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The O.C. 

The O.C. is a teenage drama ‘based on the trials and tribulations of families and friends 
living in Newport Beach – a super-rich suburb in California’s Orange County’ 
(McWhirter 2006). Described by one New York critic as a ‘Californicating teen soap’, it 
incorporates prom glamour (with plunging designer necklines), cheerleaders, regular 
spots for up-and-coming musicians and bands, sports cars, brawls, occasional forays 
into drug-taking, and of course, a great deal of dating (Greenblatt 2006). The O.C. is 
rated M, that is, recommended for viewing only by persons aged 15 years and over, due 
to its sexual content and portrayal of drug use. The 2006 season was screened at 8.30 
pm on Wednesday nights. 

As noted earlier, the stars of The O.C., in particular Mischa Barton and Adam Brody, 
often feature in girls’ magazines, without any mention that the program is rated M. 
Moreover, in the September 2006 issue of Total Girl, the DVD of The O.C. (Season 3) 
opens the page entitled ‘Hot DVDs’, with the following endorsement: 

Missing The O.C. already? We have just what the doctor ordered! … season 3 
has just landed on DVD so you can relive all those I-can’t-believe-it moments 
again and again… it won’t leave your DVD player! (Total Girl, September 
2006, p. 98) 

Although the DVD is pictured with the M classification on the front clearly visible, it 
appears that the Total Girl editorial team are not concerned about recommending it to 
their eight to eleven year old readers.  

Given the high readership of girls’ magazines among girls of primary school age (for 
example, among girls aged nine to eleven, more than one third read Total Girl) it is not 
surprising to find that according to OzTAM data sourced by the Australia Institute, in 
the five major metropolitan cities, on average 4.6 per cent of children aged five to 
twelve viewed each episode of The O.C. season broadcast on Network Ten during 2006. 
This equates to approximately 65,000 children in the five major metropolitan cities aged 
five to twelve – more than the total who view the music video programs – despite the 
fact the show is recommended only for viewing by persons aged 15 or over, and is 
broadcast at 8.30 pm during the week.  

Big Brother 

Launched in Australia in 2001, Big Brother involves a group of young men and women 
who are locked in a house on the Gold Coast for three months, with their behaviour 
constantly recorded on camera. Each week, one or two of the ‘housemate’ contestants 
are ‘evicted’ from the house, as contestants nominate, and viewers vote on, who they 
want to see go. Essentially, the show is a popularity contest, since those who stay on 
longer win prizes, with the final housemate left in the house winning hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in prize money.  
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During the 2006 season of Big Brother, episodes broadcast seven days a week on 
Network Ten, on weekdays and Saturdays at 7.00 pm, and on Sundays slightly earlier, 
at 6.30 pm.15 Most of these episodes were edited versions of life in the house although 
Friday night was a live episode. Additional Big Brother ‘events’ during the evening 
timeslot and finishing before 10.00 pm included extra episodes in different formats. 
‘Nominations’ involved contestants each individually choosing the other contestants 
they would most like to see evicted. Viewers were then able to vote on whom they 
would most like to see evicted from among the contestants who are shown to be most 
unpopular from this ‘in-house’ nomination process. The outcome was shown in special 
‘Evictions’ and ‘Double evictions’ features. New people were introduced to the house in 
episodes known as ‘Intruders’, and there were also a range of other special episodes 
including interviews and games. 

Late screenings of the 2006 season of Big Brother: Adults Only (known during the 2005 
season as Big Brother Uncut) showed more graphic detail of daily life in the house, in 
particular, shower scenes and sex scenes, but were axed after protests from many that 
they breached community, and television classification, standards (Haywood 2006). 
Subscribers could view footage of life in the house live on the Internet at all times.  

Big Brother goes well beyond the average television serial, and commentary on it varies 
widely. Some argue that it is accessible and democratic programming,16 which reflects 
important social and individual issues and encourages interactive critical viewing – 
since viewers can vote for housemates they don’t like to be evicted (Brunero 2006). 
Others see the series as exploitative and voyeuristic, functioning more than anything 
else as ‘mild porn’, and tag it ‘Big Brothel’ (Nguyen 2006). It is possible that over time 
the show has progressed from being less of the first to more of the second, as one 
viewer of the show from the 2001 to the 2005 season explains. 

The original difference between Big Brother Australia and the rest of the world 
is [that] we had interesting people to start with and it wasn’t all about nakedness 
and getting it on … the show was not built around sexual encounters, rather on 
the interesting interactions and reactions of different people and personalities.17 

During the 2005 season, there were two particularly explicit sexual incidents on Big 
Brother. 

In one episode, a housemate rubbed his crotch into a female contestant’s 
shoulder as he gave her a massage. In another, a male dropped his pants, 
grabbed a woman’s breast and called her a “whorebag” (Masters and Jones 
2006). 

The producers attempted to ‘clean up’ the show for the 2006 season, but were proven to 
have failed when one of the male contestants held a female contestant down on her bed 
while another male contestant, clad in boxer shorts, pushed his crotch in her face 
(Murphy and Stapleton 2006). Although the incident, described by contestants as 
                                                 

15 Times vary slightly from city to city, so we use Sydney times for the purposes of this discussion. 
16 The show has consistently attracted a large audience over its six seasons – one each year since 2001. 
17 Response from ‘Jasmin’ on the B&T blog that published Nguyen 2006. 
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‘turkey slapping’, was not broadcast on television, it was seen by subscribers watching 
the live Internet streaming of activities in the house at 4.00 am on Saturday 1 July.  

The incident featured on the front page of newspapers around Australia the following 
Monday, with politicians expressing strong disapproval. The Courier-Mail commented 
that the program encouraged such behaviour. 

By putting together a group of beautiful young people in the same house, and 
making them share beds and showers and walk around in revealing clothing, the 
show’s producers ensure that the atmosphere in the house is sexually charged 
(The Courier-Mail 2006). 

Even when sexual incidents such as the above are not shown during Big Brother 
episodes or special broadcast before 10.00 pm (when children are most likely to be 
watching), they are widely discussed in the broader community and the contestants 
regularly discuss who kissed or slept with whom during broadcasts before 10.00 pm.  

It is not surprising, given the high ratings Big Brother achieves, that OzTAM data for 
the 2006 season reveal that large numbers of children aged five to twelve view it. For all 
Big Brother events, both regular episodes and specials, finishing before 10.00 pm, on 
average between eight and 15 per cent of children aged five to twelve watched the 
show, that is, in the five major metropolitan cities, between 113,000 and 212,000 
children.18 

Concern in Australia about the role television plays in the sexualisation of children is 
already on the public record. More detailed analysis of children’s viewing of programs 
that may contribute to their sexualisation would be a useful direction for further 
research. 

2.6 The sophistication of advertising and marketing techniques 

Advertisers are now targeting children using increasingly sophisticated techniques. In 
marketing jargon, the children’s market is now highly ‘segmented’ along lines of age, 
gender, race, income, ethnicity and geography (Preston and White 2004, p. 116). Levin 
and Linn observe that ‘marketing agencies are as relentless in their quest for knowledge 
about children as is any academic institution, and they are certainly better funded’ 
(2004, p. 225). Children are recognised by marketers as a particularly valuable group to 
capture: they influence parental purchases, they often have their own money to spend, 
and it is likely they will continue purchasing the same brands into adulthood. Research 
shows that more than half the brands used in childhood are still used in adulthood 
(Preston and White 2004, pp. 117-118). The marketers themselves appear to see nothing 
problematic about a media-saturated environment that promotes children forming their 

                                                 

18 Sydney finishing times were used as a guide to which events to include. There was one exception to the 
pattern quoted above. The episode entitled ‘Big Brother – Interview’, broadcast on Monday 3 July, was 
viewed by only 2.7 per cent of children aged five to twelve (approximately 38,000 children in the five 
major metropolitan cities) (OzTAM report provided to the Australia Institute). This episode covered the 
‘turkey slapping’ incident, and the consequent removal from the house of the two male contestants. 
Presumably many parents did not allow their children to watch discussion of this incident. 
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identities in part through identification with given brands from toddlerhood (Preston and 
White 2004, p. 118).  

Research on children’s understanding of television advertising consistently shows that 
younger children (those aged under eight) have a less well-developed understanding of 
advertising than older children. In particular, older children understand the persuasive 
intent of advertising, while younger children are more likely to see the same advertising 
as informative (Mallalieu et al. 2005; Preston 2004; Segal 2003). As older children 
become teenagers, although they understand persuasive intent, they are entering a 
vulnerable period of self-consciousness, which marketers exploit (Segall 2003).19  

Despite some evidence suggesting that ‘Generation Y’ adolescents (those born between 
1979 and 1994) are highly media literate and very cynical of marketing (Bagnall 1999), 
such cynicism about the marketing of particular products or brands does not necessary 
translate into cynicism about the desirability of consumption in general. A parallel point 
might be made for sexualisation, which is tightly linked to the culture of consumption. 
In using sex to market their products, marketers incidentally promote sexualisation as 
desirable. Even if children were able to reject the links between advertising and 
particular products or brands, it is a further and much more difficult step for them to 
reject the cultural underpinnings on which most advertising depends, including the 
desirability of both consumption and sexualisation. 

In any case, evidence suggests that the media literacy of children and teenagers varies 
widely. One study of 200 US teenagers in a rural context found most of them to be very 
naïve about commercials and their marketing function (Fox 1995). The researcher noted 
that classic propaganda techniques were employed in these commercials: ‘repetition, 
testimonials, bandwagon appeals, transfers of one quality to another, and highly 
synthesized music and imagery’ (Fox 1995, p. 79).  

Comprehensive information about the amount and content of media literacy education 
received by children of primary school age around Australia is not publicly available, 
which makes it impossible to assess the degree to which children are being equipped to 
understand and negotiate the promotion of sexualisation by advertising and marketing. 

                                                 

19 See Pechman et al. (2005) for a review of the literature that suggests that adolescents are particularly 
vulnerable to advertising and promotion. 
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3. Risks to children 

3.1 Introduction 

The sexualisation of children in advertising and marketing material brings with it a 
number of risks to children. Below we present the effects of sexualisation on children in 
five different categories: physical harm, psychological harm, sexual harm, the 
‘opportunity cost’ of sexualisation, and its ethical effects. Although separation of the 
various effects into categories is useful to highlight the reach of sexualisation into 
children’s lives, such separation remains somewhat artificial, since many of the effects 
occur simultaneously. In the case of eating disorders, for example, physical and 
psychological harm are closely interrelated. 

3.2 Physical harm 

In discussion of the sexualisation of children it is often noted that in developed nations 
children now reach puberty earlier than they did in the past. For example, Odone cites a 
UK study of 1,150 eight-year-old children called ‘Children of the Nineties’ that found 
that one-sixth of all eight-year-old girls show some signs of puberty, compared to one in 
100 a generation ago. Also, one in 14 eight-year-old boys have pubic hair, compared 
with one in 250 a generation ago (2002, p. 19). To place these physical changes in 
context, however, experts in childhood development often note that children’s 
emotional and cognitive development has not advanced at the same pace (Levin and 
Linn 2004; Linn 2005). As a result, children’s bodies are maturing before they are 
psychologically mature. Children are thus ill-equipped to deal with sexualising pressure 
which implies that only a limited range of mature body types are attractive and 
desirable. An increasing emphasis on a particular body type as the ideal is central to the 
evidence of sexualisation presented in the previous section.  

For girls, the ideal body is based upon the ideal woman’s body – slender but shapely, 
dressed somewhere between prettily and provocatively, with clothing emphasising 
certain body parts. For boys, the ideal body is based upon the ideal man’s body – 
muscular, with ‘broad shoulders and well-defined upper body, but flat stomach with 
narrow hips’ (Tiggeman 2005, p. 362). Recently it has been found that a muscular ideal 
now applies to women and girls as well, although to a lesser degree, with both sexes 
now focused on achieving ‘a slim, toned body’ (McCabe and Ricciardelli 2005, p. 573). 

Many studies suggest that increased exposure to this ‘ideal’ body type in various media 
is associated with an increasing incidence of eating disorders among older children and 
teenagers, although there is far more research on girls than on boys. For example, a 
study of nearly 3,000 Spanish 12 to 21 year olds found that those who read girls 
magazines had a doubled risk of developing an eating disorder (Strasburger 2005, pp. 
280-282). A US study of nearly 7,000 girls aged 9 to 14 found that the risk of beginning 
purging behaviour (vomiting or use of laxatives) increased along with the importance 
girls placed on looking like females on television, in movies or in magazines (Field et 
al. 1999). 
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Eating disorders are complex conditions caused by ‘a combination of psychological, 
interpersonal, social, physiological and external factors’ (CEED 2006a). However, there 
is no doubt among medical professionals that marketing and advertising carry some 
responsibility for the increase in their incidence. The Australian Medical Association 
(AMA) position statement on body image and health notes: ‘Young people are dieting 
and expressing dissatisfaction with their body shapes at an increasingly young age. This 
is of great concern, as dieting is a known precipitant factor in the development of eating 
disorders’ (2002, p. 1). It also asserts that ‘marketing and advertising’ contribute to this 
problem with their ‘portrayals of physical perfection’ (AMA 2002, p. 1).  

Children’s body image concerns are sometimes thought to be a healthy antidote to 
growing childhood obesity, but in fact they are likely to be counterproductive if they act 
as a negative motivation for body management.  

[S]elf-acceptance is the key that provides a positive motivation for caring for 
yourself and your body through behaviours such as healthy eating and being 
active (O’Connor 2001). 

The age at which young people are hospitalised for eating disorders in Australia appears 
to be falling (see Appendix 1). This is consistent with recent evidence from research 
into the occurrence of body image concerns and disordered eating behaviours at early 
ages (see below). 

Severe manifestations of eating disorders have high personal and public health costs – a 
single case of anorexia nervosa generally costs more to treat than throat cancer or 
cerebral meningitis, and more than a hip replacement (Cross 1997, p. 62). But even 
‘mild’ eating disorders may have side effects on physical health, including headaches, 
deficiencies in essential vitamins and minerals, bowel dysfunction, tooth decay, 
dehydration and reduced ability to concentrate and think clearly (CEED 2006b). 
Research discussed below shows that many children are now developing body image 
concerns at very young ages. To the degree that such concerns translate into even mild 
eating disordered behaviours, children are likely to suffer physical harm during their 
childhood growth period, when nutrition is particularly important. 

There is a risk that the increasing sexualisation of children is contributing, or will 
contribute, to more eating disorders. Even mild eating disorders are likely to damage 
children’s physical health. 

3.3 Psychological harm 

Beauty ideals are presented as part of ‘complex cultural scripts that link thinness (or 
muscularity) and attractiveness to happiness, desirability, and status’ (Tiggeman 2005, 
p. 364). Studies of body image carried out both in Australia and in similar countries 
have now established, first, that ‘girls as young as 6 to 7 years of age desire a thinner 
ideal body’ (Dohnt and Tiggemann 2006, p. 141), second, that girls of this age are 
‘aware of dieting to lose weight’, and third, that girls of this age are ‘beginning to 
engage in eating disordered behaviours’ (p. 142). Less research has been carried out on 
boys, but one recent Australian study found that boys and girls aged from eight to 
thirteen years were ‘equally focused on losing weight’ but that boys were more focused 
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on ‘increasing muscle’ than girls, although some concern was also shown among girls 
about muscle size (McCabe and Ricciardelli 2005).  

Advertising and marketing representations of the ideal body are not the only factor 
affecting children’s body image. Other factors that have been investigated include Body 
Mass Index and messages received from parents and peers. However, researchers note 
that parents and peers may themselves be influenced by media representations, and 
messages given by them may be affected by this influence (McCabe and Ricciardelli 
2005; Clark and Tiggeman, in press). 

One Australian study found that among 100 girls aged nine to twelve years, exposure to 
appearance-focussed media (including Total Girl) is indirectly related to body 
dissatisfaction via conversations about appearance among peers (Clark and Tiggeman, 
in press). ‘[T]he more girls talked about topics such as clothes, makeup, and their 
favourite pop stars, the more they perceived their friends to be focussed upon 
appearance issues, and the more they themselves internalized these appearance ideals’ 
(Clark and Tiggeman, in press). Among the young girls who were the subjects of this 
study, 49 per cent expressed a desire to be thinner, although only 15 per cent could be 
described as in any way overweight. 

Beyond the effects of highly idealised media images on children’s body satisfaction, 
some child development experts note that as children are exposed to increasingly 
sexualised popular culture, those children who have ‘rebellious, creative or free-
thinking tendencies’ are at particular risk (Linn 2005, p. 138). 

They want to be non-conformists, but the symbols of their nonconformity (from 
skateboard culture to hip hop) become popularized. The more adventurous – and 
often angrier – kids seek out increasingly outrageous expressions of their 
rebellion. In media, this often means more graphic violence, more outrageous 
behavior, and more explicit sex (Linn 2005, p. 138). 

At present, attention-seeking sexual behaviour appears to be more of a concern for older 
children and young teenagers. For example, when psychologists Lamb and Brown 
discuss their research with middle-school students (approximate ages 10 to 15 years), 
they describe ‘the girl who wore a see-through shirt to school and the girl who wore 
only her underwear and a trench coat’ as making ‘extreme pleas’ for attention (Lamb 
and Brown 2006, p. 47). As popular culture becomes more sexually explicit levels of 
attention-seeking sexual behaviour could escalate and attention-seeking sexual 
behaviour could become more common among older children and teenagers. Moreover, 
as images of sexualised children become more common in advertising and marketing 
material, it is also possible that younger children will also develop more attention-
seeking sexual behaviours (2006, p. 48).  

Two different kinds of psychological risk to children as a result of their sexualisation 
are documented in the literature, and there may also be further risks that have not yet 
been investigated. Firstly, there is a risk that the increasing sexualisation of children is 
contributing, or will contribute, to increasing children’s body dissatisfaction, leading 
children of a normal healthy weight and fitness level to want to be thinner and more 
muscular. Such body dissatisfaction may then contribute to the development of eating or 



38 

The Australia Institute 

behavioural disorders (for example, obsessive exercise) in some children. Secondly, 
there is a risk that levels of attention-seeking sexual behaviour could escalate, attention-
seeking sexual behaviour could become more common, and it could occur at earlier 
ages. 

3.4 Sexual harm 

There are two types of sexual harm to children that may be linked to increasing 
sexualisation. The first is related to the risk that the sexualisation of children could 
promote paedophilia. The second is related to the long-term trend for sexual activity to 
occur earlier in the teenage years, with associated increased potential for unwanted sex 
and contraction of sexually transmitted infections. If this trend continues, it will 
eventually affect children as defined in this paper (those aged 12 and under). A 
discussion of the legal age of consent is relevant to both these risks, and so it precedes 
consideration of them below. 

The age of consent  

Images that portray children as sexual agents who accept or even desire sexual 
interaction suggest, if only implicitly, that children are capable of meaningfully 
consenting to such interaction in the way that adults do. However, consent implies a 
fully informed understanding of the consequences of an action. In Australia, the age of 
sexual consent is set by state laws and therefore varies; for heterosexual sex, it is either 
16 or 17 years of age, and for homosexual sex, it is either 16, 17 or 18 years of age, 
depending upon the jurisdiction (Bronitt and McSherry 2005, pp. 604-5). Consent also 
takes into account the need to minimise substantial power differentials (as exist between 
adults and children), because these are all too likely to lead to coercion in the guise of 
consent. Although there is some debate about exactly where the age of consent should 
be set, given normal human maturation processes there seems little doubt that to set it 
under 16 would be to increase the possibility both of consent being given without full 
understanding of the consequences, and of substantial power differentials playing a role 
in coercion. 

History does show the importance of questioning forms of protection implemented by 
the state, such as a legal age of consent. Media and communications academic Catharine 
Lumby draws on the metaphor of a double-edged sword of dependence and 
powerlessness to ask: ‘what’s the relationship between the desire to protect and the 
desire to control?’ (1998, p. 52). In the context of a more general critique of links which 
are commonly made between popular culture and paedophilia, she takes issue with the 
suggestion that ‘teenage girls are entirely powerless’ and argues that one of the ways in 
which they exert their power is by experimenting with their bodies and their ‘emerging 
sexuality’ (p. 52).  

This position fails to acknowledge the limited capacity of children and teenagers to 
process information and their vulnerability to commercial and sexual exploitation. 
While Lumby’s point that it is important to examine protective devices for their 
potentially oppressive dimensions is valid, it seems to us that the general protective 
function of the concept of consent far outweighs any oppressive results it may have in 
particular cases.  
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Beyond the issue of consent to sexual interaction, the evidence also indicates that young 
people do not have the capacity to make free and informed choices about whether or not 
they sexualise themselves. Merskin writes that it is important to recognise ‘the lack of 
agency little girls have in the process of becoming desirable’ (2004, p. 128). Asher 
argues that even teenage girls ‘do not realize that assuming the role of seductress will 
limit their own sexual expression and will strip them of power, though it may feel 
otherwise’ (2002, p. 23). In particular, children attempting to make choices about their 
sexualisation are faced with the powerful combination of a consistently narrow range of 
desirable images offered by advertising and marketing with the existence of peer group 
pressure. Children’s ‘choice’ to dress and behave in a sexualised way may be due more 
to a fear of being socially disadvantaged by not doing so than any perception of 
advantages to be gained. This combination of advertising and popular culture with peer 
group pressure also forces parents into in an unenviable position; parents are well aware 
of the in-groups and out-groups formed by children of primary school age, and no 
parent wants their child to have to be the odd one out in the schoolyard. 

Sexualisation of children may promote paedophilia 

Advertisers and marketers frame children as willing participants in their sexualisation 
when in fact they are not able to consent meaningfully either to sexualisation or to the 
sexual interaction it points towards. This framing of children as consenting effectively 
distracts viewers from children’s right to bodily integrity.20 Although a direct causal 
link between the sexualisation of children and their vulnerability to paedophilia has not 
been proven, the possibility of such a link has already caused widespread concern. As 
one psychologist writes: 

It would not be difficult to make a case that such images are the soft porn of 
child pornography and that they exploit childhood by introducing adult sexuality 
into childhood innocence … they could be understood as the precursor to child 
sexual abuse in the way that pornography has been understood by some 
feminists as the precursor to rape (Walkerdine 1999, p. 14).  

Walkerdine concludes that such an interpretation is simplistic, but this does not detract 
from the fact that it is indeed one possible interpretation of the images of sexualised 
children, one that has concerned many commentators. For example, thirteen years ago, 
journalist Joy Overbeck (1993) wrote:  

In an era when sexual violence against children is heartbreakingly common … 
anything that eroticizes our children is irresponsible, at best.  

More recently, Michelle Elliot of the UK charity Kidscape warned that: ‘parents have to 
beware. If you dress your child up in a sexual way [you will] make them vulnerable [to 
paedophiles]’ (Odone 2002, p. 18). Professional opinions from those who work with 
sexual offenders have also been voiced in the media. For example, John McCarthy, 
from the Safe treatment programme for sexual offenders in New Zealand, is reported as 
                                                 

20 Insofar as images of sexualised children and young teenagers function in this way for viewers, it is 
possible to see them as a contemporary social re-enactment of the historical legal status of children as 
simply ‘chattels’ (property) – to be used as adults desire. 
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explaining that while individual girls are not specifically at risk, the fact that children 
generally are dressed up and wear make-up normalises the desires of sex offenders. As 
McCarthy says: 

As fast as we say it is not okay for men to have sex with children because 
children are not interested in sex, they get bombarded with images of girls 
looking older than they are… [sex] offenders ‘grow up’ the age of the girl in 
their mind and believe the girls are sexually available (Anonymous 2005). 

However, because paedophilia and child sexual abuse are complex social problems, it is 
difficult to isolate clear evidence of a causal link between sexualised images of children 
as discussed in this paper and paedophilia, and still more difficult to isolate a causal link 
between sexualised images of children and child sexual abuse. We discuss these issues 
briefly below but conclude that given the difficulty of obtaining strong evidence in such 
areas, and given that children are among the most vulnerable citizens in the community, 
the sexualising of children should be avoided. Our research suggests that this conclusion 
is the prevailing view among both experts and commentators. 

The relationship between paedophilia and child sexual abuse is itself complex. 
Paedophilia is a psychiatric disorder defined in the American Psychiatric Association’s 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders IV (DSM IV) (1994). 
Paedophiles who act on their desires to commit sexual acts with children are guilty of 
child sexual abuse. However, it is not clear that all those who sexually abuse children 
are paedophiles in the psychiatric sense. Most child sexual abuse is perpetrated by 
someone known to the child, often a family member,21 and in some cases such people 
may be motivated not by sexual desires but by a more general drive for power, control 
or violence. It is unclear whether many of these abusers fit a paedophilic profile as 
defined in the DSM IV, although their behaviour is equally criminal. 

The diagnostic criteria for paedophilia are as follows. 

A. Over a period of at least six months, recurrent, intense sexually arousing 
fantasies, sexual urges or behaviors involving sexual activity with a 
prepubescent child or children. 

B. The fantasies, sexual urges or behaviours cause clinically significant distress 
or impairment in social, occupational or other important area of functioning. 

C. The person is at least age 16 years and at least 5 years older than the child or 
children in criterion A (APA 1994, p. 528). 

One report based on eleven case studies of paedophiles concluded that offenders 
generate ‘their own “erotic” materials from relatively innocuous sources such as 
television advertisements, clothing catalogues featuring children modeling underwear, 
and similar sources’, but it also cautioned that the ‘relationship between fantasy and 

                                                 

21 Joe Tucci, Chief Executive Officer of the Australian Childhood Foundation, confirms this but also 
notes that exact Australian figures are not available because of the way data in that area are collected and 
presented by the relevant authorities (personal communication, 14 August 2006).  
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offending [sexual crimes] remains generally underresearched’ (Howitt 1995, pp. 15-16). 
One of the difficulties in isolating a causal link is a problem of self-reporting, since sex 
offenders may claim that pornography or sexualised images led to their offending in an 
attempt to dilute their own responsibility (Howitt 1995, p. 17).  

Although strong evidence is difficult to obtain about the risks of the sexualisation of 
children promoting paedophilia and child sexual abuse, we argue that in this area, 
society has an obligation to adopt a precautionary approach given the particular 
vulnerability of children. The relevance of this concern is highlighted by the fact that a 
man on trial for paedophilia in Sydney in September 2006 was found to have a 
computer with access not only to child pornography but also to child modelling sites 
(Kennedy 2006). The advertisers and marketers who sexualise children should be 
required to prove that such sexualisation does not increase the risk of harm to children. 

Sexualisation may promote earlier sexual activity 

Sexualised images do not prepare children and adolescents for the realities of sex. In 
summary, although evidence for a causal relation between exposure to sexualised 
images and earlier sexual activity in teens is still very limited, the available evidence 
suggests that such a relationship does hold. Further research is currently underway.22 
Evidence for a further causal relation between earlier sexual activity and both a higher 
incidence of unwanted sex and higher rates of sexually transmitted infections is more 
extensive and the existence of these causal relationships is well accepted. A brief 
overview of the Australian and international literature in this area is given below. 

Research on the effects of sexual content in the media on sexual attitudes and 
behaviours in adolescents is extremely limited, and studies of effects on children are 
virtually non-existent.  Strasburger notes that, while the literature on the effects of 
violence in media content is now well developed (with over 3,000 studies on the 
harmful impact of media violence on children and adolescents), the literature on the 
effects of sexual content in the media is still underdeveloped, with only eight studies at 
the time of writing (2005, p. 276). However, these studies all indicate significant 
correlations between viewing of sexual content in the media and sexual activity, 
including testing positive for sexually transmitted diseases. Strasburger acknowledges 
that such correlation might simply reflect the fact that sexually active teens may seek 
out more sexual content in their media, but points out that the single longitudinal study 
completed at the time of writing demonstrated a more direct causal link. It concluded 
that among nearly 1,800 American teens aged 12 to 17, increased exposure to sexual 
media doubled the chance of their having initiated sexual intercourse or increased 
noncoital activity in the following year (2005, p. 277).  

A causal relation between exposure to sexualised images and earlier sexual activity is 
supported by psychological theories, in particular cultivation theory and social learning 
                                                 

22 In 2005 the American Academy of Pediatrics also published a special supplement of its journal with the 
topic of media exposure and sexual behaviour, the summary of which noted the scarcity of research in 
this area, and identified important future research directions (Escobar-Chaves et al. 2005a). Details of six 
relevant longitudinal studies underway in the US at the time of publication of the Pediatrics supplement 
are given in the appendix to one of the supplement articles (Escobar-Chaves et al. 2005b, pp. 321-3). 
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theory. Cultivation theory suggests that television and other forms of media tend to 
cultivate acceptance, at a broad cultural level, of the beliefs, values and perspectives 
they portray (APS 2000, p. 2). Social learning theory and socio-cognitive models 
suggest that individuals develop mental ‘primes’ and ‘scripts’ from material viewed 
which can then guide later behaviour (APS 2000, p. 2). It therefore seems likely that a 
pattern of increased exposure to sexual media leading to earlier sexual activity might be 
found among Australian teens, similar to the pattern found among American teens, but 
such research has not yet been undertaken in Australia. 

Nonetheless, it is well established that sexual activity among Australian teens has 
increased over time. The National Survey of Australian Secondary Students, HIV/AIDS 
and Sexual Health, conducted by researchers at La Trobe University, has interviewed 
Year 10 and Year 12 students (typically aged 15 and 17 years respectively) every five 
years from 1992. Sexual activity in this age group increased over the decade 1992-2002, 
and in 2002 the survey found that the majority of young people in Years 10 and 12 were 
sexually active in some way.23 Vaginal intercourse was reported by approximately 25 
per cent of students in Year 10 and just over 50 per cent of those in Year 12. Over 45 
per cent reported giving or receiving oral sex. The majority of students reported 
overwhelmingly positive feelings in relation to their most recent sexual encounter 
(Smith et al. 2002a). 

The age of first sexual intercourse (defined in studies as vaginal intercourse) has been 
steadily falling in Australia during the last 40 years, consistent with trends in Europe 
and the United States (Rissel et al. 2003). This is sometimes advanced as a reason for 
lowering the legal age of consent.24 However, there are some significant risks associated 
with sexual activity, which any argument for lowering the legal age of consent must 
confront. Two such risks are of particular concern: unwanted sex and sexually 
transmitted infections. Both of these have the potential to cause serious long-term harm. 

Unwanted sex 

The La Trobe study found that of the sexually active Year 10 and 12 female students in 
2002, 28 per cent reported having had unwanted sex at some time in their lives (Smith 
et al. 2002b, p. 39). The most common reasons cited for having engaged in unwanted 
sex were being too drunk and pressure from a sexual partner (Smith et al. 2002b, pp. 
39-40). This is of particular concern where unwanted sex is experienced as sexual 
coercion (being forced or frightened into unwanted sexual activity), because there are 

                                                 

23 This is consistent with the Australian Study of Health and Relationships, which was carried out during 
2001-2002. It revealed that among 16 to 19 year-olds, nearly 27 per cent of men and nearly 25 per cent of 
women reported they had had their first sexual intercourse before 16 years of age (Rissel et al. 2003, p. 
135). The declining age of first sexual intercourse is also confirmed in what young Australians 
themselves say about their relationships and their sex lives (Huntley 2006). 
24 The fact that around one quarter of young Australians now have sex before age 16, the youngest legal 
age of consent in the different Australian jurisdictions, may go some way towards explaining the finding 
by the Australian Childhood Foundation (ACF) that 16 per cent of Australians did not believe or could 
not make up their minds that sex between a 14 year old and an adult is sexual abuse (Tucci et al. 2006, p. 
19). The ACF report commented: ‘These findings reflect the ambivalence of some sectors of the 
community to accept that teacher Karen Ellis and tennis coach Gavin Hopper should have ever been 
convicted of sexually assaulting young people in their care’ (Tucci et al. 2006, p. 19). 
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‘clear and strong associations between experience of sexual coercion and poorer 
psychological, physical and sexual health’ (de Visser et al. 2003).  

Moreover, other studies suggest that the younger a girl is at first sexual intercourse, the 
greater the chance that she has had involuntary or forced sex (Bar-on et al. 2001). The 
Australian Study of Health and Relationships revealed that in 2001-2002, over 10 per 
cent of Australian women had been sexually coerced (been forced or frightened into an 
unwanted sexual experience) before the age of 17, as had almost 3 per cent of men (de 
Visser et al. 2003, p. 200).  

The rise of ‘raunch culture’, in which very overt sexualisation has become fashionable 
for young women (Levy 2005) may contribute to the fact that when young Australian 
women are asked about their sex lives, some of them say things like there was ‘an 
immense and unnecessary pressure to have sex’ when they were 13 and 14, and that 
‘giving into it … was the culture’ (Huntley 2006, p. 62). Taking all this into account, 
the idea that it might be appropriate to reduce the legal age of consent, in line with new 
social norms, seems unlikely to be responsible considering the possible implications for 
teenage girls. 

Sexually transmitted infections 

The other significant risk young people face as a result of earlier sexual activity is 
contraction of a sexually transmitted infection. The prevalence of sexually transmitted 
infections in the general population appears to be increasing,25 and the La Trobe study 
found that young people’s knowledge of sexually transmitted infections was ‘poor’, and 
that there had been a ‘general decline in knowledge about HIV transmission’ over the 
period 1992-2002 (Smith et al. 2002a). In 2002, the La Trobe study reported that rates 
of condom use had remained steady over time, with 60 per cent of young men and 44 
per cent of young women always using a condom, and a further 31 and 44 per cent 
respectively sometimes using a condom (Smith et al. 2002a). However, because sexual 
activity in this age group has increased, the total amount of unprotected sex occurring 
among young people has also increased, thereby increasing the potential of young 
people contracting a sexually transmitted infection.  

Chlamydia trachomatis is by far the most common sexually transmitted infection in 
Australia. It is spread by vaginal, anal and oral sex. The incidence of chlamydia is 
increasing (Yohannes et al. 2006, p. 20), and in both men and women, rates of diagnosis 
of chlamydia are highest among those aged 20-24. In 2004, over 600 per 100,000 men 
aged 20-24, and over 1,100 per 100,000 women aged 20-24 were diagnosed with 
chlamydia (Yohannes et al. 2006, p.37). It is important to note that men and women of 
these ages were teenagers during the 1990s, a period when ‘pornographication of the 
mainstream’ had already begun (McNair 1996, p. 23). It appears that the fantasy of sex 
as it appears in popular culture is not balanced by widespread understanding of the 
physical risks of real sex. If left untreated chlamydia can cause serious complications.  
                                                 

25 At present, it is clear that the number of cases of sexually transmitted infections being diagnosed has 
inceased (Yohannes et al. 2006, p. 20). However, the number of reported diagnoses of sexually 
transmitted infections is not necessarily an accurate reflection of the prevalence of these infections. It may 
simply be a reflection of testing patterns (NSW Department of Health 2006b, p. 9). 



44 

The Australia Institute 

In women, complications can include pelvic inflammatory disease 
(inflammation of the reproductive organs), chronic pelvic pain, infertility and 
ectopic pregnancy (pregnancy that develops in the fallopian tubes instead of the 
womb). In men, complications can include inflammation of the testes and 
recurrent urethritis (NSW Department of Health 2006a). 

The increase in sexual activity among young people, and in particular, consideration of 
those consequences of this increase that are harmful (increased potential for both 
unwanted sex and contraction of sexually transmitted infections) highlights the 
importance of school-based sexuality education. Holistic sexuality education 
incorporates not only information about the ‘mechanics’ of human sexuality (including 
physiology, contraception, and protection against sexually transmitted infections), but 
also explores the social context of sex (including values, attitudes and social pressures) 
and seeks to foster the development of healthy interpersonal relationships (Goldman 
2000, p. 12). Such education could provide a ‘reality check’ against which students 
would be able to evaluate the fantasy of sex as represented in popular culture, including 
the often-glamourised image of sex presented in advertisements, magazines and 
television shows. However sex education is not compulsory in Australia, and the 
approach to sex education, and the amount of it provided, varies widely from school to 
school (Williams and Davidson 2004, p. 98).  

In summary, the significant risks to young people as a result of earlier sexual activity, in 
particular the potential for unwanted sex (especially for young women) and contraction 
of sexually transmitted infections, both of which may have serious long-term 
consequences, need to be balanced against the positive feelings the majority of young 
people report about their sexual activity. The fantasy of sex as it appears in popular 
culture needs to be balanced by effective and holistic sexuality education about the risks 
that sexual activity entails, including strategies for protection against these risks. Any 
further expansion or intensification of fantasy sex in popular culture in general is of 
some concern given the risks to young people, especially young women, of earlier 
sexual activity. In particular, the sexualisation of children is of great concern, because it 
reduces the sexual distinction between adults and children. Combined with the fact that 
sex is widely represented in advertising and marketing as something that fascinates and 
delights adults, the sexualisation of children could play a role in ‘grooming’ children for 
paedophiles – preparing children for sexual interaction. The risks that the sexualisation 
of children may pose in encouraging children either to initiate sexual experimentation or 
to agree to an experiment initiated by an older person, well before they can fully 
understand the potential immediate and long-term consequences, must be taken very 
seriously. 

3.5 The ‘opportunity cost’ of sexualisation 

The opportunity cost to children of focusing on developing a sexualised appearance and 
personality is that they will thereby have less time to devote to other things. This is a 
general harm that is additional to the specific physical, psychological and sexual harms 
related to the sexualisation of children discussed above. Developmental psychologists 
Lamb and Brown offer the following example. 
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Physical challenges prepare [children] for both social and intellectual challenges 
to come. So those crop tops and tight low-rise jeans do more than discourage 
movement. They tell your daughter – at an age when she needs to feel big, try 
new things, and widen her reach – that how she looks is more important than 
what she can do … She may look cute in the moment as a mini Barbie or a 
corseted Cinderella, but the hill she forgoes or the race she doesn’t run will 
impact how she interacts with the world for a long time (Lamb and Brown 2006, 
p. 14). 

It is also widely recognised that body image concerns, in conjunction with the uniforms 
often required in organised sport, act as a barrier to teenage girls’ participation in sport 
(ECITARC 2006, pp. 29-30). As body ideals are now being marketed more heavily to 
younger girls, it is likely that such concerns will also begin to affect their participation 
in sport. 

There is a risk that sexualisation will lead children, and in particular girls, to spend a 
large proportion of their time, money and mental energy on conforming to sexual 
stereotypes, and being distracted from other activities that may well contribute more to 
their short and longer term happiness. Although paying some attention to physical 
appearance is important and may be enjoyable for children, excessive focus on 
particular forms of physical appearance is likely to limit children’s overall development 
rather than foster it.26  

3.6 Ethical effects 

It is sometimes claimed by the advertising and marketing industries that they merely 
reflect prevailing community values and standards, and as such, cannot be blamed for 
various undesirable social effects. However, the opposing view is almost unanimous 
among humanities and social science scholars: advertising and marketing function as a 
‘distorted mirror’, reinforcing only a particular set of cultural values and symbols 
(Pollay 1986, pp. 22-3). This can be seen in the implicit messages about ‘what it takes 
to be attractive, how men and women treat each other, and what’s valuable about being 
male or female’ in advertising and marketing material (Linn 2005, p. 129). Common 
media messages about adult sexual behaviour normalise the treatment of women as 
objects, present sex and violence as linked, and show sex as a commodity (Linn 2005, p. 
130). These messages mean that the sexualisation of children goes well beyond matters 
of appearance to include the promotion of particular ‘behaviors and values, especially 
related to sex’ (Linn 2005, p. 132).  

Gendered values and behaviours have long been a feature of advertising to children, but 
the explicit sexualisation of children in some advertising goes beyond standard gender 
stereotypes to suggest stereotypical sexual relationships between the children. See for 
example the ‘tough’ framing of the boy in Figure 13 relative to the girl. 

Dominion (power, force, mastery, domination, control, and so on) is one of the 
qualities marketers encourage corporations to highlight in products marketed to 

                                                 

26 This point is extrapolated from Wolf (1990), pp. 290-1. 
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tween boys. For tween girls, products should be associated with relationships 
and closeness (Linn 2005, p. 137). 

The routine exposure of young children to images of adult sexual behaviour devoid of 
emotions, attachments or consequences works against them developing ‘the foundation 
they need to become adults who are capable of forming positive, caring sexual 
relationships’ (Levin 2005, p. 148). That children themselves are now being sexualised 
in advertising and marketing material in ways that emphasise male domination seems 
likely only to increase the risk that the ethical values that foster healthy relationships 
will be undermined, in particular for boys. 

Figure 13 Flik Flak advertisement, Total Girl 

 

Source: Total Girl, April 2006, p. 68 
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4. Who benefits from the sexualisation of children?  

4.1 Children 

As argued in the previous section, there is a contradiction implicit in the idea that 
children themselves benefit from sexualisation because their sexuality gives them a 
source of power in a world in which most of the power is held by adults. In fact, this 
very power imbalance means that any sexual engagement children might have with 
adults is more than likely to end in the further disempowerment of children. Even 
mutually consenting adults can have difficulty negotiating the power relations involved 
in sexual engagement. For children seeking to become empowered in an adult world, a 
more promising route would be to focus on developing cognitive and emotional 
capacities that enable them to negotiate power relations more maturely and with less 
risk to themselves. Such capacities also enable young people to choose to use their 
sexuality in a respectful way, rather than for seeking to gain an advantage over others. 

In fact, as shown above, children face a range of risks associated with their 
sexualisation. These include: an increase in eating disorders at younger ages; increasing 
body dissatisfaction; more extreme attention-getting sexual behaviours; first sexual 
intercourse at younger ages; promotion of paedophilia; the undermining of other aspects 
of their overall development; and the absorption of ethical values that undermine 
healthy relationships.  

4.2 Parents 

Many parents are concerned about the increasing sexualisation of children. Although 
research does suggest that the effects of stereotypes on television can be prevented by 
active mediation (Nathanson et al. 2002), it is widely recognised that most parents 
‘don’t have the time and energy it requires to fight the ubiquitous and overwhelming 
influence the media have on their children’s inner lives’ (Segall 2003). The idea that it 
is primarily a parental responsibility to protect children may have been reasonable in a 
past era where one parent (usually the mother) was a full-time homemaker, but in 
contemporary Australia this idea is becoming increasingly outdated. If advertisers and 
marketers were restrained, the burden of trying to minimise the associated risks to 
children could be lifted from parents. As Lamb and Brown point out in their book for 
parents: 

While products aimed at tween girls promise perfect faces and bodies, friends, 
and boyfriends, the marketers and manufacturers don’t have to confront the 
negative impact on girls: the confusion about sexuality and romantic 
relationships, the anxiety about weight and appearance, the struggle with 
popularity and fitting in. No, they leave that to you (Lamb and Brown 2006,  
p. 6). 

Some parents also express irritation at the fact that in being expected to refuse their 
children’s demands for access to sexualised and sexualising material they are ‘cast in 
the role of the killjoy’ by producers, advertisers and marketers (Freeman-Greene 2006). 
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However, in some cases there may be more positive parental responses to the 
sexualisation of children. Western societies remain differentiated along class lines, 
although it is often argued that such lines are now more visible in terms of ‘cultural’ 
rather than ‘economic’ capital. Those with high cultural capital may be more likely to 
object to the increasing sexualisation of children. For example, Kleinhans notes that 
people with ‘high cultural capital could look at the kind of child modelling contests 
made famous by the murder of Jon Benet Ramsey as “white trash” events’ (2004, p. 
20). 

Walkerdine provides useful insight into how class differences may affect 
understandings of sexualisation. She analyses popular films to illustrate the way 
‘eroticisation presents for [the little working-class girl] the possibility of a different and 
better life’, a possibility which is not necessary for the middle-class child (1999, p. 15). 

It is not surprising … that the tabloid discourse [around sexualised children] 
is about talent, discovery, fame: all the elements of the necessary 
transformation from rags to riches, from flower girl to princess, so to speak. 
Such a transformation is necessarily no part of middle class discourse, 
fantasy, and aspiration. Rather, childhood for the middle class is a state to be 
preserved, free from economic intrusion and producing the possibility of the 
rational and playful child who will become a rational, educated professional, 
a member of the ‘new middle class’ (Walkerdine 1999, p. 20). 

This attraction of sexualisation for relatively culturally or economically disadvantaged 
children may act as a barrier to recognition of the various risks it poses for them among 
adults who are themselves relatively culturally or economically disadvantaged. Denial 
of these risks may be driven by an underlying sentiment of ‘how dare you [middle-class 
commentators] stand in the way of our children advancing themselves?’ 

4.3 Producers, advertisers and marketers 

It is widely known that children are a lucrative market. According to social research 
company Australia Scan, the tween market, which covers 7 to 13 year olds, is worth 
more than $10 billion in Australia, of which anywhere between $250 million and $1 
billion is spent on clothing (Wells 2006). Myer is planning to open a separate ‘tween’ 
clothing section, offering smaller sizes in its existing teen and young women’s brands, 
because, according Myer’s general manager of apparel, tweens don’t want to wear 
children’s clothing any more, and instead prefer ‘to wear what’s in fashion, what their 
older brothers and sisters are wearing’ (Wells 2006). In the United States, it is estimated 
that children under the age of 12 directly influenced the spending of up to $300 billion 
in 2000 (Preston and White 2004). It is also estimated that in the US budgets for 
advertising to children rose from $100 million in 1983 to $16 billion in 2004 (Kanner 
2006).  

Many writers have noted that the sexualisation of children is linked to the relentless 
drive of business for new markets (Cohen 1999; Kleinhans 2004; Kanner 2006). Preston 
and White write that while children have been marketed to since the 1920s, from the 
late 1980s marketing to children has become increasingly sophisticated in the ‘quest to 
identify and exploit new markets’ (2004, pp. 116-7). Michelle Elliot, director of the UK 
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charity Kidscape, which works to prevent the bullying and sexual abuse of children and 
young people aged under 16, is quoted as saying: 

[manufacturers] claim that they’re responding to demand. But it’s not true. 
They’ve run out of teenagers and they’re asking – what next? (Odone 2002, p. 
18) 

Kleinhans records that when Abercrombie for Kids was criticised for selling g-string 
underpants to girls as young as seven years, the ‘company responded that [the 
underpants] were intended for 10-year-olds, an age at which, according to the company, 
girls are style conscious and want underwear that does not produce a visible panty line’ 
(2004, p. 18). But of course there is no evidence anywhere in the world that ten-year-old 
girls have ever approached companies requesting the production of g-string underpants 
for children. In such areas the reality is far more likely to be that companies invent new 
products and then rely on advertising to attract a market for them. 

Beyond the general drive of corporations for new markets, a number of critics also draw 
attention to the more particular issue of increasing corporate dominance in popular 
culture. McChesney (1999) points out that the global media market is now dominated 
by a small number of transnational corporations, including Sony, Disney and Time-
Warner, which own both media content and media distribution networks. For example, 
the same corporation will control music production companies, the radio stations that 
play the music, and the television stations that broadcast the music videos. McChesney 
writes that these media conglomerates ‘exist simply to make money by selling light 
escapist entertainment’ (1999). Light escapist entertainment is what sells, so if the 
largest possible audience is to be retained, there are ramifications for the kind of content 
offered. 

[It’s not] moral perversity that keeps sex and violence on the air and serious 
subjects off. It is television executives’ desire to maintain as large an audience as 
possible for as long as possible for the purpose of selling goods and services 
(Bagdikian 1997). 

Mark Crispin Miller agrees that contemporary commercial pressures tend to make ‘the 
quality of most media product highly dubious’, to the point where he describes it as a 
‘cultural crisis involving children’ (PBS 2005). He adds: 

I don’t think anybody, deep down, really feels cool enough – ever. That’s the 
nature of advertising, to keep you hungering for more of the stuff that’s 
supposed to finally put you there, but never does (PBS 2005). 

It is appropriate to note however that although the sexualisation of children, especially 
the marketing of fashion and image-related products, aims above all to increase 
children’s consumption, it also has the secondary effect of shifting their consumption 
from certain types of products to other types. 
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The [advertising] industry itself admits that relentless commercial pressure is 
forcing a retreat from childhood. Colegrave [a marketing executive] says that the 
‘cut-off point for buying toys has been falling by one year every five years’. 
Most of today’s children stop playing with Lego when they are six or seven 
(Cohen 1999). 
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5. The need for public debate 

The sexualisation of Australian children by advertising and marketing is increasing and 
this involves a wide range of risks to children. Although strong evidence on the level of 
community concern about this issue is not available for Australia, it is likely that many 
Australians are concerned. US survey data shows that there is a significant degree of 
community concern about the increasing sexualisation of children in the US, and the 
fact that concern about the issue regularly appears in the Australian media suggests that 
there may be similar levels of concern here. 

However, there has as yet been no sustained public debate about the sexualisation of 
children in Australia. This may be partly due to the absence in Australia of a strong 
coalition of child-focused organisations, with the specific role of regularly putting the 
issue on the public agenda.27 Although many experts are concerned about the increasing 
sexualisation of children, for most of them the issue falls slightly to the side of their 
particular area of expertise. Young Media Australia currently plays the role of 
advocating for children with respect to media issues, and has been doing so for almost 
fifty years.28 It is the most obvious candidate for co-ordinating a strong coalition of 
child-focused organisations, but would need a reliable funding base to be able to do so 
effectively. The fact that a sustained public debate has not yet occurred may also to 
some degree result from the lack of a substantial body of Australian research into the 
many aspects of the sexualisation of children. More research in this area would enable a 
better-informed public debate. 

A forthcoming Australia Institute Discussion Paper will consider a range of policy 
measures that could reduce the risk of harm to children based on an assessment of the 
current regulatory frameworks covering the major sources of children’s sexualisation: 
advertising, girls’ magazines and television programs. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

27 The Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood (CCFC) in the United States is an excellent example 
of such a coalition. The coalition includes health care professionals, educators, advocacy groups and 
concerned parents, and has as its aim to ‘support the rights of children to grow up – and the rights of 
parents to raise them – without being undermined by rampant consumerism’ (CCFC 2006).  
28 Young Media Australia is the trading name of the Australian Council on Children and the Media, 
formerly the Australian Council for Children’s Films and Television. Its website can be found at: 
http://www.youngmedia.org.au/. 
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Appendix 1 Eating disorders in Australian youth 

According to Professor Susan Sawyer, the Director for the Centre for Adolescent Health 
at the Royal Children’s Hospital (RCH) in Melbourne, there is some evidence that 
young people are developing eating disorders at an earlier age, although this evidence 
has not been published.  

Sawyer notes that out-patient statistics for eating disorders (most commonly anorexia 
nervosa, bulimia nervosa, or binge-eating disorder) may not be reliable indicators of an 
increase in the incidence of these medical conditions, as they may simply reflect an 
increase in the number of people seeking help as eating disorders become more widely 
recognised by the general public.  

However, statistics for in-patients – young people who have been hospitalised because 
they are very unwell and at significant risk – are more reliable because regardless of 
community knowledge about eating disorders, by the time young people are seriously ill 
they will normally have been taken to a doctor, at which point they will be referred to a 
hospital for treatment. 

Sawyer says that that while the RCH had not changed their criteria for hospitalisation 
for eating disorders (a range of objective medical criteria such as blood pressure 
measurements are used), during the period 2003-2006 there had been a doubling in the 
number of in-patients admitted for eating disorders under the age of 15, from 10 in-
patients in 2004 to 22 in-patients in each of 2005 and 2006 to date (Professor Susan 
Sawyer, personal communication).  

From July 2002 – June 2005 the Australian Paediatric Surveillance Unit collected 
baseline data on children (aged 5 to 13 years inclusive) with early onset eating 
disorders. One hundred and one cases were confirmed, with a mean age of 11.8 years. 
The data collection was initially limited to inpatients only but was revised after the first 
year to include outpatients as well. Children were found to present with significant 
weight loss and associated medical and psychological complications (Morris et al. 
2006). The most notable differences between this younger population with early onset 
eating disorders and older populations with eating disorders were, firstly, that almost all 
the cases in the child population were cases of anorexia nervosa (in older populations 
there is a higher proportion of bulimia nervosa), and, secondly, that there was a higher 
proportion of males in the child population (almost 25 per cent) than in older 
populations (Dr Sloane Madden, personal communication). The existence of this data 
means that over time it will become possible to ascertain more reliably whether young 
Australians are developing eating disorders at earlier ages. 
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