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Abstract  

Background: In Latin America, more than 80% of adolescent girls are physically inactive. Inactivity may 

be reinforced by female stereotypes and objectification in the Latin American sociocultural context.  

Methods: We examined the influence of objectification on the adoption of an active lifestyle among 192 

adolescents (14 -17 y/old) from urban and rural areas in Costa Rica.  Analyses of 48 focus-groups 

sessions were grounded in Objectification Theory.  Results:  Vigorous exercises were gender-typed as 

masculine while girls had to maintain an aesthetic appearance at all times. Adolescents described how 

girls were anxious around the prospect of being shamed and sexually-objectified during exercises.  This 

contributed to a decrease in girls’ desire to engage in physical activities. Among males, there is also a 

budding tolerance of female participation in vigorous sports, as long as girls maintained a feminine 

stereotype outside their participation. Conclusion:  Self-objectification influenced Costa Rican adolescent 

girls’ decisions to participate in physical activities. Interventions may include: procuring safe 

environments for physical activity where girls are protected from fear of ridicule and objectification; 

sensitizing boys about girl objectification and fostering the adoption of a modern positive masculine and 

female identities to encourage girls participation in sports.  
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Background 

Physical activity levels tend to decrease during adolescent years,1 and decrease more rapidly 

among girls than boys.2,3,4 In Latin American countries, more than 80% of adolescent girls do not achieve 

the recommended 60 minutes per day of moderate to vigorous physical activity.5  A review of findings 

from studies conducted in developed countries suggests that culture and socialization related to gender 

stereotypes, role expectations or sexual objectification, contribute to the attrition rates from physical 

activity among girls.6 Unambiguously, studies highlight a robust contribution of self-objectification on 

reduced participation of adolescent girls in physical activities.7,8  

According to the Objectification Theory,9 when an individual is repeatedly treated as an object, 

s/he gradually internalizes the observer’s perspective of their own body.  This makes individuals more 

prone to being self-conscious about, and monitor regularly, their physical and outward appearance.  The 

objectification theory may apply to girls, especially during adolescence when they are forming a self-

identity.   Young10 has argued that when girls align with a feminine identity, they consider themselves to 

be fragile and immobile. This behavior may be a strategy to cope with how others see and treat them and 

may limit their participation in physical activities.9  Girls have been shown to decrease physical activities 

when they anticipate negative comments about their appearance.9  Self-objectification of the female body 

may also reinforce masculine heterosexuality and identity.11,12 This may be especially relevant in the 

Latin American sociocultural context, where masculine pride or machismo could further induce self-

objectification among females, with visible consequences on the practice of physical activity among 

girls.13 

Various policy documents have called for the development of effective strategies to increase 

physical activity among youth to improve overall health and wellness.14,15 To design effective intervention 

programs and policies, we first need a deep understanding of sociocultural aspects that influence physical 

activity, especially in a Latin American context, where machismo is culturally and socially legitimated.13  
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Understanding the relationship between self-objectification and adolescent girls’ physical activity in this 

context is critical for the promotion of an active lifestyle that can be sustained throughout life.   

The aim of the current study was to understand and describe the mediating role that self-objectification 

may play on the physical activity practice among Costa Rican adolescents girls.   

Methods 

Study Design: Qualitative descriptive data from focus group discussions among adolescents 

(girls and boys) were collected during 2015. The objective of the focus group was to examine the group 

dynamics between adolescents and opinions as they discussed their perspective on their physical self and 

physical activity practices. The design and analyses were grounded on the objectification theory.9 This 

theory provides a framework for understanding the experiential consequences of being female in a culture 

where the body is constantly objectivized, while offering a parsimonious explanation for the negative 

emotions that women experience as a consequence self-objectification. Slater and Tiggemann have shown 

that objectification theory may be equally applicable to adolescent girls as it is to adult women.16    

Participants: One hundred ninety-two male and female adolescents (14 and 17 years old) were 

recruited from 8th and 10th grades (the highest proportion of those age groups is found in each of these 

grades). Adolescents were enrolled from six high schools (four private and public schools from urban 

areas, two public schools from rural areas) located in urban and rural areas of San José, Costa Rica. A 

research team member invited one class from each grade to participate in the study.  Consent forms were 

distributed in the classrooms, and students were asked to return them with parental signatures.  Out of all 

the students that returned signed consent forms, 10 males and 10 females were randomly selected from 

each class to participate in the focus groups. In total, 40 adolescents were selected in each one of the six 

schools.  However, in each school, 25-30% of the selected adolescents decided not to participate in the 

study at the time of initiating the focus group sessions, so the study sample was comprised of 192 male 

and female adolescents.   
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The study was approved by the Costa Rican Institute for Research and Education on Nutrition 

and Health (INCIENSA) Ethics Committee and the school principals. An invitation letter to participate in 

the study was sent home. All participants received a complimentary copy of the Costa Rican guidelines 

for a healthy lifestyle at the end of the study. No monetary incentives or reimbursements were provided. 

Data collection: The research team developed a discussion guide to explore in detail the 

influence of self-objectification on physical activity in adolescent girls. The guide included three topic 

areas: 1) categorization of physical activities as masculine or feminine, 2) relationship between physical 

activity and femininity, and 3) physical activities in public environments. 

Focus groups were conducted during school hours –adolescents were released from class with the 

school principal’s permission, to participate in the study. In each school, the adolescents who participated 

in the study were divided into four groups by age and gender (males 14 and 17 years old, and females 14 

and 17 years old).  Each group consisted of 6-8 adolescents. To allow for extra time and deeper 

understanding of the discussion of topics, two focus-group discussion sessions were held with each of the 

adolescent groups.  These were conducted the same day with 15-minute breaks between.  Trained 

moderators were matched by sex to each of the focus groups, and facilitated the 45-60 minute discussions.  

A total of 48 sessions were conducted.  All sessions were audio-recorded; The moderators were 

psychologists—a man for the male focus groups and a woman for the female focus groups–with extensive 

experience in conducting focus groups with adolescents.  A co-moderator took notes. 

Coders training: 

Prior to data analysis, one of the authors (TF-B) trained two researchers to analyze excerpts from 

one focus group using pre-established codes and the Atlas.ti software. Researchers coded the excerpts 

independently, and discussed disagreements in coding with the trainer. Finally, each researcher was given 

20 excerpts of transcribed text to perform the coding separately, using the entire codebook.  The resulting 

codes and representative excerpts for each code were compared with the codes that resulted from when 
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the trainer coded the same excerpts. Inter-coder reliability was calculated using Cohen's kappa coefficient. 

Both coders reached a Kappa value higher than 0.85 (very good agreement). 

Analytic Strategies: Audiotapes were transcribed verbatim. Transcriptions were coded manually 

by three independent coders.  During the analyses, coders categorized texts according to recurring themes, 

concepts, and terms identified a priori in the self-objectification theory, and inductively, whereby coders 

noted additional themes that emerged from the data. A draft-coding scheme incorporated themes that 

emerged inductively, as well as themes from the objectification theory.  Final codes and sub-codes were 

defined in a coding dictionary. All analyses were conducted in Atlas.ti version 5.0 (Scientific Software 

Development, Berlin, Germany). Analyses were originally stratified by the characteristics of the focus 

group discussants (area of residence (urban/rural), school type (public/private), gender and age.  

Quotations that best described each relevant code were selected in order to illustrate how adolescents 

responded to specific questions.  Final codes and sub-codes were defined in a coding dictionary and final 

coding of all transcripts was conducted independently by three previously trained independent coders. 

RESULTS 

Five overarching themes emerged from the analyses across all age and gender groups.  These 

themes are related to description of physical activity and objectification of the female body. The themes 

and quotations that are included in this manuscript illustrate particularly salient points that emerged from 

the group discussions. Unless otherwise noted, themes emerged among both urban and rural, and male 

and female adolescents.   

Theme 1. Gender-typing of physical activities 

From house chores to competitive sports, physical activities were aligned with gender-typing in 

Costa Rica. Female-related activities were perceived by all adolescents, as non-violent non-vigorous 

activities exempt from body contact: “Women prefer competitive sports, but contact, not so much…” 

(male, 17 yr, urban area,  public school); “women would never play baseball …” (female, 14 yr,  urban 

area, public school).  The expressive (“sensitive”) nature of ballet versus the instrumental (“winning”) 
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nature of sports, as well as their different strategies (aesthetic movements in ballet, violent contact in 

soccer) led the adolescents to classify activities as male or female.  

Normal guys play soccer or other rough sports; but if a guy does ballet, we know 

he’s lost already…[male, 17 yr, urban area,  private school].  

Soccer is for men, ballet is for women, this is like saying strength and 

delicacy…[female, 14 yr,  urban area,  public school].  

Girls who played vigorous sports, such as soccer or other contact sports, and girls who followed 

these sports were stigmatized as masculine: “Girls that play soccer are tomboy …” (male, 14 yr, rural 

area, public school).  

Participants, mainly female adolescents, very often expressed that activities performed inside the 

house, such as domestic chores, were considered as female activities: “I think women do physical activity 

because they’re cleaning the house all the time…” (female,  14 yr, urban area, public school).  This could 

be either because they were being performed inside the home or because they were being performed in 

service to others (or both)  

They [men] come home, get changed and go play soccer, and when they’re back, 

they ask “Honey, is dinner ready?” ; it’s never the other way around…” [girl, 17 

yr,  rural area,  public school]. 

Women have been taught to have other priorities [domestic chores]… they are 

like slaves to the house…[male, 14 yr,  urban area,  public schools].  

Moms do chores; dads play soccer… [female, 14 yr, urban area public school]. 

(Table 1; comments 1.3-1.5).  

Despite the gender-typing, our data also suggest an emerging tolerance towards female 

participation in competitive sports among males.  As long as a girl returned to her standards of femininity 

after the game, the men were able to tolerate her participation in sports. This was a theme that emerged 

widely in the adolescents' discourse. 

The truth is that nowadays women can play even soccer if they want to; it isn't 

like before when they used to say that it was only for tomboys--now it doesn't 

look bad, but when they're out and about, they have to look pretty and well put 

together, like all the other women... [female, 17 yr,  rural area,  public school]. 
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At a soccer or basketball match, a girl can be quite rough and fight and 

everything like me, but as long as she is feminine again after the game, that 

wouldn’t bother me at all. What matters to me is that she is normal, feminine like 

that in real life… [male, 17 yr, urban area  private school].  

Theme 2. Female appearance discourages physical activity 

Participants explicitly expressed that while the male physical ideal was tall and muscular, the 

female beauty ideal was thin and lean.  

We like men fit, muscular (but not overly muscular), strong and taller than us, 

because those who have much tummy or are very thin and shorter than us are 

unattractive …. [female, 17 yr,  rural public school]. 

Women exercised to lose weight, refine their figures, and tone up their muscles 

without achieving a noticeable development of muscle mass. As a consequence, 

maintaining a feminine appearance was prioritized over the practice of physical 

activity.  

To stay thin, women rather starve than exercise, but when they do it, it’s just for 

appearance’s sake, to not look saggy… they like to look tight, but not well-

defined like guys… [male, 17 yr, urban private school]. 

We are more interested in having a nice figure than in being fit, unlike guys…  

[female, 14 yr, urban public school]. 

There was a consensus among urban and rural adolescents that women also refrained from 

physical activities associated with developing muscle mass because they wanted to attract male 

admiration. When a women showed muscle development, she was considered as less feminine and, 

therefore, less attractive  

Can you imagine making out with one of those muscular girls? It’s like making 

out with a guy! Forget it, so gay… [male, 14 yr,  rural public school].  

Theme 3. Anxiety related to shame and sexual objectifying gazes 

According to the group discourse, some girls did not exercise because they did not wish to expose 

their bodies to criticism if they felt that they did not conform to beauty ideals. 

Sometimes we are shy about doing physical activities for all kinds of reasons: 

[…] maybe her fat rolls are showing or maybe she is too pale… [female, 17 yr, 

urban area, private school].  
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In addition, some girls did not wear shorts during gym class to avoid taunts and sexual 

objectifying gazes from classmates 

Some girls are kind of ugly or overweight, and they’re embarrassed when others 

make fun of them so they prefer not doing anything, even they are not using the 

sporting uniform during gym class…[female, 14 yr, urban area,  public school].  

If they’re pretty they feel harassed; if a girl is beautiful and voluptuous, all the 

guys gather around to watch and stand there like slobbering idiots… [male, 17 

yr, urban area, public school].  

When boys’ gazed at girls at school and objectified them, girls consider this to be sexual 

harassment.  They were therefore more averse to work out in public. Athletic or active wear contributed 

to the perception of vulnerability. Girls repeatedly mentioned that they felt that their bodies were on 

display and that they were the target of objectifying gazes. 

In order to participate in gym class we have to wear shorts and a t-shirt, but 

although it is comfortable, it is not pleasant to use, because as the in gym classes 

are mixed, the guys turn up to ogle and who knows what stupid things they say 

among them…[female, 14 yr, urban public school]. 

A widespread perception among urban and rural adolescent girls was that when women exposed 

their bodies during physical activity, they felt that they also exposed themselves to harassment  

In urban and rural areas alike, when women exposed their bodies during 

physical activity, they felt that they also exposed themselves to harassment  

If a woman is walking or exercising outdoors in shorts and a t-shirt, men whistle 

and say gross things…[female, 14 yr, urban area, public school]. 

Adolescent males oftentimes expressed explicitly that girls preferred to do 

physical activities in seclusion in order to avoid the male sexual objectifying 

gazes and related feelings of shame and harassment. 

Sometimes they lock themselves in an empty classroom to dance that thing, what 

is it called, zumba? And if anyone of us takes a peek, they get very upset and 

curse at us and stop doing it… [male, 17 yr, urban area,  public school]. 

Girls exercise at home where no one can see them; they turn the music on and 

dance in the bedroom or the living room… [male, 14 yr, rural area,  public 

school]. 
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Women also refrained from physical activities associated with developing muscle mass for fear of 

being shamed as masculine. This was a key issue that frequently arose in all girls’ discussion groups.  

Women should not be muscular…. a muscular woman is unpleasant,  [she would] 

just need to turn green to look like The Hulk … [female, 14 yr, rural area, public 

school].    

A muscular woman looks masculine, gives the appearance of butch, but a thin 

woman with a toned body looks very feminine…[female, 17 yr,  urban area,  

private school]. 

Theme 4. Self-conscious body monitoring is reinforced in all environments 

Women described consistently how they were vigilant about their outer bodily appearance, 

particularly during physical activity exercises.  

If someone has large breasts, it’s embarrassing that they bounce too much when 

running or jumping …[female, 17yr, urban area,  private school].  

   A topic widely discussed by adolescents was the fact that for girls, there was 

added expectation that their priority was to always look feminine.  This priority 

was reinforced by their peers.  

Girls are too delicate, they won’t even move so their hair and makeup won’t be 

ruined, and if it happens, they go crazy trying to find a mirror, are you kidding? 

My classmate says she’d rather be dead than messy...[male, 14 yr, rural area, 

public school]. 

They (male teens) don’t care that they’re sweaty, smelly, sticky, or that their shirt 

is wet with sweat; they think all of that is normal, but if one of us should look like 

that, she’d be called tomboy , filthy, messy…[female, 17 yr, urban area,  public 

school].  

I try to exercise at home, and when my father gets home he tells me ‘Go fix 

yourself, get washed and get changed! Don’t you realize that you look almost like 

your brother when he comes right out of pick-up soccer games?  […] Look at 

your [female] cousin; she is always so well put together… [female, 14 yr, public 

school, urban]. 

Both urban and rural adolescent girls expressed that even while exercising in the neighborhood, 

they felt pressured to look feminine, or to exercise in a stereotyped feminine way 

As my friend says, when one does any exercise here in school, or goes to exercise 

in the weekend in the recreation center, one is always taking care of oneself, 

because as my mom says, one must always look pretty…[female, 17 yr, rural 

area, public school]. 
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This priority to meet traditional feminine appearance was also reinforced by 

others and by themselves during gym class at school.  

And how do they expect me look feminine during gym class if I end up looking 

like a disaster after and kind of game….[female, 17 yr, rural public school]. 

To go to gym class, guys get changed really quickly, but we take more time; I’m 

not about to come out looking all messy, like a witch… [female, 14 yr,  urban 

area,  private school]. 

I’d rather not do anything in gym class because it is outrageous to go about 

looking all messy and sweaty; plus there is nowhere to fix ourselves up in 

school—can you imagine if the guy I like sees me like that? So embarrassing, for 

sure he would dump me! ... [female, 14 yr,  urban area,  public school]. 

Theme 5. School environment contributes to reinforcing self-objectification 

The description of the socially-acceptable female role (being delicate, susceptible, weak, and 

timid, concerned with her looks, careful about body language and non-verbal communication) was 

incompatible with the role that women needed to engage in physical education at school.   This was a 

consistent theme in all girls’ discussion groups. Women had to be less concerned with their looks, 

resilient, expressive, indifferent and even aggressive. 

At home we have been taught that we should always be feminine, right?. But 

participating in gym class is quite the opposite; we practically have to act like 

guys and that is so not like us...[female, 17 yr, urban public school].  

On the other hand, from the discourse of most adolescent girls, the instruction of physical activity 

in schools tended to focus on getting boys active in male-typed activities (climbing, building muscle) 

without much emphasis on motivating the girls to move. 

Boys are told to play soccer, jog or do some kind of sport, but we’re just told to 

sit in any place or do whatever you want … [female, 14 yr, rural public school].  

Many adolescent girls suggested that isolating the women from the practice of physical activity, 

the physical education teachers perpetuated both the gendered power relations and the passive, object-

oriented sense of self among girls. 

The gym teacher doesn’t include us, but the guys are always checking out what 

we’re doing …[female, 14 yr, urban public school].  
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Discussion 

During adolescence, other investigators have noted that girls tend to place importance on body 

image and have described how their self-esteem and identity emerges in part from this.17-9 Unlike boys, 

girls are socialized to use their bodies to please others and to compare their appearance to that of the 

dominant feminine ideal.20   Our study findings confirm this objectification theory in a Latin American 

context.   Our qualitative results suggest that in Costa Rica, both urban and rural girls refrain from doing 

physical activities because they don’t think they can attain the beauty ideal while they exercise, or 

because they don’t want to be subjected to criticism.  Both barriers are products of social exposure to 

shaming and to negative self-evaluation.  Girls’ perceptions of how their peers see their bodies, especially 

male peers, influence their willingness to exercise.  In addition, any exercise that requires girls to expose 

their bodies might threaten their self-esteem, especially if they perceive that their bodies do not conform 

to beauty ideals.  This behavior, as evidenced in both rural and urban women, suggests that there is a 

social pressure present in all sociocultural contexts of Costa Rica and linked to a machismo that is 

culturally and socially legitimated.  

In line with objectification theory tenets and with findings from other studies, our results describe 

how physical activities that are considered suitable for women in this Latin American context tend to 

present the female body as an object of beauty and visual pleasure.20 When girls fail to meet those 

feminine appearance standards, they are at risk of peer sanctions (e.g. being labeled “tomboy”) and social 

exclusion. Similarly to Engel’s findings in adolescent girls in Northern England,21 our results indicate that 

any physical activity is incompatible with the commonly held notion of femininity.   Anxiety around body 

appearance has been proposed as a psychological and experimental consequence of sexual 

objectification.9  Girls may tend to view themselves as objects to be appreciated by others, and 

specifically in Costa Rica, this stereotyped view prevents adolescent girls from engaging in contact sports 

or vigorous physical activities that do not present their bodies in an aesthetic way.  Our results suggest 

that Costa Rican girls in urban and rural areas have developed an almost chronic vigilance of their 
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physical appearance, to the point where it is detrimental the actual practice of physical activities.  As a 

contrast, and reinforcing gender stereotypes, males look forward to contact and vigorous physical activity 

as a way to construct their masculinity.  For example, competitive sports and physical contact provide 

opportunities for boys to position themselves as strong, muscular and competitive, and thereby validate 

their masculinity.22 

Male social behaviors can also contribute to a decrease in girls’ desire to engage in physical 

activities. Males’ objectifying gazes could be a mechanism to reinforce dominance and aggression, to 

create peer group loyalty among boys, and to solidify their hegemonic masculinity.22 The behavioral 

similarities among urban and rural adolescents may be the result of the collective association: female-

sedentary-feminine vs. male-active-masculine.  This association may reinforce the gender disparities in 

physical activity.  In addition, because both urban and rural youth are exposed to similar educational 

system (in Costa Rica the disparities to access to formal education between rural and urban areas are less 

than in other Central American countries)23, exposure to life experiences within the formal schooling 

environment could also reinforce similar construction of gender identities related to physical activities 

across sociocultural contexts of the country.  

Although notable progress in gender equality has been seen in recent years in Latin American 

countries,24 our results suggest that it is necessary to deconstruct the inequitable attitudes and norms that 

many Latin American girls and boys continue to internalize related to gender roles.   A promising strategy 

to improve dynamics around the decision to do physical activity is to engage socialization agents (parents, 

peers, and teachers) to break down the stereotypes of gender appropriateness. In a narrative systematic 

review of the interventions to promote physical activity among adolescent girls; Camacho-Miñano, et al.25 

suggest that promoting positive peer relationships and social support of friendship groups in physical 

activity setting may be an effective strategy to increase physical activity among girls. 

The results of this study also suggest a fissure in sex-typing of physical activities and a budding 

tolerance for female engagement in vigorous sports. Males perceived that Costa Rican girls should feel 
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free to engage in activities that are not traditionally associated with their gender, as long as they show 

feminine behaviors outside of the sports arena. This could be interpreted as a manifestation of hegemonic 

power, but it might be more appropriately viewed as a step towards the social transformation of gender-

typing in the urban and rural areas of Costa Rica. According to Lorber26, gender norms are resilient to 

change, and the processes involved in the definition of gender tend to be sometimes contradictory in order 

to maintain the status quo.  Socialization agents are keys to definition of gender norms, and should be 

carefully considered and engaged in health promotion efforts to increase girls’ physical activities.  

A recent systematic update showed that school is an ideal setting to increase physical activity 

among girls.27 Schools are also an important social arena where gender relations occur and they are an 

ideal environment to promote group activities in a safe environment with positive interaction among boys 

and girls. However, our results suggest that in schools gender relations become problematic, because they 

promoted power imbalances, exclusions, oppression, and inequality. Physical activity instructors might 

contribute to perpetuating the gender-typing of physical activities. The school could instead offer a 

protective environment in which women feel a sense of protection and freedom to exercise without 

objectifying gazes, with the active promotion of group activities, positive interaction and mutual care 

among adolescent boys and girls.  As indicated by Fisette28, the voices of adolescent girls need to be 

listened and responded to, so that they elect strategies to thrive instead of just surviving in physical 

education lessons. This could contribute to establishing an active lifestyle from adolescence as several 

authors have indicated that the decision to engage in physical activities is strongly influenced by the 

experiences in gym class during these formational years.6,29,30  

Finally, health promotion initiatives should also concentrate on the creation of community spaces 

where girls can feel safe working out.  Our results suggest that working out in public spaces also increases 

a woman’s potential for objectification. For example, it is not unusual for male strangers to direct 

comments that can be considered sexist and offensive to women.  This street harassment directly invades 

a woman’s personal space and is a way to exert control and superiority over women as men publicly 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 L

a 
T

ro
be

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
 o

n 
10

/2
7/

16
, V

ol
um

e 
0,

 A
rt

ic
le

 N
um

be
r 

0



“How Self-Objectification Impacts Physical Activity Among Adolescent Girls in Costa Rica” by Monge-Rojas R et al.  

Journal of Physical Activity & Health  

© 2016 Human Kinetics, Inc. 

 
exhibit gender-based power differences.31 Creating safe spaces for women and girls to exercise in Costa 

Rica may reduce exposure to objectifying gaze, and eventually to self-objectification feelings. 

Interventions that include both community involvement and environmental changes have the 

potential to impact physical activity among adolescents. For example, the creation of safe spaces for 

women to work out has allowed for an increase in physical activity of adolescent girls.32-34  Also the 

inclusion of physical activities that enhance femininity, as well as sharing fun in the company of others 

(e.g. aerobics, dance, self-defense, martial arts), are promising strategies to attract women to do more 

physical activity.35,36  These activities can be offered in the absence of, or in conjunction with, 

competitive sports and other traditional physical activities.37-39  Involvement of various stakeholders and 

settings in the community (faculty, school nurse, and school staff,  parental organizations, church) have 

led to significant increases in physical activities,35,37-38 improvement of self-efficacy, 37,40 the intention 

towards physical activities,37,41 and strengthening of functional body image among girls.42 

The findings from this study should be considered in the context of its limitations.  First, the 

sample only included adolescents enrolled in school, and does not represent the views of youth who do 

not participate in the educational system.  Around 29% of Costa Rican adolescents are not enrolled in the 

educational system for various social and economic reasons.  Second, although the study includes both 

rural and urban settings, our samples only included adolescents from only one of the seven provinces in 

Costa Rica.  However, this was the province with the highest density of adolescent population, providing 

a deep understanding of how self-objectification impacts physical activity among adolescent girls in 

Costa Rica.  Third, the study is solely based on the adolescents’ opinions and did not take into 

consideration the perception of the socialization agents (parents, and teachers) who interact with them.  

This group represents an important secondary group to involve in the design of interventions aimed to 

reduce the negative attitudes and practices that reinforce the self-objectification in girls.   
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Conclusion  

Self-objectification influences girls’ participation in physical activities in Costa Rica. The home, 

community and school environments enable and reinforce this self-objectification. Interventions with 

intensive multilevel and multicomponent approach focused both school and family or community must be 

used to encourage adolescent girls to engage in physical activities in order to reduce their levels of self-

objectification. Among other issues, interventions should offer to boys an alternative view of the 

traditional male identity and fostering the adoption of a modern positive masculinity, to reduce their 

negative attitudes and practices that reinforce the self-objectification in girls. 
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