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Mass Media Influence on Teen Sexual Culture

Teen sex is a “major public health problem” according to the American Academy of

Pediatrics (AAP “Sexuality”). The physical, emotional, and social consequences of teen sexual activity include high rates of teen pregnancy, and sexually transmitted diseases including AIDS. Each year 25% of sexually active teenagers contract a sexually transmitted disease (STD), and the younger a female is when she first has sex, the more likely it is that she will have “involuntary or forced” sex (AAP “Sexuality”). Many health professionals believe that mass media content depicting casual sex with no consequences has resulted in a host of negative behaviours among teens who may be persuaded that teen sexual activity is “both acceptable and wide spread” (Villaruel). Pediatric healthcare providers are being encouraged to assess patients’ media use because of its potential association with unhealthy behaviors (Gruber and Grube). Although parents and educators try to promote abstinence or condom use, teens are increasingly exposed to media sexual content that does not provide information about health risks and personal responsibility. Both negative and positive advertising messages have been shown to influence young people, according to a pediatric medical association that calls on the mass media to promote responsible sex, and healthy behaviors (AAP “Sexuality”).

In addition to modeling unhealthy sexual behaviors, entertainment may negatively influence other aspects of teens’ physical and psychological well-being. Research suggests that media portrayals of unrealistic body images negatively impact teens’ self-esteem (Polce-Lynch). Teens, especially young females, become discontent with their bodies and may develop unhealthy eating behaviors in an attempt to achieve media-ideal body types (Field et al.). Although family and social relationships also have an influence, teens learn about society and sexual relationships from visual media images portraying body types, clothing, and other cultural norms (Johnston 10).

Sexual content in mass media has a “profound real-life effect” according to researchers

who point to the co-evolution of media messages and sexual culture in American society

(Carpenter). Mass media can either reinforce norms or offer insights into alternative ways of thinking. Entertainment content depicting sexual norms, stereotypes, double-standards, and sexual roles may have a profound influence on teens’ perceptions about sex, body image, and social norms (Ward). Teens often seek social and sexual information from mass media sources rather than their parents or other adults. These teens may be attracted to programs with sexual content. In a study of prime-time television shows popular among young viewers, sexual references accounted for as much as 50% of character interactions. These programs typically depicted sex as a “recreational” pursuit rather than something pertaining to relationships or reproduction, and the sexual content reinforced gender stereotypes of men as aggressors, and women as sexual objects who are valued for their physical appearances (Ward).

According to two scholars who reviewed a number of studies, research implies that: teens

who watch sexual content on television are more likely to engage in sex; teens who watch a lot of television tend to have negative attitudes about being a virgin; and teens who see sexual content as being more real are more impacted by the sexual content. Age and gender may also influence how teens select media, according to one study that found older teens were more likely to tune in to sexual content, and that females were more likely to learn about sex and relationships from sexual content in the media (Greenburg and Hofschire 103-104).

Music Television (MTV) is another example of electronic media programming that barrages teens with sexual messages. From the beginning, MTV transformed music into television programming by using fast-paced visuals to grab the attention of a very specific youthful audience – a new generation that had been raised with television and had different ways of processing information (Sherman and Etling 378). In order to make the aural and visual elements fit together, music video producers and directors, rather than entertainers and writers, control visual images that may have nothing to do with the musicians’ or artists’ original concepts (Sherman and Etling 379). MTV became a programer’s dream of non-stop commercial television that changed the way

people hear popular music and how they see the meanings that are embedded in the music content (Sut Jhally, “Intersections of Discourse” 151).

Teens report that they watch MTV because it helps them to understand the songs better,

and to understand what the music is about. However, the content that the teens are tuning into is more than 75% sexual, with stereotypical portrayals of males and females (Greenburg and Hofschire 104). MTV uses sexual images of women through “short, sharp, shots of intense visual pleasure” to encourage viewers to watch closely and stay focused so that they do not miss anything (Sut Jhally “Intersections of Discourse” 153). Camera angles and other production techniques in MTV videos depict women in violent scenes and women giving ambiguous yes/no signals (Sut Jhally “Intersections of Discourse” 153). Visual images in videos are sexual even when the lyrics are not, according to researchers who say that “sex sells, in music videos and elsewhere” (Arnett

251). Some media effects researchers believe MTV sexual content influences how viewers perceive sex and sexual behaviors in society (Greenburg and Hofschire 105). Music videos that depict gender stereotypes and recreational sex without consequences influence teens’ identity formation by modeling the world through these images (Arnett 261.)

A startling view of how entertainment content may influence sexual attitudes comes from a review of the 1984 US Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography. According to two researchers, whose studies were “cited throughout the two-volume work,” the large government study condemned pornography, but failed to reveal that violent content, rather than explicit sexual content, was shown to have a greater impact on adult males’ attitudes toward rape and sexual aggression (Donnerstein and Linz). 

In controlled studies, males who were shown pornographic sex without violence had more negative attitudes toward rape than males who were shown violence without sex. These findings directly relate to teens, and others, who typically watch television and

non-X-rated movies. The prevalence of violence – even without sex – in mass media

entertainment, according to the researchers, can contribute to more sexually aggressive attitudes among viewers (Donnerstein and Linz).

Despite myriad concerns over entertainment’s influence on teens, some researchers argue

that there is insufficient evidence of a causal relationship. They assert that studies demonstrating a correlation between sexual content in entertainment and teen sexual behaviors do not prove whether sexually active teens watch more sex or whether watching more sex encourages teens to be sexually active. These researchers take a broader perspective of media influence on teen sexual culture, going beyond content and effects, to see how individual characteristics of ethnicity, gender, developmental stage, and socio-economic class influence teens’ media use and the incorporation of media ideas into teens’ daily lives (Steele). 

These researchers situate media influence on teen sexuality in the context of family, friends, school and other social situations that provide information and influence teens’ sexual perceptions. For example, early sexual experience is associated with lack of parental involvement, and beliefs that other teens are sexually active, while mitigating factors include parental involvement and teen participation in social activities that do not provide sexual opportunities. This interactive association is further influenced by individual predictive factors such as onset of physical maturity (Rosenthal). According to these researchers, teens select and use media messages either to socially reproduce media images by following the status quo, or to socially resist media images by finding and following examples of alternative behaviour (Steele).
1) Summarize the article findings to a maximum of one page. (1/2 page minimum)
2) What do you think are your most influential factors regarding your personal choices relating to sex, drinking and drugs?

