“Respect Me, Don’t Media Me” Report

Introduction

Our society rarely hears a young woman’s perspective before making a generalization, a decision, or a judgment concerning her and her peers.  At Sisters Empowering Sisters, a young woman’s voice is elevated to an importance not usually attained.  Here, we are the leaders, the decision-makers, the researchers, and the philanthropists.  We learn and take action to better the lives of girls and young women in the Chicagoland area. Up to fourteen young women are actively involved in Sisters Empowering Sisters (SES) each year.  We are a diverse group of young women ranging in age from 14 to 18.  Every fall we go through a process to give grant money to projects in the Chicagoland area that are developed and run by girls and young women, for girls and young women and that create positive change in the lives of other girls/young women.  SES was founded in 1997 as the young women’s voice of Girl’s Best Friend Foundation.  We believe in the worth and potential of every girl and young woman and seek to help cultivate them.  

As young women, we notice and feel influenced by many pressures that other young women and girls face and are trying to find the cause and effect of these pressures.  The media are often sources of inspiration, enjoyment, and sometimes frustration. Too easily does our society blame the media for the way teenagers act.  As teenagers, we are not merely curious as to the logic behind this accusation, but feel it is an obligation to explore it.  This obligation both intensifies and distinguishes our project, as well as stems from the fact that we belong to the population that we are researching and analyzing. 

We began with the question, how much do the media actually influence teenagers, especially young women?  From this, we were able to hone down our research inquiry to a more manageable question: how do commercial music videos portray young women and how does this portrayal impact young women’s relationships with their peers? We hoped to uncover the importance and effect of music videos on young women and their lives.  We also wanted to find the most important influences in young women’s lives and if these came from or appeared in music videos.  To examine these relationships we needed a motive, a question, a plan, and a way.  What we discovered is that we had all four, and so we began our participatory research project.

Methods
We used a multidimensional approach when it came to methods for this project: observational data collection, conducting interviews, and holding a focus group.  For the observational data collection, half (five) of the researchers did not participate. The participating five researchers viewed excerpts of two major television stations that air commercial music videos – BET and MTV – in one-hour stints, twice a week, over a month’s time. After each viewing session, the researchers answered some key questions about what they observed in the videos and what they felt while watching them. These data were then analyzed, and then distilled to form the basis for questions we used in the interview portion of the data collection. 

Each of the ten researchers was responsible for interviewing five of their peers, of all genders, over a month’s period. Each interview was between 10-20 minutes in length, and tape-recorded.  We contracted an outside consultant to then transcribe all of the interview tapes, totaling forty-one, and held two sessions to analyze and distill the responses. Nine interviews were not conducted. Simultaneous to this process, we held a focus group of five young women to answer more deeply probing questions than could have been asked in the interviews. This focus group was held only once, for two hours, and was also tape recorded. Unfortunately, the tape used to record this session proved faulty and we were unable to salvage any of the information that came out during the focus group; thus, the following results are informed by only two of the three methods we set out to use.

Members
At the outset of this project, the researchers agreed that all participants from whom we collected data would be referred to as “members” heretofore.  As depicted above, there were ten researchers for this project, all high-school aged young women who are regular participants in a grant making and leadership program based in Chicago.  The researchers’ racial and ethnic makeup was as follows: four researchers were of African descent, three researchers were Caucasian, and three are biracial (Black/Latina, Caucasian/Latina, Caucasian/American Indian). 

Regarding the member selection, the researchers decided early on that all members would come from their own communities, respectively.  “Community” was defined as including: researchers’ neighborhoods, schools, work, religious groups or other youth-based settings.  The interviews were conducted with members of all genders specifically because the researchers did not want to limit the data to that of only young women for this particular phase of data collection. The focus group was solely young women because it involved a more in-depth and somewhat personalized conversation, and -the researchers felt members would be both more comfortable as well as forthcoming were it exclusively young women. 

We began the interviews by gathering basic demographic information about our members that included: age, location, gender identity, race/ethnicity, school, sexual orientation and hobbies. The breakdown of each section is below. 


The average age for our members was 16 years. Twenty percent were 15 years old, 41% were 

17 years old, 20% were 16 years old, 10% were 18 years old, and 5% were 14 and 19 respectively.            

Most youth were from the city, but only by a small margin. We had 54% of our youth hailing from Chicago from fifteen different neighborhoods. These included: Lincoln Park, Rogers Park, Lincoln Square, Lakeside, Logan Square, Streeterville, Ravenswood Manor, Greektown, Jeffrey, Gold Coast, Thatcher Square, Beverly, West Pullman, Humboldt Park and Dunham Square.  We had 46% of the members from seven surrounding suburbs: Brookfield, Aurora, Libertyville, Dolton, Evanston, Elmwood Park and Oak Park.

In our study, 63% of the members self-identified as female, and 22% identified as male. No one self-identified as transgender. Fifteen percent (6 members) decided to not answer this question, though. 

Although the most prominent race of our members was white, as a general category, youth of color outnumbered the number of white youth interviewed.  Seventeen European (white) youth were interviewed, 13 members identified as black or of African descent, and the remaining nine youth identified as multiracial. Interestingly, the breakdown of the multiracial members proved to be as diverse as the rest of the sample. Two of the multiracial members were black and white, two were Latino and black, two were Latino and white, two were Middle Eastern and white and one person was Asian and white.

When asked to describe their schools, 46% of the members mentioned either types of people who attended it or the atmosphere of the school itself. Alternately, 44% immediately described the racial breakdown of their school.

The most common responses were “private, wealthy, violent, diverse and big,” in that order.  When describing types of students, “ghetto and aggressive” were the most commonly used descriptors.

Out of the 41 participants, 95% (39 youth) identified themselves as being heterosexual. 5% (2 youth) identified themselves as questioning. While these numbers may seem severe, we do want to acknowledge that any lesbian, gay or bisexual youth that we interviewed may not have felt comfortable stating their sexual orientation if they were not publicly out.

The hobbies that were mentioned are, in the order of most to least frequent: hanging out with friends, family and pets; sports; music; shopping; arts and crafts; performing arts; reading; movies; watching TV; talking on the phone; working; eating; cooking; volunteering; theme parks; naps; gardening; doing hair; writing; speaking French; playing video games; long walks in the rain; interior decorating; surfing the Internet.

Results

The following results are primarily based on data we analyzed from the forty-one interviews conducted.  Each member was asked a total of thirty questions, all dealing with the central question of how young women are portrayed in commercial music videos and how this portrayal can impact/affect their relationships and lives.  The interview questions were separated into subsections focusing on Identity (including, but not limited to their own personal identity), Images (members’ own as well as what they view in videos), Relationships (personal, romantic and platonic), and Icons (celebrity and personal role models as well as representations).

Identity

When asked “what do you like best about your body?”, the top three choices selected by members were hair, face and eyes, followed by breasts, legs and butt.  When asked what they disliked about their body or what they would change, members responded with height/being taller, weight/being thinner and weight/being “thicker”.  It is important to note that some responded that they loved everything and didn’t want to change at all.  

“I have good stamina from the swim team.” This member didn’t name a specific body part. Several members talked about their backsides: “[my favorite quality] is my butt because I got the juicy juice.” This was a rather humorous response from a young woman that also showed she had confidence in her physical appearance.

Alternatively, one member felt she had a “big butt” and thought it was embarrassing because people would tease her.  Still others weren’t satisfied with specific body parts: one member wanted to change her ears because she felt that they stuck out and “look[ed] like an elf’s”.  Others said that they would change their double chins, or how much they weigh.  Some members didn’t want the “extra meat” on their bodies, while others wanted bigger butts because they felt theirs were too small.  A few members wanted to be taller as opposed to other who wanted to be shorter. Overall, there were a lot of specific things that people wanted to change. 

When asked about what influences their opinion of the ideal body type, over half of the members mentioned television, followed by magazine ads, movies, videos, natural attraction and family, respectively.  Friends, health, models and pornography were among the less frequently mentioned factors.

One member said “Probably T.V and magazines influence me”.
However, there is some recognition that the media might be presenting images different from reality. One member had this to say: “Petey Pablo’s video makes it seem like the ideal person is a size 2 or 4 for a woman and the ideal man got to be buff. That’s not really true, because the normal size woman is a ten or an eleven, not a two or four…that’s damn near anorexic.”
Still another thought: “For me obviously the media put a lot of stuff out there. Especially in magazines and in fashion, the models…..and usually the naked bodies we see are perfect bodies, you don’t tend to see men in movies or anything else…..overweight naked bodies, you don’t tend to see that, not even in porn…you only see perfect bodies”. Also, members seemed to recognize other factors that influence them as much if not more than the media. For example, one member said “I’d like to think the media doesn’t have an effect, but it probably does.”
Of the members we surveyed, fifty-two percent acknowledged thinking about their bodies when watching music videos.  When watching the videos, the most common thing they considered was their weight and how fit they were.  One member said “Yeah, I do. I’d say perhaps I need to gain more weight….working out…like the Bone Crusher video, I say [I’d like to] look like that”. Another said “Uh-huh. I think I want a smaller stomach then I look at everybody else that is not in the video and they look nothing like the people in the music videos. So it’s a plot to make me unhappy.”
Nineteen percent of the youth interviewed stated that they didn’t think of their bodies, but rather thought more about things like the dance moves, wardrobe and bodies of the women in the videos. One member replied: “Not actually, because usually I’m just into the videos. I think ‘oh that’s cute’ or ‘what she got on’? [sic] But not really like ‘I wish I had that body’.”
Some members were more definitive in their views: “No. I don’t compare myself to people on videos at all.” Still other members were clear about what reality is versus what is actually shown on T.V.  One said, “I think about how much that person must work out and starve herself to have that abnormal look - the sucked in stomach and the huge ass. I don’t understand how that all works, with the huge boobs, lip jobs, etc.”

An interesting quote we found in response to our question was, “No, I’m secure.” A far less frequent response, it was no less finite. For members who didn’t think about their bodies while watching videos, “insecurity and stupidity” were characteristics they attributed to people who do.  Only seven percent of members stated they didn’t watch videos that often or at all.

The next question looked at personal style and how/if that was affected by music videos. Fifty percent of those interviewed described their style or type of clothing as casual.  Twenty-five percent chose a laid-back look followed by hip-hop, preppy and thrift store look. A few said that urban, punk and controversial were good descriptors of their style.  One said, “[My style is] color hood rich.  I dress as if I have a lot of money, but I spend all my money on clothes so I really don’t have any at all.”

We finally asked members if they felt represented in the videos they watch. An overwhelming majority (75%) of the members felt like they were not represented.  “No, because in rap, I don’t see big women. I see skinny, big butt, big chest, no clothes bitches.” A few members were very vehement in their responses: “No, because they dress really slutty and gross.” “No…that’s all fake. I don’t try to impress people.” Twenty-four percent felt that they were represented, while just two respondents were undecided. 

In this question young people are looking at videos critically and know what represents them and what doesn’t. “[I feel represented] by certain artists. If you’re talking about women in rap videos, I’d have to say no. If you’re talking about different artists then obviously there is variety.”
After reviewing all of the responses given, we came to the conclusion that most members say that television, magazines and videos have something to do with how they portray themselves. Simultaneously, there are members who feel that media portrayal in general is not worth reflecting on because it is so superficial. A substantial amount of the members interviewed acknowledge the contradiction within what is shown in videos and what is reality – as well as how that contradiction makes them, as viewers and as young people, feel. At minimum, all of the members recognize that they are being influenced by various factors (including family), and that media are large parts of that.

Images

Sixty-one percent of the members interviewed do not think that their style is influenced by videos.  Twenty-two percent admit to being influenced by videos. “Sometimes, I think Beyonce has cute shoes or Ashanti’s hair styles are cute or something, but the clothes? No, they don’t influence me.” Another member responded with “No, what I’m comfortable wearing is what influences me.  Friends, other people and window advertising, magazines, things like that.”

Next we asked if they felt their views on sex and sexuality have changed at all because of watching videos. Overwhelmingly, members responded that their views hadn’t. “I think that they’re stupid.  You should make your decisions, not by music videos.”  Alternatively, some members said that videos may make them want to try new types of sex.  

“[Music videos] make me wanna try different things.” 

“Like work for sex and doing it rather than just waiting.  The lyrics can influence you to want to have sex. It influences me to want to be sexy. Well, being sexy can lead to sex, I guess.”

A few members went so far as to say that videos make them scared of sex.  “The Petey Pablo video makes me scared of sex...because...that song is so dirty.”

Of the forty members who answered the question, forty percent said that music videos do give them different outlooks on their social lives.  On the contrary, sixty percent of those who responded said that music videos don’t change their outlook.  Surprisingly, most of the people who answered ‘no’ wished they could go out more to the clubs.  “Well, yeah, it makes me feel bad because I don’t go to clubs because it makes it seem really fun.” Many of the people who have been to clubs said that the club scene music videos portray is false, or is not the same as in actual clubs.  

“Music videos make clubs look like a lot of fun, but in reality they’re not.  Just dirty.” 

 “Yeah, music videos glam things like that up too much.”

Of the twenty-four members who answered the question, a quarter replied that videos affect their clothing style, while sixty-seven percent said they don’t.  Eight percent said that they didn’t know or they didn’t respond.  Some members were very opposed to the notion that music videos affect their style in any way.  “Heck no...not like Redman. That’s full-figured in a disgusting way.” Most just get ideas from videos. “Again, I may be like ‘that’s cute’, and I may try to wear something like that, but it doesn’t change who I am.  I’ll still wear different things.”
Of the forty members who answered the question “are women portrayed positively in music videos”, literally no one thought women were portrayed positively all of the time.  In fact, nearly seventy-three percent said not at all. Twenty-seven percent said that it depended on the artist or the song. 

Most members agreed that women are portrayed as sex objects. 

“They’re usually just like men’s objects, men show them around and they hardly wear any clothes. Just objects.”

“No. They make girls look like sluts in music videos.”

Some said that videos in which the artist or director is a woman, women are sometimes portrayed more positively. “Some videos, because they’re made by women or they’re videos of men who understand how women are portrayed and strive to change that, can be good.”
According to the responses in this section of our research, women are thought to be portrayed more as sex objects than as people.  The media, particularly through music videos, portray women as “whore-ish, slutty, always wearing nothing”.  Members felt that women are almost always portrayed negatively “…because they’re dressed in thongs or really short shorts where half their butt cheeks are hanging out or half their boobs are hanging out”.  

However, it appears that the members we interviewed believe that society thinks media influence young women and their relationships more than they actually do. According to the responses, young women’s sense of style is influenced to a point.  “I think it influences my style somewhat…the way I dress, maybe.”  Sexual desire, on the other hand, seems to be influenced significantly for some. One member had this to say: “The more they put sex out there in videos, the more I’m drawn to it.” “The lyrics can influence you to want to have sex…it influences me to want to be sexy.” These comments lead us to the conclusion that because of the prevalence of sexuality in videos, the greater influence it may have on the viewer’s own sexual behavior and politics.

Relationships

The next set of questions deals with relationships – including, but not limited to: platonic, romantic, long and short term relationships. Of the thirty-five members who were asked “have you ever been encouraged to be like a female in a music video”, the majority of them (77%) answered yes and only twenty-three percent answered no.  Those who answered yes were mostly compared to female recording artists.  Something interesting in the trends of ‘no’ responses is that although no one in their experience was encouraging them to be like one specific person, the girls were encouraged to achieve a specific body and/or hair type.  One member stated that “Boys come up to me and say ‘you should be thick’, then that makes me think ‘ooh I wanna be thick’.” Conversely, in an interview with a male member, he stated “I may say you look like her, but I would never say you should look like anyone in a music video.”
Seventy-three percent of the members responded that they had, in fact, heard young men quote songs to young women, and had heard girls being talked about in a derogatory manner.  “Rap Song”, “Tip Drills”, “Chicken-heads”, “Heads Down, Booty Up” were some of the specific songs and comments mentioned.  The women are often portrayed as being “pimped out” or only used for sexual activity.  Some of the excerpts from songs that were mentioned above are “Lady in the street, freak in the sheets”, “slob on my knob”, “I got the magic stick”, and “I got hos in different area codes”.  An interesting, if somewhat unsettling, thing to note is that all songs mentioned by the members in response to this question were sung or rapped by male recording artists.

Seventy-six percent of the members said that they don’t feel they have to dress a certain way to get or keep a partner, while twenty-four percent of the members answered that they did feel they needed to dress a certain way for a male “boyfriend” figure in their life. Those who said no did not seem to put too much importance on pleasing others:

“I like to dress the way I like to dress and if they don’t like it, then they can leave.”

“The way I dress is more for me, although I think people are attracted to it. But I don’t think that’s ‘important’.”

The same members also focused on feeling good about themselves.

“I’m proud of being the way I am and looking the way that I do.  Like when a boy comes up to me, he’s not just coming up to me for sex because I don’t have a big chest or a big butt.”

“I don’t think I would [dress a certain way to keep a partner] if I had to, because I want to be myself.”

Those who said they had to dress a certain way to keep a partner didn’t talk much about what influenced them beyond the desire to keep that partner.  Only one member mentioned TV shows as an influence.  Most of them spoke of fashion, being “in style” and “maintaining a look”. One of the members said, “I believe I am influenced. I dress decently, you know, like when I’m around my boyfriend.  I try to wear all of my name brand stuff. And it’s not his fault. I just feel like I should look my best when I’m around him...and I just feel like he is special and I should look nice around him.”

An interesting statement made by a person who answered no was, “I don’t think you have to dress yourself up. I think you have to keep yourself up and keep yourself thin, because you always want to be appealing.” In her statement, she takes one question that was about maintaining a dress style, to a deeper question about the merit of maintaining a certain body type – one that is frequently perceived as the ideal, preferred body type for women.

The majority of the members (89%) said that the way they dressed was not a factor in getting or keeping friends. One stated, “Hell no! If they did care, they wouldn’t be my friends, now would they?” Of those who said yes, eleven percent stated that following trends in clothing was probably one of the reasons they are influenced.  “I think there are examples of that.  Everybody wants to wear the same style.  They want to fit in and if something is in style, you learn to like it. It’s a psychological thing.” From her statement, this member touches on yearning to fit in, as well.

Another question posed to members was, simply, “who are your friends?” All forty-one members responded to the question. There were five general categories of responses: answers related to diversity on personality and or temperament, temperaments, personality traits, demographic differences (such as age, race of class), and settings (environments). Lastly there is a category for miscellaneous answers.

Twelve out of forty-one members (29%) answered demographically. One person commented, “I have a variety of friends: white, Black and Hispanic.” Another person said, “Open minded people, usually not too high strung people that take life too seriously. A lot of people are too intense. Multicultural backgrounds.” 

Next, twelve out of forty one members (29%) answered in terms of personality traits. One person said, “My friends are two faced, some [are] stuck up. Some [are] down to Earth. Some [are] kind and some [are] ignorant” Another person commented, “Intellectuals with small social circles, there’s about ten of us.”

Eleven out of forty one participants (27%) identified their friends as diverse. As stated before, diverse was said in reference to temperament and personality. One person answered, “My friends are a lot like me. They dress modern, vintage, alternative. They’re good people. They raise the roof. I think that my friends are really similar in attitude and style.” 

Five out of forty one participants answered in ways that could not be specifically categorized so they were considered miscellaneous. One person said, “Considering that none of my friends talk to each other or hang out with each other, it’s usually some one on one action.” Another stated, “People I usually hang out with. People who do the same stuff I do. We share the same hobbies, like to play music together.” One said, “I don’t have any friends.”  

And lastly, four out of forty one participants (10%) answered in terms of settings. One person said, “People at school, people at my job and my mother and sister.” Another person said, “I have my lacrosse friends, my friends I have had for a hundred years, it just keeps expanding.”

By asking questions to determine if the media imposed specific views of women in relationships (including dating and friend relationships) and how they affected the relationship, we were able to conclude the following: first, the responses show that in heterosexual, romantic relationships the media and music videos do seem to impose a male-dominated, woman-as-sex-object point of view, which is oft-depicted by male rappers’ music videos and song lyrics. This view, in some cases, made the members feel the need to compare themselves to the women in the music videos, in the end causing the members to want bigger breasts, or a bigger butt or to “get thick”.
Secondly, in terms of platonic relationships, the media did not seem to have as much weight in the process of friend selection. It seems the members looked for friends who shared common interests and “deeper” qualities, ultimately putting traits like trustworthiness and humor above appearance.                                                                                                                                           

Icons

The final section of questions refers to both those of celebrity stature and people who are more familiar and involved in the members’ lives. The majority of the members (75.6%) said that they had someone to look up to or wanted to be like. It should be noted that four participants (10%) didn’t answer this question. As we delved into the affirmative responses, we recognized a significant split between the types of icons/role models. Forty types were identified by the members who answered yes.  Sixty percent of the role models were family members and friends.  These types of people included peers, neighbors, sisters, brothers, fathers, mothers, nannies, friends’ mothers, godsisters, and uncles.  Nearly forty percent of the role models were celebrities.  Most of the celebrities were actors and singers, including Brad Pitt, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sana’a Lathan, Stacey Dash, Vivica Fox, Carrot Top, Judy Garland, Julia Roberts, Alicia Keys, Aaliyah, Madonna, the Spice Girls and Gwen Stefani.  Other famous role models were Michael Jordan and Bill Gates. 

While many members simply answered the question with a brief statement containing a name, some went further in their answer, fully addressing the two-part question.  The question asked if there was someone “you look up to or want to be like”.  A few members made a clear distinction between admiration and mimicking.  One member commented: “Look up to, yes. Wanna be like? No.  I try to look up to everybody I meet in a sort of way.  I try to be more like them. I don’t have just one particular person, but some of the traits of everyone I meet, pretty much.”

When describing or stating qualities about people they admire, thirty-two percent of the members had responses that dealt with success and/or future plans.  Different people had different definitions of success.  Success is often measured in achievements, respect gained, or obstacles overcome. For future plans, these included having goals, plans and expectations.  The following quote conveys the member’s opinions of potential and actual role models. “[I’d admire] probably someone who is very successful, knows what they’re doing in life, has a plan.”
Another member comments about the admirable qualities of her father. “My father knows everything; he’s really well-liked.  He...changes a lot of lives...and he does that for free, out of his love...he’s really like a self-made Renaissance Man. He’s just a great person.” Also close to home for a member is a friend’s mother. “[She has] a very well-established job and also maintains a family and [creates] a sense of community.”
In addition to the success aspect, common threads throughout the responses were being true to oneself and standing up for one’s beliefs and values.  Many youth said that authenticity was a strong quality for role models. 

“She’s herself and that’s good enough.” 

“She’s really in control of herself all the time...”

“She really stands up for what she believes in.”

Another member said simply, “I want to be myself.”  Many other qualities were mentioned in the interviews.  These included being unique, smart/intelligent, talented, able to lead, kind, reliable and hard-working.

Certain role models were looked up to for different reasons. “Like Bill Gates and my mama...because he has a lot of money. And because she’s a hard-working, black woman in today’s society.”  Other members were more general about people, but specific in the desired qualities.  “People who I look up to are independent and think for themselves.  Sometimes I feel I can be like that.  People who are motivated, not one person in particular...I admire people who are intelligent. People who are creative.” Another member responded on a very general level: “Every person I know has qualities that make up who I am, but they also have qualities I wish I had.”
Out of the thirty-eight responses to this question, eighty percent of the youth were able to name female music role models. Overall, there were twenty-eight females mentioned, and among the most named were Alicia Keys, India Arie and Jessica Simpson.  Most of the youth who pinpointed women role models in music said these women sang for music itself and weren’t “trashy”.  This led us to believe that these women are more self-aware and act more real.  In speaking of certain females, one member said, “they do it for music’s sake...they’re doing music because they love it.  It’s not solely for monetary purposes. And if they do reveal themselves it’s because they want to and they’re comfortable in their own bodies and they’re saying that women can be sexy without being objectified by men...”
Another member says that a good role model in music “portrays herself better...” Other youth agree:

“She doesn’t dress trashy in her videos and she keeps it real.” 

“She respects herself.”

“[She doesn’t] act like [she’s] perfect and [she still keeps] a positive outlook.” 

“Because they do and sing about what they want to sing about, regardless of what the media says.  They’re true to themselves.”

Although many of the members mentioned role models, sixteen percent of youth who answered this question said there were no good female musician role models.  The main reason for the lack of role models, according to the members who displayed these opinions, was because most of the female musicians were displayed in sexually exploitive ways.  Some of the ways the youth described this theme were through derogatory terms: “...because most of the roles are sexual roles...either they’re a prostitute or a hoochie mama.” Another member had this to say: “You don’t get a good sense of a the real lady in three minutes of skank.”

Other members felt that there weren’t strong female role models now because their messages don’t mirror young women’s ideas and problems.  “That don’t [sic] work for all these girls that’s out here struggling with kids.  People got real problems. They out here talking about spiritual stuff, and although that helps, I don’t look at them as positive role models.” “Aretha Franklin...”, comments another member, “...but she’s not really my generation.”
Even if the artists are clothed and in the right era, these aspects still might not qualify them to be an excellent role model. Their actions factor into the equation. “You look at, like, Angie Stone and you’re like ‘well, that’s positive’, but they’re smoking weed and stuff.” The criteria are strict for female musicians of today.  It seems one needs to be clothed well, not trashy but classy; and one needs to relate to her audience.

Two youth gave no definite yes or no answer.  These members pointed out the contradictions facing female artists and the challenges of being a good role model.  One participant noted the double standards and expectations demanded for the music industry.  “Some of them are strong, independent women. That is kind of the trend now.  They also come in music videos with barely anything on, so that’s got to say something.  It’s nice that you can have women in music videos and are independent, work for themselves, make their own money, but then again they’re wearing nothing...so that’s kind of degrading at the same time.”

The other youth detailed the distinction between the types of role models.  On one hand are the women who are idolized because of their musical talents.  On the other side are the pop icons that are admired regardless of whether or not they have real talent.  The difficulty of each kind of artist is the actual recognition as a role model when their fans may not have the ability to realize the same ideals.  “Madonna, Alanis Morrisette and Shakira...can be role models to people who already have an understanding of themselves, because they aren’t whole people. They can’t help people become whole people when they’re just the image of one thing.  I think musicians like Norah Jones or Peggy Lee are musicians because they’re talented. I think that’s a different kind of role model because they’re not pop icons.”

Role models are defined in different terms depending on who is asked.  Different genres of music and different concepts of music videos create different expectations as well as different types of artists.  When there is no central criterion for a female music role model, many can qualify and many can be rejected, but none seem to ever be really free from the audience’s judgment.

Many members were able to mention both real and ideal people and qualities in their responses to this section.  The role models available were often closer to home in that they were family and friends.  The responses to the question about these role models’ qualities and the responses to an ideal role model’s qualities were similar, but there were some gaps.  In the former category, the most mentioned qualities were success, future plans, and authenticity.  In the latter category, although the above qualities were mentioned, many members described the role model in more aspects.

Most of the members named female musicians that they could look up to and many had qualities that were similar to the qualities of their ideal role model.  Authenticity was a favorite quality as well as the ability to not be degrading towards themselves or their gender as a whole.

There was also a difference between the specific qualities of the personal and celebrity role models.  Interestingly, the qualities of personal role models were more similar to the ideal qualities than were those qualities of the celebrity role model.  We can conclude, then, that the personal role models more closely match the wants of today’s youth.  Although the celebrity role models have some qualities that are similar to the ideal, the personal role models seem to be more in sync with the desires of the members.  60% of the role models were personal, 15% of the members didn’t respond to this question, and 10% of respondents said they did not have anyone to look up to.  These statistics leave very little room for celebrity influence.  Although many members mentioned positive women in music, based on the members’ role model expectations and their actual role models’ qualities, very few celebrities are actually making a strong impact on youth.  This, however, does not mean that they are not role models in some way.  Nearly 40% of the mentioned role models were celebrities.  This must mean that members are looking for some other qualities when looking to celebrities for good role models.  These role models are looked to for images of success and talent, while the more personal icons have qualities like reliability, influence, and success.  There is a double standard for role models: a different appeal for different types of people.

The consensus is that women in the music industry tend to have a choice in how to portray themselves.  The ones the members admire are the ones who portray themselves well, in ways that are not trashy or slutty, but strong and independent.  The impact on young women tends to be coming less from the music industry and more from their community.  The youth who do look for 

role models in the music industry tend to take the icons with a grain of salt.  All in all, youth are not mindless media guppies.  They are critical thinkers that don’t just thoughtlessly follow the trends of the music videos.  

Conclusion and Recommendations

Here at Sisters Empowering Sisters, we not only discuss the issues that concern young women, but we also attempt to challenge the obstacles that young women face in society. Based on all of the information we collected and analysis we’ve done, we can confidently conclude that commercial music videos do have a significant effect on young women and their relationships with their peers. We found that the overwhelming majority of the members we interviewed compared their personal appearance to those of the women they observed in videos, so it can be assumed that many of our readers may not be surprised by this concept. But, now that we have all of this information, it’s time to do something about it. 

Just about all of the videos that we observed when coming up with our research questions did not portray women in an accurate manner. This seems to be the case with our research members as well—almost no one said that women were portrayed positively in music videos all of the time. A few did point out the fact that the role of a woman in the music video has a lot to do with the artist or the lyrics of the song—but, what about the producer? Producers and directors decide what images and what messages they want to relay when creating a music video, so one might wonder why women are portrayed so often as sex objects. One reason for this could be that video production is a male-dominated industry and usually their target audience is heterosexual males. The often-heterosexual, male video producers know that “sex sells” so to speak, but they probably don’t consider the effect these images can have on their female viewers. One way to combat this is for young women to encourage video producers to broaden their target audience and create their videos not only for the enjoyment of men, but for women, as well—after all, the majority of video viewers are female anyway. Even contacting the TV stations that broadcast the videos could prove to be an effective strategy in eliminating these particular videos, and in encouraging other, more positive representation of young women.

An argument could be made that if a man does portray a woman positively, he understands how women are portrayed and desires to change that. There are few videos, though, that complement this theory; so should young women just wait around for male producers and directors to wise up? Of course not. It’s important to go out and get what you want and, we believe that young women have the potential to do whatever they want. So here’s a better question—why not have more women involved in producing and directing music videos themselves? One way to see to it that more women become involved with the video production industry is to encourage girls and young women early on by instituting programs that focus on increasing interest in the industry, and understanding of the mechanics of video production and distribution. These programs should offer information on careers in video production & provide assistance in developing skills necessary in pursuing a career in video production. It is very important for young women to know that just because video production is male-dominated now doesn’t mean it has to remain that way, and it’s even more crucial to know that the same applies for any industry or field.

One of our main concerns when coming up with our general research question was how the role of women as sex objects in music videos affected female video viewers as far as their opinion of their own personal appearance—we worried that these images, this false portrayal of women, compelled young women to compare their own bodies to those of the “video girls”. We asked each of our research members what they liked best about their body and what they liked least about their body. 

As indicated earlier, the top three responses for most liked were hair, face, and eyes and the top three responses for least liked were height/want to be taller, weight/want to be thinner, and weight/want to be “thicker”. These results, as disappointing as they are, confirmed our concerns and it also presents a larger implication—self-esteem. It seems like a good sign that any of our research members had a favorite part about their body, but in essence, the parts that received the most votes for most liked body part are elements of a person’s physical appearance that can easily and inexpensively be altered. The same cannot be done with the parts that were listed as the least liked. Teenagers spend several billions of dollars every year on cosmetics, finding ways to alter and enhance their hair (weaves, extensions, wigs, hair color, flat irons, curling irons, etc.), their eyes (contacts, color contacts, eye makeup, etc.), and their face (eye makeup, lip makeup, blush, skin cream, etc). This realization suggests that there may be an underlying issue with self-esteem among young women—with makeup, they’ve not only caught on to the Hollywood trick, but it seems that young women have also discovered a way to conceal insecurity by concealing their natural look. The girls in the magazines and in the videos all have a picture-perfect look for most people - that’s what the people that create these advertisements and create these videos want the general public to think, so that products will be purchased and the artists make their money. Many of our research members admitted to knowing that what they see in the music videos, specifically about women, is falsified yet simultaneously remain influenced by the media. This clear contradiction could be attributed to the fact they are bombarded with these images; so, the idea that many teens are unhappy with their body type can be at least partially attributed to the media, music videos in particular. 

By the same token, it is important to emphasize that the media are not completely at fault here. Concerning music videos and products, young women have control over whether or not they are worthy of their money, time, and liking. It shouldn’t be that these products and the individuals that create the advertisements for these products, or music videos and the individuals that create them, hold control over young women. We believe that young women are intelligent, talented and naturally beautiful—inside and out—and there needs to be a greater effort to help influence young women that this notion is the real representation of women, not the false images they see in many media outlets. Programs that help girls find their inner-beauty and distinguish between real, natural beauty and false images concocted to help sell products can be very effective.  Another, smaller-scale idea could be an exercise where girls and young women find advertisements that they feel do not portray women accurately and recreate them, incorporating images and messages that they feel represent them more. This could be turned into a workshop, so that a large number of young women can be reached and influenced at one time, similar to how the media works. Adults that associate with girls and young women on a regular basis, like teachers, community leaders and activists, coaches, even parents, can also be very influential in helping a girl figure out who she is and realize that her natural beauty and worth are enough. After all, many of our research members described the adults in their lives as being very influential in helping them decide what kind of person they want to be in life.

There still remains the issue of how commercial music videos affect the relationship young women have with their peers. When creating this portion of our general research question, initially, we were most interested in finding out whether or not girls and young women felt obligated to dress and/or behave a certain way in order to be accepted by their peers, especially their partners and friends, because of the images viewed in music videos and other major forms of media. It was heartening, then, to find that majority of our research members did not feel it necessary to look and act a certain way around their peers. However, during our research we discovered that many of our female research members had many experiences where they’ve heard males use derogatory quotes from songs when talking to or about girls, which presents another huge problem—these negative images and messages from music videos are influencing young male viewers, who end up thinking that it is acceptable or even encouraged to talk to/refer to girls in this manner. So, even if the young women aren’t necessarily influenced by the images that they are bombarded with in the videos, they still have to deal with being bombarded with the negative comments from their male peers; and the young men are limited in their own expressions of what it means to act like a “real man”. 

None of our female research members described how they feel or react to these comments, which suggests that, a lot of the time, these comments are ignored. There are, assuredly, many factors that influence this, but the top three most likely reasons for this could be: 1) young women are so used to hearing it, so they don’t feel compelled to do anything, 2) young women may not feel comfortable confronting the individual at the time, and/or 3) young women don’t see the harm in it. 

We should reinforce the idea that this behavior from male peers is a serious – and pervasive - issue. What they are doing is, intentionally or not, committing verbal abuse. Whether they use the term “ho” to describe a young woman, or other popular terms used in songs like, “shake that ass”, it can be considered abuse or sexual harassment and this is something that just can’t be ignored any longer. Women deserve to be respected and young women should know that early on. How fair is it that men go on being considered “pimps”, “playas”, and “sugar daddies” and the women are considered the “bitches”, “hoes”, and only good for looks and sex? It is understandable that it may not be safe or feel right for one individual to confront another in person, but perhaps young women could band together and come up with ways to approach the issue. One suggestion would be to think of some type of action in which many young women could get involved and take part; whether it be a protest, a media campaign, a workshop—some sort of awareness function or method that can reach a big crowd. Recruiting young men to help out could say a lot to other young men that you might be trying to reach. Clearly this is a problem that impacts both young men and young women and how they relate to each other and perceive themselves, so it only makes sense that both groups need to be actively involved in interrupting and, eventually, stopping it.

We can conclude that music videos do have a somewhat negative effect on young female viewers and their personal style and lifestyle; and, while the music videos don’t affect the way young women feel about relationships with their peers, the relationship young women have with male peers is not always healthy, because their male peers are being influenced by the negative portrayal of women in music videos and are behaving as the artists in the videos do when they get in certain situations with young women. There is a lot of work that needs to be done if this is going to come to an end, and there needs to be some change on both ends. In sum, the negative images of young women and negative messages about young women have a negative effect on today’s youth, and the most effective solutions are 1) a drastic change, for the better, in the way women are being portrayed in music videos and 2) a drastic change in the video viewers’ reaction and resistance to the negative images they see, female and male. When young video viewers can begin to understand the difference between the “video girl” image and the girls they see everyday and the difference between what is real in videos and what is created to entertain, then we can begin to eliminate the negative effect the images from popular music videos have on today’s youth. Programs and people that concentrate on this idea could have a significant effect in the long run; and when young people – especially young women – realize we really do have power to make change, it is only then that powerful, far-reaching change can be made.

