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PARENTS+KIDSGROWING UP TOO FAST

Tracey Roberts
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SEXYSOLD TO KIDS

Experts fear marketing messages will trigger an increase in sexual harassment

ot and sexy is not the

image you’d want your

pre-teenage daughter

aspiring to but these are

the type of marketing
messages increasingly being directed
at girls as young as six years of age
from all angles, such as toys and
music, trendy clothes and girls
magazines.

The disturbing trend is known as
sexualisation of girls and a recent
report put out by the American
Psychological Association said it
could lead to eating disorders, low
self-esteem and depression. It might
affect a child’s cognitive functioning;
or leave them with unrealistic
expectations of sexuality later in life.

The report cited
examples like the
popular Bratz
Dolls, dressed in
mini skirts and
fishnet
stockings

Prepubescent
girls are
exposed to
campaigns for
sexy clothes
and magazines.

and G-strings and bras, for
prepubescent girls brandishing
slogans like “wink-wink”.

It warned of societal impacts like
an increase in sexism, sexual
harassment and violence and that it
could even be upping the demand
for child pornography.

The findings were put together by
a taskforce set up in response to the
public’s outcry over the frequency of
messages of a sexual substance being
directed at children, particularly
through the media.

It said on average children and
teenagers spent three hours a day
watching television which created a
massive potential for exposure.

Analysis of music videos alone

revealed that up to 80 per
cent of the content was
sexual imagery with
women more often
than men being
presented in
provocative

and revealing clothing. It singled out
the chart-topping girl band the
Pussycat Dolls’ big hit which had the
artists gyrating as they sang the
lyric: “Don’t you think your
girlfriend is hot like me?”

Add to that the interest in pop
stars like Britney Spears and
Christina Aguilera who the report
said had exploited their own
sexuality in an attempt to create an
edgier and more mature image.

It was even suggested that Disney
female characters like The Little
Mermaid and Pocahontas had more
cleavage, fewer clothes and were
depicted as sexier than yesteryear.

The findings out of the United
States reflect some of those put out
by independent think tank the
Australia Institute late last year in a
document titled Corporate
Paedophilia, which the authors said
was a metaphor for the abuse of
children and public morality by
marketers and advertisers.

The Australian report found that
in the past the sexualisation of
children occurred indirectly, through
exposure to representations of teen
and adult sexuality in advertising
and popular culture.

The new development is where
children themselves are presented in
ways modelled on sexy adults.

One of the authors and a
researcher at the Australia Institute
Dr Emma Rush said the point of
difference to the complaints that

started with Barbie and her pool
party decades ago is that
today it is about the
whole approach of
marketing to
children which is
far more
sophisticated than
the 1950s.
She said it was
the messages that
appeared from
multiple media
forces like toys,
DVDs, mobile phone
ring tones, clothes,
magazines and on the

*Most 11 and
12-year-olds
are
disinterested
in sex and
disgusted

by the facts.e

DR VIVIENNE CASS

internet that were making it more
difficult for parents to keep saying
no to the marketing onslaught.

Dr Rush referred to girl
magazines as a good example of the
cultural shift as they have only been
on the market since 1996 and
specifically target six to
12-year-olds.

The institute conducted an
analysis of a sample of these
magazines that revealed at least half
of the content was sexualising
material and a Roy Morgan Young
Australians survey found 34 per cent
of girls aged six to 12 read them.

Like teen and adult versions, the
magazines are about beauty, fashion,
celebrities and “crushes”.

“The March issue of Barbie
magazine had an article on how to
apply make-up. Total Girl magazine
had a make-up kit with the
magazine,” Dr Rush said.

Clinical psychologist Dr Vivienne
Cass was concerned about how
provocative images are being played
out by girls who don’t have the
maturity to understand their actions.

She said you only had to walk
down Hay Street Mall on a Saturday
to see young girls in heels and
make-up that once you would have
expected only to see on an
18-year-old teenager.

“Young girls are presenting
themselves in such a way that makes

other people think they know more
about sexuality and relationships
than they do,” Dr Cass said.

“While they might be flattered by
the attention it creates if an older
boy comes to talk to them, they
usually don’t have the knowledge or
skills to deal with it in a mature way.
Most 11 and 12-year-olds are
disinterested in sex and disgusted by
the facts. They only want a
boyfriend to be part of the
in-crowd.” She said it could lead to
sexual harassment or abuse or a
negative sexual experience which
might result in a loss of self-esteem
and confidence.

The APA report and Dr Cass
raised a concern that appearance and
physical attractiveness were
considered core values today.

“Society is saying to girls that the
way you dress is so important and it
will connect to your self-esteem.
Girls of 10 say they have got to wear
this because my friends (do) and
they think they are not going to be
cool if they don’t,” Dr Cass said.

“If a child is lucky enough to be
full of confidence and self-esteem
and they truly believe they are cool,
then the child will be OK.”

Dr Cass says parents could help
their children to build self-esteem by
teaching them from the minute they
are born that they are loved for who
they are and not what they look like.

Free to be kids? Girls are exposed to sexual images from a young age.

Parents speak out

Concerned Australian parent Julie
Gale became so riled by the
constant sexual images and
messages being fed to young
children like her own that she
started calling on parents to take
action against it.

Ms Gale has embarked on the
Kids Free to be Kids campaign to
raise awareness of the sexualisation
of children and has challenged the
regulators and advertising boards

to take a new look at what is
happening in the media.

She is not alone in her
concern. When an article
appeared in The Sunday
Age newspaper about her
crusade, Ms Gale was
inundated with more than
500 emails from concerned
parents, grandparents,
teachers, psychologists and
children themselves.

She said most parents did not
know where to go to complain
when they saw offensive material
and they didn’t think they could
make a difference against
multi-billion-dollar corporations.

“Experts and health
professionals have been talking
about this issue for some time but
we want to create a public voice
and an avenue for parents and
others to have their say and
become one in a voice of many,”
Ms Gale said.

The campaign will host a
website to educate parents and
children.

It will also give people the
opportunity to monitor and report
material that they consider
sexualises young children.

Further details will soon be available
on www.kf2bk.com




