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Teens, Sex and the Media

Many teens learn about sexuality from the mass media.  They have grown up as neighbors to the residents of Sex in the City, watching characters swapping partners casually, and have attended Boston Public learning about biology and majoring in relationships–all within the glow of the television set.  These images whether on TV, CDs, the Internet or music videos surround teens just as they are trying to integrate emotional and physical intimacy into their evolving sense of self.  Whether it is sexual exploration for younger adolescents or forming romantic attachments for older adolescents--the media helps by keeping sexual behavior on public and personal agendas.  

Today’s teens live in a media saturated world

· In the United States, teens spend an average of six to seven hours each day with some form of media (Roberts, 2000).  This includes television, radio, Internet, magazines and CDs.

· Recent studies have found that two thirds of young people (8 to 18 years old) have a television set in their bedrooms, and many of these sets are hooked up to cable television and VCRs or DVDs (Roberts, 2000).  

Sexual content in the media

· It has been reported in studies that teens who watch 3 to 5 hours of TV each day witness about 2,000 sex acts per year (Roberts, 2000).  This includes kissing, embracing, intercourse implied, fondling, etc.

· According to the Kaiser Family Foundation’s bi-annual Sex on TV 3, released in 2003, 2/3 of all television shows have some sexual content, including 1 in 3 (32%) with sexual behaviors.  One in seven shows (14%) now includes sexual intercourse either depicted or strongly implied, an increase from 10% of shows two years ago, and seven percent four years ago (KKF, 2003).

· One-fifth to one-half of music videos, depending on the music genre (country, rhythm and blues) portrays sexuality (DuRant, 1997).

· Between 75% and 80% of concept videos (containing narrative story lines as opposed to concert footage) contain references to sex and violence. One of the most striking features of music videos is the sharp demarcation of gender roles especially in relation to sexuality.  One analysis of 1,000 music video characters found that males are more often depicted as adventurous, aggressive and dominant and females are often more depicted as affectionate, fearful and nurturing (Utterbach et al, 1995).

Teens learn about sexuality from the media

· Young teens (ages 13 –15) rank entertainment media as the top source of information about sexuality and sexual health.  Sixty-one percent say kids their age get “a lot” of information about these issues from entertainment media like TV, magazines, movies and music (KFF, 1997).

· Nearly three out of four (72%) teens think sex on TV influences the sexual behaviors of kids their age “somewhat “ or  “a lot”; but just one in four (22%) think it influences their own behavior (KKF, 2002).  

· Recent research that was reported in September 2004 by the RAND Corporation concluded that watching sex on TV predicts and may hasten adolescent sexual initiation.  They noted that there were “substantial associations between the amount of sexual content viewed by teens and advances in their sexual behavior during the subsequent year.”  Young teens began to take on the sexual behavior of older teens (Collins, 2004). 

What can be done?

Given all that we know about the media and teen sexuality, what can be done?  Only an integrated and comprehensive approach may be effective. Media literacy, edutainment, content ratings and screening devices as well as guidelines for media depictions are potential remedies for this issue.  

· Media Literacy

One approach that holds promise is media literacy--the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and communicate messages in a variety of forms (Hobbs, 1997).  Across the country, local groups are working in school and community centers teaching youth and parents to be more critical media consumers by showing them that media messages are constructed and can be deconstructed to uncover their assumptions and hidden values; messages are produced within economic, social and political contexts; and that they can create media themselves (Thoman, 1998).  

· Edutainment

One of the most promising approaches is edutainment--the practice of imbedding socially desirable messages within entertainment programming in order to increase audience members’ knowledge about an issue, create favorable attitudes, shift social norms and engage the overt behavior of individuals and communities.  It has been used extensively in foreign countries and has been used successfully in the U.S.   

· Content Ratings, Screening Devices

After Janet Jackson’ s breast-baring incident during the 2004 Super Bowl, there have been renewed efforts by Congress and advocacy organizations to rein in the media.  Legislators, parents and advocate have renewed their call to provide ratings on media and to impose stiff fines for transgressions.  Advocates are also calling for increased public awareness campaigns about the V-chip, an electronic devise for blocking violence and sex from being shown.  

· Guidelines for Media Depiction

Another approach is to work with producers to encourage accurate depictions of sexuality in the media. Guidelines call upon the media to:

· Show that the majority of sexual encounters are planned, not spur of-the moment responses in the heat of passion.

· Model interpersonal communications about an upcoming sexual encounter.

· Include use of contraceptives in descriptions and portrayals of sexual encounters

· Discuss or portray possible short and long term negative consequences of portrayals of unprotected intercourse.

· Include information about, or portrayal of, effective parent-child communication about sexuality and relationships.

· Promote ways for young people to obtain additional information about sexuality.
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