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The purpose of this study was to test the contention that feminine media stars
who are idolized by adolescent girls provide a “safe” target of romantic love in
the period of time before girls start dating and become sexually active. Girls in
heterogeneous 7th and 9th grade classes in an Israeli urban center responded
to a questionnaire about media stars, attributed feminine characteristics to
feminine, masculine, and neutral media stars, and answered questions about
having and desiring a boyfriend. There were more consensual choices of femi-
nine idols than of nonfeminine idols. Girls who have or want a boyfriend chose
nonfeminine idols whereas girls who do not currently want a boyfriend chose
feminine idols. Girls with a nonfeminine idol who want a boyfriend and girls
with a feminine idol who do not want a boyfriend attributed greater feminin-
ity to masculine and neutral stars. Finally, girls who did not want a boyfriend
and attributed feminine characteristics to movie stars evidenced more negative
attitudes toward sex. Although the number of posters of both feminine and
nonfeminine idols correlated with the amount of time spent talking about the
idol, the less consensual the idol, the more time was spent talking about him.
Girls with a nonfeminine idol who hang posters of their idol indicated greater
excitement when thinking about the idol and more jealousy of their idol’s real
and on screen relations. The findings were interpreted in the context of “feeling
norms” and the need to practice these norms on safe love-objects.

Adolescence is a time of change, during which girls start to menstruate and
become sexually mature. Yet despite their sexual maturity, adolescent girls
are not normally psychologically ready to enter into a sexual relationship
“for real.” On the other hand, adolescent girls participate in a culture that has
“feeling norms” (Hochschild, 1979) that tell them that “one should always
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be in love” (Simon, Eder, & Evans, 1992). The norms dictate that the focus
of such love must be of a heterosexual nature (Simon et al., 1992), and even
homosexual women report that they experienced opposite-gender attrac-
tion prior to same-gender attraction (Weinberg, Williams, & Pryor, 1994).
Yet in this respect, one of the major problems of adolescent girls is that their
development outstrips that of their age-mate boys by about 2 years. Con-
sequently, same-age boys are not generally deemed appropriate candidates
for becoming love-objects. Although older boys may be more appropriate
candidates, they are viewed as “only interested in one thing” (Wilson, 1978)
and are therefore to be approached with caution. Not only are teenage boys
likely to be sexually demanding, but as McRobbie (1991) notes, in real life,
teenage boys do not conform with the romantic ideal.

In light of the need to be in love, finding a love-object toward whom
one can safely direct newly-acquired cravings becomes a major goal. Such
safety can be found by projecting these newly awakened feelings onto an
inaccessible person. Who might such an inaccessible person be? Ganetz
(1995) labels him “the idol” and claims that he functions as the practice
object on which to test new exciting feelings; the idol thus fulfills an important
function because he represents a love-object that entails no risk and no
responsibilities.

Movie stars have long figured as adolescent girls’ heroes (Balswick &
Ingoldsby, 1982). More recently, singers have also become objects of idoliza-
tion in adolescent girls (Larson & Kubey, 1983). Male media stars provide
a convenient romantic attachment, which need not be feared, can be ideal-
ized, and can be symbolically available at will. To quote McRobbie (1991),
“Pop stars are dreamy, successful and to be adored in the quiet of the bed-
room” (McRobbie, 1991, p. 127). Posters of pop stars that are hung in one’s
bedroom allow girls “to stare unhindered and unembarrassed at pictures of
boys,” serving “a sexual function based on looking” (p. 171) and triggering
sexual imagining. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that teenage girls are
avid consumers of movie magazines (Arnett, 1995; Herrmann, 1998), which
offer an abundant supply of posters that are used to plaster the walls of their
bedrooms (Brown, Dykers, Steele, & White, 1994). But posters are not hung
randomly; they portray individuals who are objects of romantic attachments
and adolescent girls often describe themselves as “in love” with the depicted
individuals (Duck, 1990; Willis, 1972).

What characterizes those individuals who are selected as “love objects”
by adolescent girls and what function do they serve in girls’ development?
In this paper, I make several claims that are examined in the study re-
ported later. First, I contend that although the love objects change with time,
the media stars who are chosen as love objects by teenage girls are gener-
ally feminine-looking men. Although this claim has not been empirically
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examined, there is anecdotal evidence that teenage girls prefer androgy-
nous individuals as their love objects (Garratt, 1984; Herrmann, 1998). It
would appear, though, that adolescent girls are not the only ones who pre-
fer feminine-looking men. Based on the fact that there are prototypical
facial features that are associated with each gender (Enquist & Ghirlanda,
1998), Perrett et al. (1998) conducted a study in which faces were computer-
generated to vary on the masculine–feminine dimension. Both male and fe-
male participants rated the attractiveness of the male faces as highest when
they included more feminine features. Moreover, male faces that included
more feminine features were rated as more emotional, more cooperative,
and more honest.

There are two parts to this argument, then. First, the contention is that
teenage girls tend to idolize feminine-looking men. Second, when an individ-
ual who is not feminine-looking is selected as an idol, the idol will nonetheless
be attributed highly feminine characteristics, such as being cute and lovable.
In line with this, Steele and Brown (1995) found that the least sexually expe-
rienced girls in their study tended to choose less dangerous male media stars
“who spoke more to the possibility of love than to sex.” Such girls tended
to describe their love-object as “sweet and sensitive” rather than “sexy and
good looking,” which was the preferred description by older girls. Similarly,
McRobbie (1991) noted that in girls’ magazines, “there is a marked absence
of aggressive, sexual, “mean and nasty” rock stars”; the attempt is to convey
a “comforting and reassuring” image (pp. 127, 128).

Third, I contend that these love objects provide a “safe” target of roman-
tic love in the period of time before girls start dating and become sexually
active. The stringent norms that govern female adolescent sexuality tell them
that “good girls” must focus their attention on a single individual (Edwards,
1997), that they need to stay virgins—even if they advance to using tampons
(Merskin, 1999), that they need to fear getting pregnant (Schlegel, 1995),
and that the use of contraception implies that they are “loose” in planning
for sex (Rubin, 1990). To reconcile being good girls with their emotional
readiness to experiment with love, adolescent girls focus their feelings to-
ward individuals who cannot threaten their status as good girls. Thus, girls
who do not yet have boyfriends, who do not yet want boyfriends, and who
have negative attitudes toward sex would be expected to evidence more
idolization of feminine-looking stars.

In line with this, Brown, Barton White, and Nikopoulou (1993) asked
girls aged 11–15 to collect newspaper clippings about sex and intimacy and
conducted extended interviews with the girls subsequently. They found three
patterns: the disinterested pattern, which consisted primarily of younger
girls, average age 12.5, who tended to find sex “disgusting” and scary; the in-
trigued pattern, composed of somewhat older girls, average age 13.8, who are
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already interested in boys, sex, and romance, but are not yet involved with
boys themselves and are worried about finding a “good looking” boyfriend;
the resister pattern, of the same average age as the intrigued pattern, but
these girls already have, or have had, relations with boys and are interested
in having boyfriends whose looks are less important to them than their per-
sonality. These girls actively discuss sex and their desire to have a sexual
relation with their idols. The researchers noted that with the change in the
pattern of interest in sex and intimacy, there was a parallel change in girls’
rooms, with stuffed animals being dominant in the disinterested girls, and
these gradually giving way to posters of movie and rock stars in the older
girls. In the same vein, Wise (1990) describes her idolization of Elvis, which
behaviorally was manifest in collecting pictures and newspaper clippings
about him but psychologically he provided “warmth and affection” (p. 395),
just like a “teddy bear.”

Collecting and hanging posters of one’s idols, then, is clearly an integral
part of the phenomenon. But why do adolescent girls hang posters of their
idol in their bedrooms? One possibility is that posters of one’s idol serve
a social function, providing a shared topic of conversation with one’s close
friends who are similarly going through this transition phase. Wulff (1995)
found that the most common activity for her teenage sample of girls was
talking with girlfriends at the same level of social and sexual experience,
mostly about boys, singers, and actors, in the seclusion of the bedroom of
one of the girls.

A second possible function that can be served by hanging posters of
one’s idol is the expression of perceived consensus. That is, if one’s girlfriends
all share a given love object, putting up posters of this love object can be a way
of expressing such consensus. To translate these possibilities into hypotheses,
if posters of idols are hung to serve a social function, one would expect the
number of such posters to correlate with the amount of time girls spend
talking with their friends about their idol. If posters are hung to express
perceived consensus, the more consensual their choice of idol, the more
likely should girls be to hang up posters of their idol.

Finally, hanging up posters of one’s idol in one’s room may, as just
discussed, serve as a “legal venue” for thinking about love and sex in the
privacy of one’s bedroom. If this is the case, though, it should make a differ-
ence whether the idol is feminine or nonfeminine. For girls with a feminine
idol, thoughts about their idol should be in affectionate terms rather than
in exciting terms because such girls are not yet ready to think about het-
erosexual relations in sexual terms. In contrast, for girls with a nonfeminine
idol, thoughts about their idol may well be in sexually exciting terms. Con-
sequently, girls with nonfeminine idols who hang posters of their idol would
be expected to be more excited when thinking about the idol, to be more
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jealous of their idol’s real or on screen relations, and to be more likely to
want to have a relation with their idol.

The purpose of this study was to examine the above hypotheses relating
to media star idolization in adolescent girls. To summarize, my contention is
that the idolization of feminine stars precedes relations with boys and serves
to provide not only a convenient, but a safe love object. Consequently, one
would expect such idolization to be more prevalent in girls who do not have
a boyfriend and do not yet feel ready to have a boyfriend. In contrast, for
those girls who feel ready to have and want a boyfriend, more masculine
looking men may serve as the objects of idolization. Second, one would
also expect that those girls who are not yet ready for relations with boys
would attribute more feminine characteristics to media stars, irrespective of
these stars’ actual masculinity or femininity, thereby making them seem safer
objects of idolization. Third, I hypothesized that idolization will be related
to negative or ambivalent feelings about sex, with girls who idolize feminine
idols exhibiting more negative feelings about sex. Finally, I raised several
different possibilities as to the functions served by hanging posters of one’s
idol in one’s bedroom.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 50 girls in seventh and ninth grade classes in an ur-
ban junior high school in Israel. The school serves a socioeconomically het-
erogeneous, all Jewish population. Two classes at every grade level were
approached and girls were asked to volunteer to participate in a study on
“movie stars.” The questionnaires of two girls were returned incomplete
and they were dropped from the analyses. One girl, in the ninth grade, in-
dicated that she did not admire any movie or pop stars and her data were
also dropped from all analyses. The final sample included 21 seventh graders,
with an average age of 13, and 26 ninth graders, with an average age of 15.

Procedure

To select masculine, feminine, and neutral movie stars, pictures of var-
ious stars were compiled and an independent sample of five university stu-
dents was asked to indicate which of these stars were feminine versus mas-
culine looking. Two feminine looking stars (Leonardo di Caprio and Brad
Pitt), two masculine looking stars (Arnold Schwarzenegger and Sylvester
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Stallone), and one neutral star (Tom Cruise) were selected based on 100%
agreement.

Girls were given the questionnaires to fill out at recess and were told
that the purpose of the study was to examine what girls their age think
about movie stars and pop stars. They were told that the questionnaires
were anonymous, that the school would not see their questionnaires, and
that they would not influence their grades in any way. They were also told
that there were no right or wrong answers, that they should answer the way
they felt, and that all the questions should be answered. They were also
asked to indicate their age.

The first part of the questionnaire examined who is idolized and how
this idolization is expressed. Girls were asked to list three individuals whom
they idolize (in Hebrew, “maaritza”) and to rank them from first to third.
Subsequently, they were asked to answer a series of questions about their top
ranked individual. The questions were based on a questionnaire developed
by Raviv, Bar Tal, Raviv, and Ben Horin (1996). Responses to the majority of
questions were on a 5-point scale, ranging from not at all to very much/many.
The questionnaire is shown in the Appendix with the response options to all
other items shown.

In the second part of the questionnaire, pictures of those movie stars
selected as feminine, neutral, and masculine in the pretest were shown. Be-
side each picture, there were 20 characteristics listed and the participant
was asked to indicate which of these characteristics are descriptive of the
stars depicted. The 20 characteristics were all the feminine characteristics
on Bem’s BSRI scale (Bem, 1974). Although this scale was originally de-
veloped for self-rated masculinity and femininity, it has been successfully
used in previous research (Kolbe & Langefeld, 1993) for assessing social
perception.

The third part of the questionnaire related to attitudes toward sex. First,
the participant was asked whether she had a boyfriend. Next, there was a
question as to whether the participant wanted to have a boyfriend at the
moment, and finally, whether she wanted one next year. These questions
were coded dichotomously.

Finally, there was an open question as to why the phenomenon of
teenage pregnancies has become so prevalent in the United States. Using
such a question allows one to gauge attitudes toward sex in an indirect man-
ner that may be less susceptible to social desirability factors, a problem that
plagues research on attitudes toward sex (Berk, Abramson, & Okami, 1995).
To elaborate, teen pregnancy involves two separate issues: the first is teen
engagement in sex and the second is lack of use of contraception. If teen
pregnancy is blamed on lack of knowledge about or use of contraception,
this does not reveal negative attitudes toward sex. If, on the other hand, teen
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engagement in sex is blamed, negative attitudes toward sex may be revealed
in statements like “girls who get pregnant were probably raped,” “they do
it because they want to be socially accepted,” “they were pressured into it
by their boyfriends,” all of which suggest that one does not engage in sex of
one’s free will. Two independent raters who were blind to the choice of idol
read these open responses and coded them for negativity about sex, using a
3-point scale (0–2). Reliability on this coding was 92% and disagreements
were settled after discussion.

RESULTS

First, of the three stars that were listed by each participant, the first star,
about which all the idolization questions were answered, was classified as
feminine, or not feminine. Coding of the stars as feminine or not feminine
was done by two independent raters and disagreements were resolved by
the first author. Twenty-three different individuals were chosen as the most
idolized; of these, two were female. The data of the two participants who
chose females as their idols were dropped from all subsequent analyses. Of
the remaining 21 individuals who were chosen as the most idolized, 8 were
singers, 11 were actors, and 2 were soccer players. Of these idols, 4 were
rated feminine with 100% agreement between the raters; 16 were rated
nonfeminine with 100% agreement, and about 1 individual, disagreements
were settled after discussion.

Note that only 23 different individuals were cited by the 49 participants
who indicated that they have an idol. Thus, several idols were chosen as first
by more than one girl. Of the idols who were repeatedly chosen as first, three
were rated as feminine (Leonardo Di Caprio, Brad Pitt, and Nick Carter of
the Backstreet Boys) and they were each chosen by five to six girls. Only one
of the nonfeminine individuals (Tom Cruise) was chosen by more than two
girls; he was chosen by four girls. Thus, choice of feminine idols was much
more consensual than choice of nonfeminine idols.

To examine the degree of consensus more directly, each idol was given
a score that reflected the number of girls who chose him as their first idol
and an analysis of variance was conducted with age of the girl and femininity
of idol as factors. This analysis showed a main effect for femininity of idol,
F(1, 40) = 89.03, p < .001, and a trend for an interaction between femininity
of idol and age, F(1, 40) = 3.49, p < .07. The means for this trend are shown
in Table I. As can be seen in Table I, this trend was due to the fact that
girls with nonfeminine idols did not evidence consensual choices of idols
whereas girls with feminine idols did, although the choice of consensual
idols decreased with age.
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Table I. Consensual Choices of Idol, by Femininity
of Idol and Age of Girls

Younger Older

Choice of Idol
Nonfeminine 1.73 2.46
Feminine 5.64 4.58

My first hypothesis was that the idolization of feminine idols precedes
relations with boys and should therefore be more prevalent in girls who (1)
do not have a boyfriend and (2) do not want a boyfriend. To test these hy-
potheses, I examined whether choice of feminine versus nonfeminine idols
is related to having a boyfriend and wanting a current boyfriend. The first
of these hypotheses could not be analyzed statistically but the data sup-
ported the hypothesis; of the five girls who indicated having a boyfriend,
none chose a feminine idol. The second analysis, on wanting to have a
boyfriend now, proved to be significant, χ2(1) = 6.65, p < .01, with correc-
tion for continuity. That is, girls who chose feminine idols did not want to
have current boyfriends. To provide a stricter examination of this hypothe-
sis, the same analysis was rerun after dropping the five girls who currently
have a boyfriend. The analysis still proved to be significant, χ2(1) = 4.23,
p < .05, with correction for continuity. The number of participants on which
this analysis is based is shown in Table II. As can be seen in Table II, those
girls who want a boyfriend now predominantly chose a masculine idol; those
girls who do not want a boyfriend now predominantly chose a feminine idol.
Note that not wanting a boyfriend now was found to be unrelated to age,
χ2(1) = 2.34, ns. An analysis of variance on femininity of idol with want-
ing a boyfriend and age as factors also showed only a main effect for not
wanting a boyfriend, F(1, 40) = 9.20, p < .005. Finally, an analysis was also
conducted on the number of girls who indicated wanting a boyfriend next
year. A chi-square analysis on this data showed a trend in the predicted di-
rection, χ2(1) = 3.14, p < .08 with correction for continuity. Although over
80% of the girls indicated that they wanted a boyfried next year, of those
who did not, 67% had chosen a feminine idol.

Table II. Number of Girls Who Want a Boyfriend,
by Femininity of Idol

Want Don’t want
boyfriend boyfriend

Idol
Nonfeminine 20 6
Feminine 6 12
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Table III. Attributed Femininity to Stars, by Type of Star, Wanting a Boyfriend, and Femininity
of Idol

Type of star

Masculine Neutral Feminine

Feminine Nonfeminine Feminine Nonfeminine Feminine Nonfeminine
idol idol idol idol idol idol

Want 4.78 6.38 7.09 8.75 5.51 5.06
boyfriend

Don’t want 6.19 4.67 8.25 5.21 4.81 4.95
boyfriend

My second hypothesis was that girls who are not yet ready to have
relations with boys and who choose feminine idols would attribute more
feminine characteristics to media stars, irrespective of these stars’ actual
masculinity or femininity. For this analysis, the number of feminine descrip-
tors attributed to each of the five stars was derived and an attributed femi-
ninity score for the feminine stars, the masculine stars, and the neutral star
was computed. An analysis of variance with wanting a boyfriend, age, and
femininity of idol as between-subjects factors and type of star (M/F/N) as a
within-subjects factor, revealed a main effect for type of star, F(2, 72) = 8.86,
p < .001, and a trend for an interaction for type of star, wanting a boyfriend
now, and femininity of idol, F(2, 72) = 2.91, p < .07. The means for this
interaction trend are shown in Table III. As can be seen in Table III, the
picture is more complex than I hypothesized. The trend was due to the fact
that the degree of femininity attributed to feminine stars did not differ by
wanting a boyfriend or femininity of idol. However, for both masculine stars
and the neutral star, attributed femininity was higher either for girls with a
feminine idol who do not want a boyfriend or for girls with a nonfeminine
idol who wanted a boyfriend.

Finally, I hypothesized that girls with feminine idols will evidence more
negative feelings about sex on the question relating to teen pregnancies
in the United States. Because girls who chose nonfeminine idols also at-
tributed femininity to stars, this hypothesis was examined with reference
to the attribution of femininity to stars rather than with reference to the
actual femininity of the idol chosen. An analysis of variance with age, want-
ing a boyfriend, and femininity attributed to the stars was conducted on
the scores on negativity to sex. This analysis revealed a main effect for
age, F(1, 34) = 9.79, with younger girls evidencing more negativity than
older ones, and an interaction between attributed femininity and wanting
a boyfriend, F(1, 34) = 5.08, p < .05. The means for this interaction are
shown in Table IV. As can be seen in Table IV, the interaction was due to
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Table IV. Negativity to Sex, by Femininity Attributed to Stars and
Wanting a Boyfriend

Want boyfriend Don’t want boyfriend

Attributed
Low femininity .42 .22
High femininity .25 .89

the fact that negativity toward sex was evident only in those girls who at-
tributed femininity to the stars and did not want a boyfriend.

There were several alternative hypotheses relating to the number of
posters of their idols that girls hang in their bedrooms. The first of these pos-
sibilities was that hanging posters expresses a social function and that con-
sequently, the number of posters of their idol that girls hang would correlate
with the amount of time they spend talking about their idol. To examine this
hypothesis, the correlation between the number of posters of the idol and
percent of time spent talking about the idol was examined. This correlation
was significant, r = .39, p < .009.

A second possibility was that hanging posters of one’s idol expresses
consensus seeking. Consequently, the more consensual one’s choice of idol,
the more likely should girls be to hang up posters of their idol and to talk
about him with her friends. To test this hypothesis, the consensus score of
each idol was used to establish high and low consensus, idol groups. Those
individuals who were chosen by up to two girls were considered low con-
sensus idols and those idols who were chosen by more than two girls (range
of 3–6) were considered high consensus idols. An analysis on the number
of posters, with age of participant and consensual status of idol as factors,
did not prove to be significant, all Fs < 2, ns. A second analysis was con-
ducted to examine whether the amount of time spent talking about the idol
was a function of his consensual status. This analysis showed a trend for
age, F(1, 40) = 3.01, p < .10, and a main effect for consensus status of idol,
F(1, 40) = 5.13, p < .05. Younger girls tended to spend more time talking
about their idol than older girls; the means were 2.20 and 1.59, respectively.
Girls who chose highly consensual idols spent less time talking about them
than girls who chose less consensual idols; the means were 2.29 and 1.50 in
the low consensual and high consensual idol conditions.

The third alternative in this series of hypotheses was that posters of idols
serve primarily a looking function and consequently, girls with a nonfemi-
nine idol who hang posters of their idol would be more excited when thinking
about the idol, more jealous of their idol’s real or on screen relations, and
more likely to want to have a relation with their idol than do girls with a fem-
inine idol. Because 59% of the girls indicated that they do not hang posters
of their idol, dichotomous coding was used to establish groups who do or
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Table V. Interaction of Femininity of Idol and Presence
of Posters of Idol

No posters Posters

Excitement when thinking
Nonfeminine idol 1.87 3.36
Feminine idol 2.64 2.57

Jealousy of on screen relations
Nonfeminine idol 2.07 3.27
Feminine idol 2.73 2.00

Jealousy of real relations
Nonfeminine idol 1.87 3.27
Feminine idol 2.73 2.29

do not hang posters of their idol. Note that the average number of posters
hung by girls who do hang posters was between 5–10 posters, indicating that
the presence of the idol is quite significant in the girls’ bedrooms. Analyses
of variance with presence of posters and femininity of idol were conducted
on excitement when thinking of the idol, jealousy of his on screen relations,
jealousy of his real life relations, and the kind of relation desired with the
idol. On the kind of relation desired with the idol, there were no significant
effects, all Fs< 2, ns. The two way interaction between femininity of idol and
presence of posters was significant on excitement when thinking of the idol,
F(1, 40) = 4.93, p < .05, jealousy of his on screen relations, F(1, 40) = 5.07,
p < .05, and showed only a trend on jealousy of his real life relations,
F(1, 40) = 3.90, p < .06. The means for these interactions are shown in
Table V. As can be seen in Table V, across these variables, the data show
the same pattern, with girls with nonfeminine idols who hang their posters
evidencing more excitement when thinking about the idols, more jealousy
of the idol’s on screen relations, and more jealousy of his real life relations.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the contention that adolescent
girls’ choice of feminine versus nonfeminine idols and the hanging of posters
of these idols in their bedrooms reflects a transition into sexuality. First, it
is important to note that only 1 out of the 50 girls in this sample indicated
that she did not have an idol. As for the idols, 23 individuals were chosen
as the most idolized; of these, 2 were female, 4 were feminine, and 17 were
nonfeminine. Yet feminine individuals accounted for 40% of the idols chosen
because feminine idols were more often cited by several girls. Thus, choice
of feminine idols was much more consensual than choice of nonfeminine
idols, although such consensuality decreased with age.
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The pattern of these data suggests that idolization of feminine stars
may be an intermediate step in a sequence that starts with the idolization
of females and continues to the idolization of more masculine men. This
possible sequence receives some support from three recent cultural phe-
nomena: the prepubescent age of those girls who admire “Spice Girls” and
Britney Spears; the very young adolescents across Europe and the North
America who repeatedly saw the movie “Titanic,” swooning over Leonardo
di Caprio; and the similar age of fans of the Backstreet Boys who attend
their concerts and screech at visions of Nick Carter. If such a sequence is a
normal aspect of heterosexual development, then it may well be that alter-
native sexualities can emerge at this transition period as well. Ehrenreich,
Hess, and Jacobs (1992) have, in fact, argued that for girls, fandom offers a
way not only to sublimate romantic and sexual yearnings, but to carve out
“subversive” versions of heterosexuality.

More directly to my hypotheses, the first hypothesis was that the idol-
ization of feminine idols precedes relations with boys and should therefore
be more prevalent in girls who do not have a boyfriend and do not yet feel
ready to have a boyfriend. In keeping with this, of the five girls who in-
dicated having a boyfriend, none chose a feminine idol. As for wanting a
boyfriend, those girls who indicated that they want a boyfriend predomi-
nantly chose a masculine idol; those girls who indicated that they do not
want a boyfriend predominantly chose a feminine idol. Hence, these data
support the contention that the idolization of feminine men represents a
stage prior to developing relations with boys.

My second hypothesis was that girls who are not yet ready to have
relations with boys and who choose feminine idols would attribute more
feminine characteristics to media stars, irrespective of these stars actual
masculinity or femininity. This hypothesis was found to be only partially
supported, with the picture being more complex than I hypothesized. That
is, wanting a boyfriend and choice of a feminine or nonfeminine idol did not
effect the degree of femininity attributed to feminine stars. However, for
both masculine stars and the neutral star, attributed femininity was higher
either when girls did not want a current boyfriend and chose a nonfeminine
idol or when they chose a feminine idol but wanted a boyfriend now. This
pattern suggests that during adolescence, irrespective of the actual feminin-
ity of one’s chosen idols, girls attribute feminine characteristics to the males
they idolize. From the current perspective, this occurs because viewing these
males as feminine makes them safer objects of love.

The third hypothesis was that idolization will be related to negative
or ambivalent feelings about sex, with girls with feminine idols exhibiting
more negative feelings about sex. This hypothesis could not be tested directly
because irrespective of the femininity of their idol, girls attributed femininity
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to both masculine and neutral stars. Consequently, this hypothesis was tested
with reference to the attribution of feminine characteristics to stars. In line
with the hypothesis, the data showed that younger girls were more negative
toward sex and the more feminine characteristics that were attributed to
the stars, the more negative were girls who did not want current boyfriends,
about sex.

The next issue this study addressed was the possible functions of posters
of one’s idol that are hung in girls’ bedrooms. I argued that hanging up
posters of one’s idol could serve several different functions. First, if posters of
one’s idol serve a social function, the number of posters of their idol that
girls hang should correlate with the amount of time they spend talking about
their idol. Given that such a correlation was in fact found, it appears that
such posters do have a social function, serving as focus of conversations with
one’s friends. This finding underlines the importance of girls’ bedrooms as a
place where much of their socialization to adulthood occurs either alone, or
in the company of their peers (cf. Brown et al., 1994; Larson, 1995). More-
over, this pattern suggests that the “discourse of desire” emerges in same-
gender peer groups, rather than in formal sex education settings (cf. Fine,
1988), where neither the educator nor the adolescent are comfortable dis-
cussing it.

Second, I suggested that the more consensual one’s choice of idol, the
more likely will girls be to hang posters of their idol and talk about him.
Contrary to the hypothesis, the number of posters of their idol that girls hang
in their rooms was not found to be a function of the idol’s consensual status.
Consistent with the hypothesis, the analysis on percent of time spent talking
about the idol showed a significant effect of consensus. Yet an examination
of the means revealed that the direction was opposite to that predicted;
girls who chose highly consensual idols spent less time talking about them
than girls who chose less consensual idols. It may well be, then, that talking
about one’s idols may be a way of achieving consensus, rather than expressing
consensus. Viewed in this light, there is less need to talk about those idols who
are already consensual. It would be premature to draw definitive conclusions
about this issue, though, because in my data, consensual idols were more
likely to be feminine ones. It is possible, for instance, that there is a reluctance
on the part of girls to talk about feminine idols. Future research will have to
clarify this point.

The third possibility I raised in this series of hypotheses was that hanging
up posters of one’s idol serves as a “legal venue” for thinking about love and
sex. I argued that if this is the case, only for girls with a non feminine idol,
having posters of their idol in their bedroom should serve to induce excit-
ing thoughts about the idol. Consequently, girls who choose nonfeminine
idols and hang posters of their idol would be expected to be more excited
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thinking about the idol, to be more jealous of their idol’s real or on screen
relations, and to be more likely to want to have a relation with their idol.
The data showed that femininity of idol interacts with presence of posters
of the idol, such that girls with nonfeminine idols who hang their posters
evidenced more excitement when thinking about their idols, more jeal-
ousy of the idol’s on screen relations, and more jealousy of his real life
relations.

With respect to the functions of posters of one’s idol, then, my data
suggest that although all three functions may be served by hanging posters
of one’s idol in the bedroom, neither the social function, nor the consensus
expression function are the predominant ones but that rather, such posters
serve as stimulants for thinking and daydreaming about love and sex. In
this context, though, not all idols and not all posters are created equal; fem-
inine idols and nonfeminine idols and their posters serve different psycho-
logical functions for the girls in whose bedrooms they are hung.

Girls who choose feminine idols tend to think of them in loving and
comforting terms whereas girls who choose nonfeminine idols tend to think
of them in more sexual terms. On the other hand, this differentiation is
not quite as clear as it seems because girls with nonfeminine idols tend
to attribute feminine characteristics to these idols as well. By attributing
feminine characteristics to nonfeminine idols, girls in fact render these non-
feminine idols safe transition love objects as well. These data, then, raise
two different possibilities. First, it is possible that there is a developmen-
tal sequence in which in the first step, feminine idols are selected, and in
the next step, nonfeminine idols are selected but feminine characteristics
are attributed to them. A second possibility, and one that seems tenable
given the relative lack of age trends in my data, is that there are alternative
developmental pathways, with some teenage girls being attracted to more
feminine men and some teenage girls being attracted to nonfeminine men.
Further research will have to examine which of these possibilities is more
likely.

In general, then, the data provide support for the contention that the
idolization of media stars represents a way for adolescent girls to cope with
newly developing feelings at the point of transition to sexuality. As I argued,
adolescent girls’ peer culture encourages them to adopt the relevant feeling
norms (Hochschild, 1979) and this serves as a means of socializing them to
their new, more mature role as “a woman in love.” Because these norms
include a specification of the type of individual who can serve as the object
of one’s love, and girls often get ridiculed for picking an inappropriate object
(Simon et al., 1992), they select media figures. Media stars are preferable as
love objects because they are inaccessible, can serve as practice love objects
on which to test new exciting feelings, to discuss and legitimize these feelings
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in one’s peer group, to play-act the role of caring for someone else, and
fantasize about being loved back. The fact that they can be available at will,
in the privacy of one’s bedroom, contributes to their functionality as love
objects. To serve these functions, then, the love objects need to be cute and
lovable, metaphorically serving the same “cuddly” function as the stuffed
toys that they usually replace. Feminine-looking media stars serve all these
three functions, providing a “safe” target of romantic love in the period
of time before girls start dating and become sexually active. Non feminine-
looking media stars can also serve the same function if girls attribute feminine
characteristics to them as well.

Consistent with Ganetz’s claim (Ganetz, 1995), idols do appear to func-
tion as practice objects toward whom are channeled new exciting feelings,
although girls can use these practice objects in different ways, depending
on their own inclinations. Idols can be thought of as lovable and cute but
they can also be thought of as masculine and sexy. The transition from think-
ing about one’s idol as cute and lovable to thinking about this same idol as
masculine and sexy may be a difficult one to make for girls who are not yet
ready for such a change. It may well be that Leonardo di Caprio’s immense
popularity with adolescent girls dropped because newspaper reports of his
partying and womanizing appeared. Such a change in popularity may not
be expected to occur for nonfeminine idols because the base of their appeal
to adolescent girls is a different one. This possibility will need to be directly
examined in future research. But perhaps the more interesting issue to ex-
amine in future research is how adolescent girls manage the transition from
love objects who are media stars to real boys.

Finally, it is important to note that less than 50% of the girls in this
sample of junior high school girls hung posters of their idol in their rooms.
Idolization can, of course, be expressed in various ways other than hanging
posters of one’s idol. It can express itself in going to the movies, going to rock
concerts, watching television, and reading magazines. Hanging up posters of
one’s idol in one’s room, though, often requires the consent of parents. In
informal discussions with teenage girls, they often stated that their parents do
not allow them to hang posters in their room, sometimes even tearing down
posters. Statements like “They would kill me if I hung a poster of a boy”
are sometimes voiced. Although I have not examined this issue empirically,
it would seem that hanging up posters of idols requires girls to negotiate a
new sexual identity vis-a-vis their parents and that this involves two issues.
First, girls must accept their own new sexual identity and be willing to make
it public by hanging up posters of their idols and second, parents need to
be willing to acknowledge and accept the change in their “baby girls.” How
adolescent girls, and their parents, negotiate this complex transition needs
to be examined in future research.
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APPENDIX: QUESTIONNAIRE REGARDING TOP
RANKED STAR

1. To what extent do you rate yourself as an idolizer (in Hebrew “maar-
tiza”) of this star?

2. Do you hang posters of the star in your room? (No, <5, <10, <15,
>15 posters)

3. Do you go to movies in which the star appears?
4. Do you watch movies/clips of the star on video or tv?
5. Do you buy clothes or symbols of the star (e.g., t shirts)?
6. Do you look for information about the star in newspapers and

magazines?
7. Do you cut out clippings about the star from newspapers and

magazines?
8. How long do you think your admiration for the star will continue

(a month or two, up to 6 months, up to a year, 2 years, all my life)?
9. What percentage of of your conversations with your friends is de-

voted to talking about the star? (10–20%, up to 50%, 50%, >50%)
10. How excited are you when you think of the star?
11. How excited are you when you see the star in a movie/clip?
12. How jealous are you of the women the star has relations with in

movies or performances?
13. How jealous are you of the women the star has relations with in real

life?
14. What kind of relation would you like to have with the star? (no

relation, pen pal, friendship, soul mates, boy friend)
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