing
or eliminating targets' subjectivity and thus humanity, perceivers at-
tempt to minimize the threat that targets pose to their perceived su-
periority, cultural worldview, or buffer against mortality concerns.

Subjectivity uncertainty theory

We introduce a novel theory of the causes of objectification meant
to complement, rather than replace, the lines of theorizing just
reviewed. Subjectivity uncertainty theory (SUT) synthesizes and for-
malizes Becker's (1964) and Dewey's (1958) analyses of interperson-
al transactions, and takes as its starting point the proposition that
people earn and maintain a feeling of self-esteem in large part by per-
ceiving themselves as capable of positively relating to others. As a
corollary, positively relating to others typically requires that individ-
uals effectively navigate – that is, know, predict, and control – others'
subjectivity, defined as their mental states (e.g., beliefs, goals, judg-
ments) and idiosyncratic personality characteristics.

SUT's second proposition is that effectively navigating others' sub-
jectivity is a difficultmatter because others' mental states and personal-
ity characteristics are not directly observable (difficult to know), they
are constantly shifting and occasionally contradictory (difficult to
predict), and they are not always influenced by one's actions in desired
ways (difficult to control). Focusing on these difficulties can increase
perceivers' subjectivity uncertainty — that is, uncertainty about their
ability to effectively navigate others’ subjectivity and, ultimately, their
ability to relate to others in ways that affirm their personal value.

SUT posits that objectification can serve as a strategy for compen-
sating for subjectivity uncertainty. More specifically, perceivers can
avoid the threat of subjectivity uncertainty by downplaying the sub-
jective attributes perceived as difficult to navigate and focusing in-
stead on others' concrete attributes that are perceived as relatively
easier to navigate.

SUT stands to make three significant contributions to objectifica-
tion theory and research. First, SUT offers a provocative explanation
of objectification. Whereas it would seem that focusing perceivers
on targets' subjectivity should make those targets difficult if not im-
possible to reduce to concrete attributes, SUT yields the hypothesis
that this focus can arouse subjectivity uncertainty and thus trigger
compensatory downplaying of targets' subjective attributes.1

Second, because SUT posits a general mechanism underlying objec-
tification, it stands to provide a unified explanation of objectification as

1 This perspective suggests another counterintuitive possibility: Perceivers' desire to
positively relate to others can, ironically, lead them to think about and treat others in a
way that likely harms their interpersonal relations. We revisit this latter possibility in
the General Discussion; for now we focus on testing whether perceivers use objectifi-
cation to compensate for subjectivity uncertainty.
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it manifests variously across different interpersonal contexts. With re-
gard to causal antecedents, SUT allows us to predict that perceivers
will objectify targets in any context where they desire to successfully
relate to targets yet feel uncertainty about their ability to navigate tar-
gets' subjectivity. With regard to the type of objectification, SUT allows
us to predict that perceivers under subjectivity uncertaintywill focus on
a range of concrete attributes seen as representing targets, including
often-studied appearance-related attributes, but also occupational
roles or quantitative indices of value (e.g., IQ, salary, number of scholarly
publications). To illustrate SUT's broad explanatory scope, we designed
the current studies to test SUT-derived hypotheses in the context of ex-
amining both sexual objectification (Studies 1 and 2) and workplace
role objectification (Study 3).

A third advantage of SUT is that it yields novel hypotheses regard-
ing the antecedents, moderators, and mediators of objectification that
could not be easily derived from prior theorizing. To illustrate SUT's
generativity, in the next section we compare SUT to prior theoretical
accounts, using key points of contrast to formulate novel hypotheses.

Comparing SUT with instrumentality accounts

SUT stands apart from objectification theory because it posits a
general mechanism underlying objectification both within and out-
side the sexual realm, and because it holds that objectification is not
exclusively the result of men's indoctrination into a patriarchal
worldview that fosters instrumental conceptions of women. In this
way, SUT can be used to predict when both men and women will ob-
jectify targets independent of the targets' sex or the salience of sexu-
alizing media and other agents of socialization.

SUT adds further dimensions to the posited role of instrumentality
in objectification. SUT shares with objectification theory and power
accounts the broad notion that perceivers often objectify others in
order to facilitate the achievement of some desired goal. However,
SUT uniquely emphasizes perceivers' motivation to secure personal
value through effective interpersonal interaction, a goal that requires
navigating others' subjective states. In this way, SUT uniquely ex-
plains why people can be threatened by uncertainty about their abil-
ity to navigate other's subjectivity and respond with efforts to reduce
that uncertainty. On the basis of SUT, then, we hypothesize that in-
creasing subjectivity uncertainty will cause perceivers to downplay
targets' subjective attributes. Prior instrumentality accounts would
likely hypothesize the opposite effect: when perceivers are focused
on uncertainties surrounding goal pursuit (rather than feeling emp-
owered to pursue their goals), they will feel less liberated to treat
others as mere tools for their personal gain.

Comparing SUT with threat accounts

SUT and the threat accounts discussed above share the broad notion
that objectification can serve as a strategy for alleviating a psychological
threat by denying targets' subjectivity. However, SUT posits a unique
threat – namely, felt uncertainty about one's own efficacy – and there-
fore uniquely explains why objectification may occur in the absence of
negative attitudes toward targets or the salience of mortality. Based
on this contrast, we predicted that objectification in response to subjec-
tivity uncertainty would not be associated with a negative global atti-
tude toward targets, and that this effect would remain statistically
significant when controlling for any negative global attitude. We tested
this prediction in all the current studies.

Our account further distinguishes objectification as a hostile or derog-
atory response to targets and objectification as a compensatory response
to subjectivity uncertainty. Specifically, SUT yields the hypothesis that
the more people desire positive relations with others, yet feel uncertain
about their ability to effectively understand and control people at a sub-
jective level, the more likely they are to compensate for that uncertainty

by downplaying targets' subjective attributes and focusing instead on
concrete attributes.

We assessed this hypothesis in two studies designed to test
whether men's desire for positive relations with women moderates
the effect of subjectivity uncertainty on men's tendency to view
women in terms of the characteristics of their physical appearance
rather than their subjective attributes. In Study 1 we predicted that
when men were primed with uncertainty (versus certainty) about
how to interact successfully with women, their dispositional motiva-
tion to seek positive relations with women would predict their objec-
tification of women. We also predicted that this effect would be
driven by men's motivation to relate positively to women in particu-
lar, and not by their desire to relate positively to other people more
generally. To test this, we measured men's motivation to relate posi-
tively to other men, and we tested whether it predicted objectifica-
tion of women when uncertainty about successfully interacting with
women was salient (we predicted no such interaction).

Study 2 builds on Study 1 by experimentally manipulating men's
perceptions of the relevance of positive relations with women to
their self-esteem. We predicted that focusing men on the role of
women's subjectivity in heterosexual relationships would increase
men's objectification of women, particularly when men were primed
with the relevance of maintaining positive relations with women for
their self-esteem. This prediction would not easily follow from ac-
counts that view objectification as a hostile or derogatory response
to women.

Comparing SUT with uncertainty management theory

SUT complements not only prior theorizing on objectification, but
also work on the psychology of uncertainty. According to uncertainty
management theory (McGregor, Zanna, Holmes, & Spencer, 2001; van
den Bos, 2009), uncertainty about important aspects of the self is an
aversive state that people are motivated to reduce by means of affir-
ming definite and reliable conceptions of the world and oneself, usu-
ally operationalized as increased conviction in one's ideology and
defense of cultural norms. We are unaware of any formal attempts
to apply UMT to explain objectification. However, there is evidence
that people who are dispositionally high in preference for clear
knowledge, or under conditions (e.g., time pressure) known to in-
crease preference for clear knowledge, are more likely to deploy sim-
ple, stereotyped representations of others (Kruglanski & Freund,
1983; Neuberg & Newsom, 1993; Van Knippenberg, Djiksterhaus, &
Vermeulen, 1999). Extrapolating from this work, it is plausible that
the objectification effects hypothesized by SUT are not specifically
caused by subjectivity uncertainty, but are the result of a compensa-
tory preference for simple representations of others in response to
general uncertainty.

We will not address this issue by attempting to draw a firm con-
ceptual distinction between the outcomes of objectification and pref-
erence for simple representations of others. We assume that most
instances of simplification, including stereotyping, will resemble ob-
jectification insofar as perceivers focus on easily observable charac-
teristics of targets more so than on attributes of their private,
dynamic, and idiosyncratic subjectivity. Likewise, in most cases objec-
tified targets are perceived in simpler (versus more complex) terms.

Instead, we compare these theoretical perspectives at the level of
antecedents, moderators, and mediating variables. First, as discussed
earlier, SUT yields the hypothesis that priming subjectivity uncertain-
ty will increase target objectification particularly when perceivers de-
sire to positively relate with targets. This hypothesis does not follow
from UMT. Therefore, if this hypothesis is supported by the results
of Studies 1 and 2, we will have increased confidence that the mech-
anism proposed by SUT to underlie objectification is unique from the
uncertainty avoidance mechanism proposed by UMT.

1236 M.J. Landau et al. / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 48 (2012) 1234–1246
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Furthermore, SUT and UMT differ in their portrayal of uncertainty.
UMT offers a very general portrayal according to which uncertainty
about virtually any self-relevant event is aversive and elicits compen-
satory efforts to bolster certainty, even in unrelated domains. Studies
inspired by this perspective show, in fact, that arousing uncertainty
about the self increases conviction on unrelated social issues
(McGregor et al., 2001). From the perspective of UMT, arousing sub-
jectivity uncertainty may produce defensive reactions not because
there is something uniquely challenging about the prospect of navi-
gating targets' subjectivity, but rather because targets' subjectivity is
one of many stimuli that arouse uncertainty.

To assess the merits of this alternative explanation, current Study
1 tests the hypothesis that men will show increased objectification of
women particularly in response to salient uncertainty about navigat-
ing women's subjectivity, and not when primed with uncertainty
about navigating other people's subjectivity in general. To test this
hypothesis, we included a comparison condition in which men were
primed with the difficulties of interacting with other men at a subjec-
tive level. We did not expect men in this condition to show increased
objectification of women.

Study 2 provides an additional test of the alternative possibility
that our hypothesized effects simply represent a response to uncer-
tainty about others in general. We included in this study a compari-
son condition in which men were primed to think about how
women's subjectivity influences their relations with other women. If
objectification simply reflects a general strategy for simplifying repre-
sentations of targets – that is, in the absence of any motive to posi-
tively relate to targets – then men in this condition should show
increased objectification. If, however, our present account is correct
in positing that men's objectification of women is specifically in re-
sponse to the perception that women's subjectivity influences their
(men's) ability to positively relate to women, then we should observe
no increase in objectification among men primed with uncertainty
surrounding female–female relations. If the results of Studies 1 and
2 support predictions, they would suggest that objectification does
not simply reflect a general strategy for minimizing uncertainty, but
rather serves as a means of adjusting representations of targets spe-
cifically when those targets' subjectivity is perceived as difficult to
manage and as undermining one's own prospect of positively relating
to those targets.

SUT and UMT can be further distinguished at the level of mediat-
ing variables. Based on UMT, we would predict that priming uncer-
tainty about important aspects of the self will heighten people's
concern about their ability to effectively navigate all aspects of the
relevant performance, and this generalized concern will predict ob-
jectification, presumably as a means of simplifying target representa-
tions. In contrast, SUT yields more specific predictions: priming
uncertainty about one's ability to positively relate to targets will
heighten people's concern specifically with their ability to effectively
navigate targets' subjectivity, and not with their ability to navigate
subjectivity-unrelated aspects of the performance; furthermore, this
concern with navigating subjectivity should mediate the effect of
priming ability uncertainty on objectification, whereas concern with
one's ability to handle subjectivity-unrelated aspects of the perfor-
mance should not play a mediating role.

We tested these predictions in Study 3. We manipulated partici-
pants' uncertainty that, as managers in a workplace, they would be
able to positively relate with their employees. We then measured
their concern that they will be able to effectively navigate their em-
ployees' subjective attributes as well as subjectivity-unrelated (albeit
no less complex) aspects of themanager position. Finally, wemeasured
the extent to which participants preferred to view employees only in
terms of their role in the workplace. If priming uncertainty about suc-
cessfully interacting with others threatens perceived personal efficacy
in general, then both subjectivity-related and subjectivity-unrelated
concerns should mediate the effect of priming ability uncertainty on

role objectification. If, however, participants' uncertainty about their
ability to successfully interact with others increases role objectification
indirectly by heightening concern specifically with one's ability to nav-
igate others' subjectivity, as SUT posits, then only that concern should
play a mediating role.

Study 1

Study 1 provides an initial test of our hypothesis that priming sub-
jectivity uncertainty – again, uncertainty about one's ability to navi-
gate others' subjectivity – increases objectification. The context for
this study is men's objectification of women in terms of their physical
appearance.

Study 1 was also designed to provide evidence that the mecha-
nism proposed by SUT to underlie objectification is psychologically
distinct from the mechanisms proposed by other theoretical accounts.
As discussed, prior threat accounts posit that objectification is a de-
rogatory response to threatening targets. SUT posits, in contrast,
then when people desire positive interpersonal interactions, yet are
uncertain about how to navigate others' subjectivity, they compen-
sate by downplaying others' subjective attributes. We therefore
predicted that when men are primed with subjectivity uncertainty
(versus certainty) about their relations with women, their disposi-
tional desire to positively relate to women would predict their objec-
tification of women. This prediction does not follow from prior threat
accounts.

To assess the alternative possibility that this interaction is due to
men's desire for positive interpersonal relations in general, rather
than their desire to positively relate to the targets of subjectivity un-
certainty in particular, as we hypothesize, we measured men's desire
to positively relate to other men and tested whether it moderated the
effect of priming subjectivity uncertainty on objectification of women
(we expected it would not).

Comparing SUTwith prior threat accounts yields distinct predictions
at the level of outcome variables aswell. If, as SUT claims, objectification
in response to subjectivity uncertainty can occur independent of derog-
atory responses to threatening targets, then our predictor variables
should not lead men to hold a more negative global attitude toward
women.

Study 1 also tests diverging predictions based on the comparison
of SUT to UMT. Based on SUT we hypothesize that objectification oc-
curs specifically in response to subjectivity uncertainty, whereas UMT
yields the hypothesis that the salience of uncertainty in general pro-
mpts perceivers to simplify their representations of targets. There-
fore, we included a condition in which men were primed with
uncertainty about their ability to navigate men's subjectivity. If the
objectification of female targets in response to primed subjectivity
uncertainty is merely a generalized reaction to uncertainty salience,
then we would expect men to objectify women to the same extent
in response to primed subjectivity uncertainty with relation to both
women and other men. However, if our analysis is correct in charac-
terizing men's objectification of women as a response to uncertainty
about their ability to positively relate to women, then priming subjec-
tivity uncertainty with relation to other men should not increase ob-
jectification of women.

Our approach to measuring objectification warrants separate men-
tion. In the objectification theory literature, women's self-objectification
and men's objectification of women are often measured with versions
of Noll and Fredrickson's (1998) Self-Objectification Questionnaire
(SOQ), which assesses the prioritizing of certain physical attributes
(appearance-related attributes; e.g., “sex appeal”) over others
(competence-related attributes; e.g., “physical coordination”). The de-
sign of this measure is broadly consistent with our conception of objec-
tification as a relative prioritization of physical, sexual characteristics.
However, based on our analysis we sought tomeasuremore specifically
men's tendency to downplay women's subjective attributes. The SOQ is
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suboptimal for this purpose because it assesses the perceived relative
importance of different attributes that are all ultimately physical. There-
fore, as described inmore detail in theMethod section, wemodified the
SOQ to assess men's ranking of women's appearance-related attributes
and their subjective attributes.

Method

A total of 57 heterosexualmen enrolled in undergraduate psychology
courses participated as partial fulfillment of a course requirement. Of
these, 4 failed to complete all measures. The data from these participants
were excluded from our analysis, leaving a final sample of 53. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: uncertainty-
with-women vs. certainty-with-women vs. uncertainty-with-men. Disposi-
tional motivation to positively relate towomen andmen constituted our
moderating variables of interest, and objectification and liking ofwomen
served as our dependent measures of interest.

Participants completed an online survey distributed through
Qualtrics, a service for online data collection. As a cover story, the ma-
terials were described as a survey of people's perceptions of gender
dynamics in social life.

Motivation to positively relate to women and men

In an initial questionnaire purported to assess personality, and em-
bedded in neutral filler questions, was a single item assessing partici-
pants' motivation to positively relate to women: “I am personally
interested in having positive interactions with the women I meet”
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). Actual scores ranged from 4
to 7 (Mgrand=6.32, SD=.67). Although actual scores were all above
the scale's midpoint, the distribution was not significantly skewed
(skewness statistic=−.49, SE of skewness=.33). Participants also
responded to a single item assessing their motivation to positively re-
late to othermen: “I ampersonally interested in having positive interac-
tions with the other men I meet.” Actual scores ranged from 3 to 7
(Mgrand=5.57, SD=1.20, skewness statistic=−.54, SE skewness=.33).
Not surprisingly, scores on the two items (i.e., positively relate to
women/men) were positively and significantly correlated (r=.37,
n=53, pb .01). Nevertheless, we predicted that desire to positively relate
to women would moderate the effect of the subjectivity uncertainty
prime, whereas desire to positively relate to other men would not.

Subjectivity uncertainty manipulation

Participants were then randomly assigned to complete one of
three short essay questions, ostensibly intended to gauge how they
interact with people of either the same or opposite gender. The
essay prompt to which participants responded constituted our sub-
jectivity uncertainty manipulation. In the uncertainty-with-women
condition, participants were instructed to recall and write about “a
time in the past when you approached a woman you were attracted
to, but weren't sure how to interact with” and to “describe some un-
certainties you have about how to interact successfully with women.”
In the certainty-with-women condition, participants were instructed to
recall and write about “a time in the past when you approached a
woman you were attracted to, and you felt very confident interacting
with her” and to “describe some certainties you have about how to in-
teract successfully with women.” Finally, in the uncertainty-with-men
condition, participants were instructed to recall and write about “a
time in the past when you approached another man you thought
seemed friendly, but you weren't sure how to interact with him”

and to “describe some uncertainties you have about how to interact
successfully with other men.”

Objectification and liking measures

Participants then completed a modified version of the SOQ (Noll &
Fredrickson, 1998). This questionnaire asked participants to rank the
relative importance of different attributes in determining how they
think about women in general. Specifically, participants were asked
to rank the relative importance of six appearance-related attributes
(e.g., “sex appeal”) used in the original SOQ and six new subjective at-
tributes (skills, education, religious beliefs, hobbies, career interests,
music preferences). Participants ranked each attribute on lines, with
the top line indicating “most impact” on how they think about
women in general, and the bottom line indicating “least impact.”
Scores were computed by summing the ranks of the appearance-
related and subjective attributes separately and computing a differ-
ence score. Possible scores ranged from−36 to 36, with higher scores
indicating greater objectification in the sense of relative downplaying
of subjective attributes versus appearance-related attributes.

Participants also answered a single item assessing their global
attitude towards women: “Most women are likeable” (1=strongly dis-
agree, 7=strongly agree). Actual scores ranged from 2 to 7 and were
normally distributed (Mgrand=5.04, SD=1.10, skewness statistic=
−.62, SE skewness=.33).

Results

Objectification

We predicted that when uncertainty about interacting with women
was salient, men's dispositional motivation to positively relate to
women would predict objectification. We recoded the three subjectivity
uncertainty conditions into two dummy-coded variables representing,
with reference to the uncertainty-with-women condition, the certainty-
with-women comparison and the uncertainty-with-men comparison.
The interaction between dispositional motivation to positively relate to
women and subjectivity uncertainty condition predicting objectification
was tested as the change in R2 for the step of the analysis including
two interaction terms: dispositional motivation×the first dummy code
(uncertainty-with-women vs. certainty-with-women conditions); dispo-
sitional motivation×the second dummy code (uncertainty-with-women
vs. uncertainty-with-men conditions). On Step 1 of the analysis, we
entered dispositional motivation scores (continuous and centered)
and the two aforementioned dummy-coded variables. In Step 2 we
entered the aforementioned terms representing the dispositional
motivation×subjectivity uncertainty condition interaction.

This analysis returned nomain effects for the terms representing dis-
positional motivation or subjectivity uncertainty condition (tsb .40). The
inclusion of the interaction terms in Step 2 contributed significantly
to our ability to account for variance in objectification, ΔR2=.14,
F(2, 47)=3.94, p=.03. We then separately analyzed the interaction
terms. The interaction term representing dispositional motivation×
uncertainty-with-women vs. certainty-with-women conditions was
significant, β=−.61, SE=7.14, t(47)=2.57, p=.01. We plotted
this interaction in Fig. 1 at one standard deviation above and below
the centered motivation mean (Aiken & West, 1991). Simple slopes
analyses indicated that, as predicted, dispositional motivation to pos-
itively relate to women was positively and significantly associated
with objectification in the uncertainty-with-women condition,
β=.71, SE=5.80, t(49)=2.42, p=.02. In contrast, dispositional mo-
tivation did not predict objectification in the certainty-with-women
condition, β=−.22, SE=4.29, t(49)=1.00, p=.32.

The interaction term representing dispositional motivation×
uncertainty-with-women vs. uncertainty-with-men conditions was
also significant, β=−.55, SE=7.48, t(47)=2.50, p=.02. Dispositional
motivation to positively relate to women did not predict objectification
in the uncertainty-with-men condition, β=−.24, SE=4.94, t(49)=
.94, p=.35.
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Also as predicted, among participants high in dispositional motiva-
tion to relate positively to women (1 SD above the centered motivation
mean), the predicted mean of objectification in the uncertainty-with-
women condition was significantly higher compared to the predicted
means in the certainty-with-women condition (β=−.64, SE=7.92,
t(27)=2.35, p=.03) and the uncertainty-with-men condition (β=
−.53, SE=6.17, t(32)=2.21, p=.04).

Comparison of the predicted means at 1 SD below the centered
mean indicated that, among participants low in dispositional motiva-
tion to relate positively to women, objectification in the uncertainty-
with-women condition was statistically equivalent to objectification in
the certainty-with-women condition (β=.29, SE=7.34, t(27)=1.16,
p=.26), and marginally lower than objectification in the uncertainty-
with-men condition (β=.54, SE=7.15, t(32)=1.97, p=.06).

Submitting objectification scores to a similar hierarchical regres-
sion analysis, but using dispositional motivation to positively relate
to other men as the continuous predictor, revealed no significant ef-
fects on men's objectification of women (βsb |.19|, tsb1.00, ps≥ .56).

Liking

We submitted scores on the item “Most women are likeable” to the
same hierarchical regression analysis. As expected, neither the main ef-
fects nor the interaction terms reached significance (βsb |.33|, tsb1.44,
ps≥ .16). Furthermore, when controlling for self-reported attitude to-
wards women, the addition of the interaction terms continued to signif-
icantly add to our ability to predict objectification (ΔR2=.13, F(2, 46)=
3.41, p=.04), and the two interaction terms, simple slope for disposi-
tional motivation to positively relate to women in the uncertainty-
with-women condition, and the comparison of predicted means at
high levels of motivation all remained statistically significant (psb .02).

Discussion

When men focused on their uncertainty about how to interact
successfully with women, their dispositional motivation to positively
relate to women predicted their objectification of women. By con-
trast, men's dispositional motivation to positively relate to women
did not predict objectification when they focused on their certainty
about how to interact successfully with women, or their uncertainty
about how to interact successfully with other men. These results sup-
port the hypothesis, uniquely derived from SUT, that people objectify
targets in part because they are motivated to positively relate to tar-
gets but are uncertain about their ability to navigate aspects of tar-
gets' subjectivity; as a result, they downplay targets' subjective
attributes and focus instead on their concrete attributes.

The results of Study 1 are not likely to be due to a generalmotivation
to relate positively to others, since men's self-reported motivation to
positively relate to other men did not interact with subjectivity uncer-
tainty condition to predict objectification of women. Also, these results
are not likely to be due to a desire to reduce general uncertainty, since
men led to focus on their uncertainty about how to interact successfully
with men did not respond by objectifying women more.

We observed no interactive effects of our predictor variables on
men's global attitude towards women. It is therefore unlikely that
the salience of uncertainty about how to successfully interact with
women made salient how women can be cold or rejecting toward
men. Moreover, the predicted effects of subjectivity uncertainty
remained significant even after controlling for men's global attitude
towards women. This suggests that the observed increase in objecti-
fication is not merely an aggressive reaction to a perceived threat to
participants' self-esteem.

Although the results of Study 1 provide support for SUT's account
of objectification, they are limited by the fact that we measured, rath-
er than manipulated, men's motivation to seek positive relations with
women, thus leaving open the possibility that our results were due to
some other individual difference variable, such as endorsement of
masculinity norms, which may place a greater emphasis on interac-
tions with women. To address this possibility, in Study 2 we sought
more direct evidence for the role played by motivation to interact
successfully with targets by manipulating whether men view positive
relations with women to be crucial to the maintenance of their self-
esteem.

Study 2

Study 2 provided a further test of whether men objectify women
more after focusing on uncertainty about how to navigate women's
subjectivity, and furthermore tested whether this effect is moderated
by priming men with the relevance of positive male–female relations
for their self-esteem. In this way we built on Study 1, where we mea-
sured, rather than manipulated, men's motivation to seek positive in-
teractions with women. To manipulate self-esteem relevance, we had
some men read an essay that primed the importance of maintaining
positive relations with women in determining self-esteem, while
other men read a parallel essay that primed the importance of
maintaining positive male–male friendships for self-esteem. We
predicted that subjectivity uncertainty would increase objectification
only when men were primed with the importance of relating to
women for their self-esteem. This prediction does not follow from
prior threat accounts or UMT.

To manipulate subjectivity uncertainty, we had men read an arti-
cle portraying women in one of three ways: difficult to navigate in
their relations with men; simple to navigate in their relations with
men; and difficult to navigate in their relations with other women.
We included the last condition to test whether the hypothesized ef-
fect was due specifically to focusing on how women's subjectivity
complicates their relations with men, as we claim, and not on
women's subjectivity in general. In this way Study 2 provides an ad-
ditional crucial test of SUT and UMT, since the latter yields the predic-
tion that the salience of uncertain aspects of targets, regardless of the
relevance of those aspects to the self, would prompt compensatory
objectification as a means of simplifying one's representation of
targets.

Rather than using a modified SOQ scale as in Study 1, we measured
objectification by asking participants to directly indicate how much
they think about women in terms of their physical characteristics rela-
tive to their personalities. This allowed us to provide converging evi-
dence for our broad hypothesis using a simpler, more straightforward
measure of objectification. To further test our claim that objectification
does not represent a hostile response to women, we again measured
men's global attitude towards women and examined any possible
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Fig. 1. Men's objectification of women as a function of subjectivity uncertainty condi-
tion and dispositional motivation to positively relate to women (1 SD±centered
mean; Study 1). Note: Scale ranged from −36 to 36, with higher scores indicating
greater objectification of women.
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effects of our independent variables on global attitude (we expected
none).

Method

A total of 87 heterosexual men enrolled in undergraduate psychol-
ogy courses participated as partial fulfillment of a course require-
ment. Of these, 3 failed to complete all measures and 5 were non-
native English speakers who reported difficulty understanding the
materials. The data from these 8 participants were excluded from
our analysis, leaving a final N of 79. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of six conditions in a 2 (self-esteem relevance of
male–female relations: high vs. low)×3 (subjectivity uncertainty:
male–female relations uncertainty vs. male–female relations certain-
ty vs. female–female relations uncertainty) between-subjects factori-
al design, with objectification and liking of women serving as our
dependent measures of interest.

In private cubicles, participants completed all materials on a com-
puter using a program designed with MediaLab software (Jarvis,
2004). As a cover story, the materials were described as a survey of
people's perceptions of gender dynamics in social life.

Self-esteem relevance manipulation

The self-esteem relevance manipulation followed measures of
basic demographic information. Participants were instructed to read
an essay, ostensibly excerpted from a credible online news magazine,
on the topic of men's lifestyles. In the high self-esteem relevance condi-
tion, the essay described how positive relationships with women are
an essential factor in determining men's self-esteem. The essay ar-
gued that men who are able to form and maintain successful relation-
ships with women are happier, more self-confident, and are more
satisfied with their lives. In the low self-esteem relevance condition,
the essay emphasized the crucial importance of maintaining positive
relationships with other men for men's self-esteem. This essay argued
that it is men's ability to form and maintain successful friendships
with other men that determines their level of happiness, confidence,
and life satisfaction. The essays used in both conditions were fabricat-
ed by the experimenters, matched in length and style, and equally
emphasized the importance of interpersonal relationships for men's
overall self-esteem. Efforts were taken to enhance the essays' appar-
ent legitimacy, and no participants expressed suspicions about the
materials.

As a manipulation check to assess the effectiveness of the self-
esteem relevance manipulation, we asked participants to rate their
level of agreement (on a 7-point scale) with the following statement:
“Being able to form and maintain relationships with women is impor-
tant for my self-esteem.”

Subjectivity uncertainty manipulation

Participants were then asked to read an article, ostensibly taken
from a popular women's magazine, about the personality characteris-
tics and social behavior of women in general. Which article partici-
pants read constituted our subjectivity uncertainty manipulation. In
the male–female relations uncertainty condition, the article stressed
the difficulty faced by men in their interpersonal interactions with
women as a result of the latter's uncertain subjectivity. Specifically,
the author of the article (an ostensible female expert on women's so-
cial behavior) argued that women's relationship expectations for men
are constantly varying, and that it is difficult for men to determine
what women expect of them at any given moment. By contrast, in
the male–female relations certainty condition, the essay claimed
that women's expectations in their relationships with men are clear-
ly defined and can bemet in a straightforward manner. Finally, in the
female–female relations uncertainty condition, the article highlighted

the difficulty women have negotiating each other's personalities. The
ostensible author pointed out that women are not very clear about
what they expect from other women in social relationships, and
that these elusive expectations are variable.

As a manipulation check on subjectivity uncertainty manipulation,
we asked participants to rate their level of agreement (on a 7-point
scale) with the following statement: “I am personally uncertain
about how to interact successfully with women.”

Objectification and liking measures

Next, participants completed a questionnaire assessing their views
on women in general. Embedded in several filler questions was a face-
valid, single-item measure of objectification: “When you think about
women, how much do you think about them in terms of their…?”
(1=personalities, 4=both equally, 7=physical characteristics).

Next was a single item assessing men's global attitude toward
women. Whereas in Study 1 we phrased the question in terms of
women's likeability, in this study the item more directly assessed
men's personal attitude towards women: “How much do you like
most women?” (1=not at all, 7=very much). Actual scores ranged
from 3 to 7 and were normally distributed (Mgrand=5.29, SD=1.10,
skewness statistic=−.68, SE skewness=.36).

Results

Manipulations checks

To test the effectiveness of the self-esteem relevance manipulation,
we submitted scores in response to the item “Being able to form and
maintain relationships with women is important for my self-esteem”

to a 2 (self-esteem relevance)×3 (subjectivity uncertainty) ANOVA.
This analysis returned only the predictedmain effect for self-esteem rel-
evance, F(1, 73)=4.92, p=.03 (for all other effects, Fsb1.41, ps≥ .25).
Menwho read an essay emphasizing the importance ofmale–female re-
lations agreed more strongly with this statement (M=6.21, SD=.73)
compared to men who read an essay emphasizing the importance of
male–male relations (M=5.75, SD=1.06).

To test the effectiveness of the subjectivity uncertainty manipula-
tion, we submitted scores in response to the item “I am personally un-
certain about how to interact successfully with women” to the same
two-way ANOVA. This analysis returned only the predicted main effect
for subjectivity uncertainty, F(2, 73)=3.20, p=.047 (for all other ef-
fects, Fsb1.00, ps≥ .72). Post-hoc tests revealed that men who read an
article portraying male–female relations as uncertain agreed more
strongly with this statement (M=4.23, SD=1.98) compared to men
who read an article portraying male–female relations as certain
(M=3.00, SD=1.83; p=.02) and men who read an article portraying
female–female relations as uncertain (M=3.18, SD=1.78; p=.048).

Objectification

Our primary prediction was that focusing on the uncertainty of
male–female relations would increase objectification specifically
when men are primed with the relevance of maintaining positive
male–female relations for their self-esteem. To test this we submitted
scores on the objectification item to the same two-way ANOVA. We
observed a significant two-way interaction, F(2, 73)=3.47, p=.04,
η2=.09 (for both main effects, Fb1.08, p≥ .36). Relevant means are
graphically depicted in Fig. 2. Pair-wise comparisons (Fisher's LSD)
revealed that, as predicted, among men primed to view male–female
relationships as high in self-esteem-relevance, those primed with un-
certainty in male–female relations agreed more strongly that they
thought about women in terms of their physical characteristics rela-
tive to their personalities (M=4.92, SD=.95) compared to men
primed with certainty in male–female relations (M=4.00, SD=.71;
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p=.01) and men primed with uncertainty in female–female relations
(M=4.08, SD=.76; p=.02).

We then performed pair-wise comparisons for self-esteem rele-
vance within each level of subjectivity uncertainty. As expected,
among men focused on uncertainty in male–female relations, those
primed with the self-esteem relevance of male–female relations
reported higher levels of objectification (M=4.92, SD=.95) com-
pared to men primed with the self-esteem relevance of male–male
relations (M=4.00, SD=.82; p=.01). In contrast, there was no ef-
fect of self-esteem relevance among men focused on certainty in
male–female relations or men focused on uncertainty in female–
female relations (ps≥ .35).

Liking

We submitted scores on the item “How much do you like most
women?” to the same two-way ANOVA. As expected, neither the
main effects nor the interaction reached significance (Fsb1.25,
ps>.29). Furthermore, the predicted interaction effect on objectifica-
tion, and the corresponding pairwise comparisons, remained signifi-
cant (psb .03) when controlling for self-reported attitude towards
women.

Discussion

Primingmen with uncertainty about navigating women's subjectiv-
ity resulted in higher objectification of women, but only if men had
been previously primed with the relevance of maintaining positive
male–female relations to their self-esteem. These findings support
SUT's account of objectification because they show that focusing men
on subjectivity uncertainty with relation to women increases objectifi-
cation in a seemingly counterintuitiveway:whenmenwere confronted
with information that made women's subjectivity salient, men reduced
their representation of women to their physical characteristics.

Moderation by self-esteem relevance is critical because it shows
that men in our study were not simply responding to subjectivity un-
certainty salience with a generalized preference for simplified con-
ceptions of others. Rather, men objectified women only when
subjectivity uncertainty was juxtaposed with the relevance of posi-
tive relations with the target for maintaining one's self-esteem. Also,
it is unlikely that men in this study objectified simply in response to
the salience of uncertain aspects of targets; if that were the case, we
should have seen men objectify women in response to the salience
of uncertainty surrounding women's relations with other women.

As in Study 1, we observed no interactive effects of our indepen-
dent variables on men's global attitude towards women. Again, this

makes it unlikely that the observed increase in objectification reflects
men's aggressive reactions to a perceived self-esteem threat from
women. Rather, we think that the results support SUT's broad hy-
pothesis that objectification can result from increasing perceivers' un-
certainty about their ability to navigate the subjectivity of targets to
whom they wish to positively relate.

Study 3

While initial tests of SUT were conducted in the context of sexual
objectification, the theory is broad enough to encompass other forms
of objectification. Recall that prior research shows that imagining
oneself in a position of power led participants to view others narrow-
ly in terms of their usefulness, neglecting their personal qualities
(Gruenfeld et al., 2008). In the context of a workplace, this process
may lead managers to view subordinates narrowly in terms of their
roles in the workplace, presumably because they focus on employees
as instrumental for goal pursuit.

SUT posits an alternative mechanism underlying role objectifica-
tion that operates independently from power-induced perceptions
of others' instrumentality. Being a successful manager largely de-
pends on one's ability to have effective interpersonal interactions
with employees, which can be complicated by aspects of employees'
subjectivity (e.g., their idiosyncratic personality traits and values). If
managers feel uncertain about their ability to successfully navigate
employees' subjectivity, they may compensate by downplaying em-
ployees' subjective attributes and focus instead on employees' roles
in the workplace.

Based on this account, we predicted in Study 3 that priming par-
ticipants with uncertainty about their ability to successfully manage
employees would lead them to objectify their hypothetical employees
in terms of their roles. Participants completed what was purported to
be a well-validated test of managerial aptitude. Depending on condi-
tion, participants received feedback indicating that the likelihood of
their ability to successfully manage others in a real workplace envi-
ronment was uncertain or not. Then, in an apparently unrelated
part of the study, participants were asked how much they preferred
to think about hypothetical employees in terms of their occupational
roles while discounting or avoiding aspects of their subjectivity.

Beyond extending SUT to role objectification, Study 3 aimed to dis-
tinguish the mechanism posited by SUT from the mechanism posited
by UMT. As discussed more fully in the Introduction, UMT posits that
uncertainty poses a global threat to perceived self-efficacy. From this
perspective, wewould expect that priming participants with uncertain-
ty about their ability to succeed as a manager would increase their con-
cern with their ability to navigate aspects of employees' subjectivity as
well as aspects of the workplace that are unrelated to employees' sub-
jectivity. Also, because UMT maintains that the threat of uncertainty is
met with non-specific efforts to seek simple structure, it yields the pre-
diction that increased concern with both subjective and non-subjective
aspects of the workplace will predict role objectification.

In contrast, SUT posits that when people are uncertain about their
ability to successfully interact with others, they are primarily con-
cerned about their ability to navigate others' subjective attributes,
and it is this concern, rather than a concern about efficacy with regard
to subjectivity-unrelated aspects of the environment, that drives
compensatory objectification. To test these diverging predictions,
we measured – after the uncertainty manipulation and before the ob-
jectification measure – participants' concern with their ability to ef-
fectively handle both employees' personalities and subjectivity-
unrelated aspects of the workplace. Based on our analysis, we
predicted that priming uncertainty about one's success as a manager
would increase concerns about navigating subjective aspects of the
manager–employee relation, but not subjectivity-unrelated aspects
of the workplace (even those that seem equally complicated), and
that this increase in subjectivity-related concern should, in turn,
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mediate the effect of priming uncertainty on role objectification of
employees.

Another goal of Study 3 was to test the practical implications of
objectification in response to heightened uncertainty about navigat-
ing employees' subjectivity within a workplace environment. Specifi-
cally, we examined whether increased role objectification predicted
punitiveness toward objectified targets. We investigated this possibil-
ity by presenting participants with a workplace scenario about an
employee who deviated from company policy. Participants then
reported the likelihood that they as managers would choose to fire
the employee. Insofar as they value workers narrowly for their ability
to promote workplace goals, participants should experience few res-
ervations about terminating an employee who threatens control
over the workplace. Therefore, we predicted that priming uncertainty
about one's success as a manager would indirectly increase punitive-
ness via the increased objectification of employees.

As in Studies 1 and 2,we alsomeasured the participants' attitude to-
ward the deviant employee. If, as SUT claims, objectification in response
to uncertainty is not a hostile or derogating response to targets, then our
manipulation should have no influence on participants' liking of the de-
viant employee. Rather,willingness tofire the employeewould theoret-
ically stem from the perception that employees are merely the roles
they fulfill and therefore are not useful when they deviate from that
role. Likewise, in so far as this increased punitiveness as a function of in-
creased objectification is not simply a form of derogation, this effect
should remain when controlling for self-reported attitude toward the
employee.

Method

A sample of 44 undergraduates (20 women) received course cred-
it for participating in a purported study of personality in the work-
place.2 In private cubicles, participants completed all the study
materials on computers using a program developed with MediaLab
software (Jarvis, 2004).

Participants received computerized instructions that they would be
assigned a position in a workplace scenario. Ostensibly at random, the
computer assigned all participants to themanager position. Participants
then received information describing the attributes of a successfulman-
ager. Specifically, participants read that successful managers are able to
effectively interact with their employees in ways that facilitate positive
manager–employee relations. To augment participants' ego-investment
in being a successfulmanager, we also presented participants with a se-
ries of statistics emphasizing the many financial and personal benefits
afforded to successful managers. Participants were instructed that, for
the remainder of the study, they should answer questions from the per-
spective of a manager.

Ability uncertainty manipulation

All participants completed what was purported to be a well-
validated and widely-used test of management aptitude. To convince
participants that this test assessed their performance in an ego-
relevant domain, we told them that scores on this test are a proven
indicator of long-term managerial success. The test was fabricated
by the experimenters and consisted of multiple questions in various
formats (e.g., multiple choice, ranking) adapted from actual manage-
ment and leadership scales. After completing the test, participants
assigned to the uncertainty condition received feedback indicating
that their ability to effectively manage others in a real-world work
environment was uncertain. Specifically, the feedback stated: “Based
on your pattern of responses, the test is unable to calculate your

likelihood of future success as a manager…These results indicate
that your chance of succeeding as a manager in a real-world work en-
vironment is uncertain.” Participants assigned to the control condition
received no feedback.

To ensure that participants receiving the uncertainty feedback
were less certain of their ability to succeed as a manager, participants
completed a single-item manipulation check: “How certain are you
that you would succeed as a manager in a professional environment?”
Participants made their responses on a 4-point scale (1=uncertain,
4=completely certain). To ensure that the effect of this feedback specif-
ically increased participants' uncertainty about their ability without
threatening their self-esteem, we also measured global self-esteem
using Rosenberg's (1965) 10-item self-esteem scale (sample item: “I
feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others”).
Responses were also made on a 4-point scale (1=strongly disagree,
4=strongly agree) and were averaged to form a composite self-
esteem score (α=.90).

Concerns with subjectivity-related and subjectivity-unrelated aspects of
manager performance

Next, participants rated how concerned they were with two po-
tential challenges to their ability to manage a professional workplace.
Specifically, participants were asked “How concerned are you about
your ability to manage each of the following potential workplace
problems?” One challenge was labeled employees' personality quirks,
the other complicated tax laws. Responses were made on a 7-point
scale (1=not at all, 7=very much). In this way we assessed partici-
pants' concern with their ability to handle both subjectivity-related
aspects of the workplace and aspects unrelated to employees'
subjectivity.

Objectification measure

As an ostensible measure of management style, participants were
then asked to rate their agreement with five statements that com-
prised our measure of role objectification: “Employees should keep
their personal lives out of the workplace; Employees should focus
only on the tasks that they are assigned to complete; I don't believe
employees should have a say in how their work is done; I think of em-
ployees in terms of how useful they are for achieving the goals of the
workplace; I value my employees to the extent that they accomplish
the goals of the workplace.” Responses were made on a 7-point scale
(1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree). Responses across the five
items showed adequate reliability (α=.70) and were averaged to
form a composite measure of role objectification.

Workplace scenario

Next participants were instructed to imagine how they, in their
position as a manager, would respond to a particular workplace sce-
nario. The scenario described an incident in which an employee was
found to be violating company policy by adding his/her own personal
touch to the company's products.

Liking
Participants were then presented with a single item assessing

their global attitude toward the employee described in the scenario:
“How much do you like this employee?” (1=dislike, 7= like). Actual
scores ranged from 1 to 6 (Mgrand=3.70, SD=1.39).

Punitiveness
Next, participants were presented with a single item assessing the

likelihood that they would respond to the incident by choosing to
“Replace the employee with someone who will follow company poli-
cy” (1=not likely at all, 7=very likely).

2 In this study, we performed primary analyses including gender as a between-subjects
variable. Becausewe observed no significantmain effects or interactions involving gender,
we omit gender from our reporting of the results to simplify presentation.
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Results

Manipulation checks

Levene's test for heterogeneity of variance indicated that responses
to our manipulation check item violated the homogeneity of variance
assumption, F(1, 42)=4.63, p=.04. Accordingly, we conductedWelch's
alternative ANOVA procedure on manipulation check scores, which
Tomarken and Serlin (1986) identify as the optimal procedure when
the homogeneity of variance assumption is violated. This analysis rev-
ealed a significant omnibus effect, F(1, 35.092)=6.26, p=.01. As
predicted, participants in the uncertainty condition reported feeling
less certain about their ability to be successful as a manager in a profes-
sional work environment (M=1.63, SD=1.13) compared to partici-
pants in the control condition (M=2.35, SD=.73).

Also as expected, submitting self-esteem scores to a one-way
ANOVA returned no effect of condition (Fb1, p> .69). Furthermore,
the effect of the manipulation on the uncertainty manipulation
check item remained statistically significant (p=.02) after control-
ling for variation in self-esteem scores, suggesting that the manipula-
tion specifically increased uncertainty about one's managerial ability.

Concerns with subjectivity-related and subjectivity-unrelated aspects of
manager performance

Submitting scores on the measure of concern over navigating
subjectivity-related aspects of manager performance to a one-way
ANOVA (ability uncertainty condition vs. control) revealed a signifi-
cant effect of condition, F(1, 42)=4.19, p=.04, η2=.10, such that
participants in the ability uncertainty condition reported greater con-
cern with their ability to deal effectively with employees' personali-
ties (M=4.19, SD=1.41) compared to participants in the control
condition (M=3.39, SD=1.24). By contrast, submitting scores on
the measure of concern with one's ability to deal effectively with
subjectivity-unrelated aspects of manager performance (i.e., compli-
cated tax laws) returned no effect of condition (p>.60).

Although participants on average (collapsing across condition)
were equally concerned with subjectivity-related aspects of manager
performance (M=3.77, SD=1.34) and subjectivity-unrelated as-
pects of manager performance (M=4.23, SD=1.39; p= .09), the
ability uncertainty prime affected only concern with navigating
subjectivity-related aspects of manager performance, which is consis-
tent with our SUT-derived predictions.

Objectification and mediation analysis

Submitting scores on the role objectification measure to a one-way
ANOVA also revealed a significant effect of condition, F(1, 42)=5.65,
p=.02, η2=.13, such that participants in the ability uncertainty condi-
tion role-objectified employees (M=4.70, SD=.82) more than partici-
pants in the control condition (M=4.14, SD=.61).

We then conducted a mediation analysis to test our prediction
that the effect of the ability uncertainty condition on objectification
occurred through the indirect effect of increased concern over navi-
gating employee subjectivity. Using the bootstrapping procedure
and corresponding SPSS macro of Preacher and Hayes (2008), we
regressed role objectification scores onto ability uncertainty condi-
tion (coded: ability uncertainty=1/control=0), with subjectivity-
related concern entered as the proposed mediator. Five-thousand
bootstrap resamples were performed. As predicted, the 95% confi-
dence interval obtained for the indirect effect of condition on role ob-
jectification scores through the mediator of subjectivity-related
concern did not contain zero (.003, .59). See Fig. 3 for a graphical de-
piction of the mediation model. These results are consistent with our
mediational hypothesis that the increase in role objectification in the
ability uncertainty (vs. control) condition occurs through a

corresponding increase in concern with one's ability to effectively
navigate employees' subjectivity.

We then tested our prediction that participants' concern with
their ability to deal effectively with subjectivity-unrelated aspects of
manager performance would not mediate the effect of the ability un-
certainty manipulation on role objectification. We conducted a simi-
lar mediation analysis using subjectivity-unrelated concern as the
proposedmediator. The 95% confidence interval obtained for the indi-
rect effect did contain zero (−.03, .37). Therefore, we are confident at
α=.05 that the effect of the ability uncertainty salience prime on role
objectification was mediated by the corresponding increase in
subjectivity-related concern, and not by an increase in subjectivity-
unrelated concern.

Liking

Submitting scores on the liking measure to a one-way ANOVA rev-
ealed that liking for the disruptive employee in the ability uncertainty
condition (M=3.99, SD=1.29) did not differ from reported liking in
the control condition (M=3.39, SD=1.50; p=.21).

Punitiveness and mediation analysis

Submitting scores on the punitiveness measure to a one-way
ANOVA revealed a significant effect of condition, F(1, 42)=4.65,
p=.03, η2=.11, such that participants in the ability uncertainty con-
dition were more likely to say that they would fire an employee who
was putting his/her own personal touches on the company's products
(M=4.64, SD=1.85) than participants in the control condition
(M=3.58, SD=1.39). Also as predicted, this effect of condition
remained significant even when liking of employee was included as
a covariate (F(1, 41)=3.80, p=.05), demonstrating that condition
had a unique effect in increasing punitiveness.

We then tested our hypothesis that the effect of ability uncertain-
ty condition on punitiveness occurred through the indirect effect of
role objectification. Using Preacher and Hayes (2008) procedure,
we regressed punitiveness scores onto condition (coded: ability
uncertainty=1/control=0), with role objectification entered as
the proposed mediator. Five-thousand bootstrap resamples were
performed. As predicted, the 95% confidence interval obtained for
the indirect effect of ability uncertainty condition on punitiveness
scores through the mediator of role objectification did not contain
zero (.07, 1.32). These results are consistent with our mediational
hypothesis that the increase in punitiveness in the ability uncer-
tainty (vs. control) condition occurs through a corresponding in-
creased in the tendency to role-objectify employees. See Fig. 4 for
a graphical depiction of the mediation model. It is also worth not-
ing that the indirect effect of condition on punitiveness through
role objectification remained significant when employee liking
was entered as a covariate (C.I.: .07, 1.20).

Total Effect: β = .36*
                                                      Direct Effect: β = .24

Condition:
    Ability uncertainty = 1

Control = 0

Subjectivity-related 
concern β = .30* β = .37*

Role objectification

Fig. 3. Indirect effect of ability uncertainty condition on role objectification through
self-reported concern over one's ability to navigate subjectivity-related aspects of man-
ager performance (Study 3). Note: All path coefficients represent standardized regres-
sion weights. *Significant at pb .05.
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Discussion

When participants were led to feel uncertain about their ability to
be a successful manager – a position stated to require that one effec-
tively interact with employees – they responded by objectifying em-
ployees by viewing them more in terms of the attributes that
contribute to workplace goals than their personal qualities. These re-
sults demonstrate the utility of SUT for generating novel hypotheses
about the causes of objectification as it manifests in domains outside
of sexual/gender relations.

Study 3 also provided direct evidence for the mechanism that SUT
posits underlies this effect: Priming uncertainty about one's ability to
interact successfully with others increased objectification indirectly
by increasing concern about one's ability to navigate others' subjec-
tive attributes, but not by increasing concern about one's ability to
navigate aspects of the workplace that are unrelated to others' sub-
jectivity (despite being superficially complicated). These results pro-
vide additional evidence beyond Studies 1 and 2 in support of our
claim that objectification in response to subjectivity uncertainty rep-
resents a process that is distinct frommore global defensive processes
in response to general uncertainty. We found, as predicted, that un-
certainty about one's ability to relate to others increased objectifica-
tion specifically by increasing one's concern with navigating others'
subjectivity. An uncertainty-simplification account of objectification
based on UMT would have predicted that priming uncertainty about
valued aspects of the self would heighten concern with one's ability
to deal effectively with both subjectivity-related and subjectivity-
unrelated aspects of a performance, which would in turn prompt
compensatory efforts to simplify. SUT allowed us to hypothesize the
effect found in Study 3 because it specifies that uncertainty about
one's ability to successfully relate to targets is closely tied to concerns
about one's ability to navigate targets' subjective attributes.

Finally, this study offers a first step in exploring the consequences
of objectification stemming from the process described by SUT. We
saw that, in the context of an imagined workplace, role objectification
produced by the salience of uncertainties about one's ability to relate
to employees promoted a more disposable view of those imagined
employees who threaten the goals of the workplace. To the extent
that people are uncertain about their ability to achieve personal
value through interactions in workplace or sexual contexts, SUT
maintains that they will downplay the subjectivity of others. This de-
nial of humanity may play an important role in licensing exploitation,
neglect, and other problems in interpersonal interactions.

General discussion

Three studies assessed our account of objectification, according to
which people downplay aspects of others' subjectivity in response to
uncertainty about their ability to navigate that subjectivity and there-
by interact with others in a value-affirming manner. Study 1 showed
that men high in a dispositional desire to have positive relations with
women objectified women more after being primed with uncertainty

about interacting successfully with women. In contrast, men's disposi-
tional desire for positive relationswith othermen did not predict objec-
tificationwhen uncertainty aboutmale–female interactionswas salient,
and dispositional desire for positive relations with women did not pre-
dict objectificationwhen uncertainty about interactionswith othermen
was salient. This pattern of results suggests that objectification of
women is motivated specifically by a desire to interact positively with
women and moreover that it is not a response to general uncertainty
surrounding interpersonal interactions.

In Study 2 we found that men objectified women in response to
salient uncertainty about male–female interactions, but only when
men were primed to perceive positive relations with women as rele-
vant for maintaining their self-esteem. Study 2 also showed that sub-
jectivity uncertainty increases objectification when it impacts one's
own prospects for establishing positive relations with targets: when
men were primed with subjectivity uncertainty as it pertains to fe-
male–female interactions, they did not respond with increased objec-
tification. Taken together, the results of Studies 1 and 2 support our
hypothesis that when men desire positive relations with women
but feel uncertain about their ability to do so, they respond by down-
playing aspects of women's subjectivity that seem difficult to navi-
gate and representing women more in terms of the characteristics
of their physical appearance.

In Study 3 we moved beyond the sexual realm and assessed SUT's
utility for explaining people's tendency to objectify others in the work-
place in terms of the roles they occupy. We found that priming uncer-
tainty about one's ability to effectively manage employees increased
concern with subjectivity-related aspects of manager performance,
and this concern positively predicted participants' tendency to role-
objectify their hypothetical employees. In contrast, priming uncertainty
about managerial ability did not increase participants concern with
their ability to deal effectively with subjectivity-unrelated aspects of
the manager performance, nor did this subjectivity-unrelated concern
predict role objectification. In addition, we found that role objectifica-
tion in response to the ability uncertainty prime had the practically im-
portant consequence of increasing participants' willingness to punish
an employee who expressed his/her subjectivity by replacing them.

Theoretical implications

It is worth reiterating that our account is meant to complement,
not replace, objectification theory. Objectification theory explicates
how deeply entrenched elements of the dominant Western cultural
worldview predispose women and men alike to regard women as
mere objects, and it has generated a large body of research on the
consequences of objectification for women's and men's performance
and well-being. Where the domain of sexual objectification is con-
cerned, our account provides a relatively more focused explanation
of one motivational mechanism that lies behind men's tendency to
objectify women. In this way, our account is useful because it explains
why men objectify women even when the influence of cultural fac-
tors (e.g., sexualizing media) is held constant. Men within the same
cultural environment will objectify women to varying degrees in dif-
ferent situations, and our research offers a motivational account to
partially explain this variability.

However, our account also differs from objectification theory by
providing a broader understanding of how objectification occurs in
multiple contexts. We contend that people may objectify others in
any situation in which they desire successful interpersonal interac-
tions but are uncertain about their requisite ability to navigate tar-
gets' subjectivity. In this way, our account builds off the work of
Gruenfeld et al. (2008) by demonstrating that objectification is a
wide-ranging phenomenon that occurs in many contexts.

Importantly, however, our work also differs somewhat from that
of Gruenfeld et al. (2008) where the role of power in objectification
is concerned. Specifically, in our studies, it is exactly when people

                                                      To tal Effect: β = .33*
                                                      Direct Effect: β = .17

Role objectification β = .36* β = .43*

Punitiveness
Condition: 

Ability uncertainty = 1
Control = 0

Fig. 4. Indirect effect of ability uncertainty condition on employee punitiveness
through role objectification (Study 3). Note: All path coefficients represent standard-
ized regression weights. *Significant at pb .05.
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feel uncertain of their power over others – i.e., their ability to influ-
ence others – that they are most likely to objectify others, whereas
Gruenfeld et al. show increased objectification when people feel as
if they are in power. This raises the intriguing possibility that in the
studies conducted by Gruenfeld et al. (2008), participants were not
actually primed to feel high in power, but were instead primed with
uncertain power. A temporary power prime may have led people to
feel that they have responsibility to successfully complete a task,
but also highlighted the gap between their abilities and their poten-
tial to successfully influence others. This could have triggered the pro-
cesses that we examined in the current research. However, this
possibility remains speculative at this stage. Future research should
attempt to distinguish objectification as a consequence of increased
power from objectification as a consequence of insecurity over one's
ability to effectively relate to and influence others at a subjective
level.

Directions for future research and theory development

As noted in the Introduction and elsewhere, our theoretical ac-
count has the potential to explain objectification phenomena in a
wide variety of interpersonal contexts. Beyond the interpersonal
realm, our account may even explain the motivation behind objectifi-
cation in intergroup contexts. We can imagine, for example, people in
an unfamiliar cultural setting intending to positively interact with
members of that culture but also feeling uncertain about what exactly
they should do or say. They may compensate by reducing the foreign
culture down to simple objects or other tangible representations that
seemmore manageable. This may explain why many Americans, who
have little understanding of the language and customs of Mexico,
tend to understand “authentic” Mexican culture in terms of ingredi-
ents in food or styles of décor (Gaytán, 2008).

Furthermore, understanding the process of objectification in re-
sponse to subjectivity uncertaintymay prove valuable in other domains
beyond the interpersonal realm. People's uncertainty about relating to
others may be essential in understanding consumer behavior. A fetish-
istic love of commodities has long been seen as important in economic
behavior (e.g., Marx, 1867/1976), but few psychological accounts exist
to explain why people are motivated to invest undue value in objects.
For example, peoplemay obsess over the latest technology precisely be-
cause it is so responsive to their wishes, unlike the living individuals
around them who are often difficult to understand and predict. In the
present research, we have focused on reducing one's representation
of the uncertain other to a mere object, but people may also with-
draw from human contact and invest their energy in inanimate objects
(e.g., electronic devices) that provide relatively more straightforward
contingencies for establishing self-worth.

This is not to say that SUT can exhaustively account for all of these
phenomena or even all forms of interpersonal objectification. We
might well suspect that in some circumstances objectification serves
a purpose other than the mere denial of subjectivity. For example,
in Goldenberg and Roberts's (2011) existential approach to objectifi-
cation, objectification is more a symbolic denial of others' (and hence
one's own) animal nature. Future research should explore which sit-
uations and threats motivate people to objectify in divergent ways.

As the aforementioned directions for future research suggest, the
present account of objectification broadens our understanding of
this phenomenon by inviting us to view it as a motivated strategy
that people sometimes adopt in response to subjectivity uncertainty.
This allows for an account of objectification that can step beyond the
important, but limited, boundaries of sexual objectification. Recent
research on objectification has already begun to move in this direc-
tion (e.g., Gruenfeld et al., 2008), and we believe that social psychol-
ogists are well-served by considering objectification as a more
general phenomenon than it has been characterized as thus far.

Practical implications

One practical implication of the current research is that, while ob-
jectification may be a motivated attempt to cope with another per-
son's subjectivity, it is likely to undermine any real possibility of
establishing and maintaining a meaningful relationship. Presumably
meaningful interpersonal relationships rely to some extent on an ap-
preciation of the rich, distinctive texture of another person's subjec-
tivity. While an objectified target may be easier to interact with, the
objectifying individual is left with a limited and thus only temporarily
valuable set of possible interactions. A person who is sexually objec-
tified, for example, may be a simpler interaction partner, but this sim-
plicity affords only one kind of interaction and thus fails to offer the
foundation for a meaningful, sustainable relationship between two
(complete) persons.

This raises the question of whether downplaying others' subjectiv-
ity in fact facilitates interpersonal interactions at all (i.e., even in the
short term). This question falls outside of SUT's scope. The theory is
designed only to account for the psychological factors that cause per-
ceivers to objectify. We can speculate, though, that objectification
likely backfires and has the opposite effect, undermining the likeli-
hood that people will actually achieve successful interactions with
others. Generally speaking, other people do not appreciate having
their subjectivity ignored or treated as though they were sexual
toys, numbers, or workplace roles. On the other hand, we might ex-
pect that people who objectify a target would feel less uncertain
about how to engage that target's subjectivity, and that this should
result in less anxiety about potential interactions, a heightened
sense of competence, and potentially a greater willingness to explore
future interactions with the objectified target. Clearly, the question of
how objectification in response to subjectivity uncertainty impacts
actual interpersonal interactions deserves additional study.

Another practical implication of the current work is that the ten-
dency to think about targets in objectified terms may play a role in
fueling and justifying aggression toward those targets. For example,
once men have reduced women to sexual playthings, they are likely
to view women as less deserving of moral consideration, and as a re-
sult they may feel less inhibited about committing physical and sexu-
al violence toward women (cf. Kelman, 1976). Similarly, as our
findings regarding punitiveness in Study 3 demonstrate, the current
account of objectification sheds light on the unfortunate ramifications
of objectifying employees in the workplace.

Finally, this account also offers some positive suggestions for reduc-
ing objectification of others. To the extent that people are objectifying to
cope with uncertainty about how to attain self-worth through interac-
tions with others, a number of avenues for interventions that may re-
duce objectification open up. For example, we might decrease
objectification among men who want to interact with women by in-
creasing their confidence that they can make a positive impression on
women. Alternatively, given our motivated account of objectification,
it is also likely that simply affirming men's self-worth should decrease
objectification of women. By the same token, increasingmanagers' con-
fidence that they can successfully interact with employees should de-
crease objectification in the workplace.
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