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The mass media are an important context for adolescents’
sexual behavior
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BSTRACT Purpose: This study compared influences from the mass media (television, music, movies, mag-
azines) on adolescents’ sexual intentions and behaviors to other socialization contexts, including
family, religion, school, and peers.
Methods: A sample of 1011 Black and White adolescents from 14 middle schools in the South-
eastern United States completed linked mail surveys about their media use and in-home Audio-
CASI interviews about their sexual intentions and behaviors. Analysis of the sexual content in 264
media vehicles used by respondents was also conducted. Exposure to sexual content across media,
and perceived support from the media for teen sexual behavior, were the main media influence
measures.
Results: Media explained 13% of the variance in intentions to initiate sexual intercourse in the near
future, and 8–10% of the variance in light and heavy sexual behaviors, which was comparable to
other contexts. Media influences also demonstrated significant associations with intentions and
behaviors after all other factors were considered. All contextual factors, including media, explained
54% of the variance in sexual intentions and 21–33% of the variance in sexual behaviors.
Conclusions: Adolescents who are exposed to more sexual content in the media, and who perceive
greater support from the media for teen sexual behavior, report greater intentions to engage in sexual
intercourse and more sexual activity. Mass media are an important context for adolescents’ sexual
socialization, and media influences should be considered in research and interventions with early
adolescents to reduce sexual activity. © 2006 Society for Adolescent Medicine. All rights reserved.
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Recent ecological models of adolescents’ health risk
ehavior posit that behavior is produced by the multiple and
eciprocal interactions between people and their environ-
ents [1,2]. Such ecological perspectives on health behav-

or draw attention to different domains and kinds of envi-
onmental influences that might not otherwise be considered
3,4]. Potential sources of influence on health behaviors are
pecified at different levels of analysis, including interper-
onal processes and networks, physical environments, and
ultural norms and public policies [4,5].

*Address correspondence to: Dr. Kelly Ladin L’Engle, School of
ournalism and Mass Communication CB# 3365, University of North
arolina, Chapel Hill, NC 27599-3365.
sE-mail address: kelly.lengle@unc.edu

054-139X/06/$ – see front matter © 2006 Society for Adolescent Medicine. All
oi:10.1016/j.jadohealth.2005.03.020
Models of adolescent risk behavior that are based on
cological approaches to health and development have em-
hasized the key settings of adolescents’ lives that include
amilies, schools, and neighborhoods [1] along with peers
nd work situations [2]. Empirical efforts to understand
nvironmental influences on adolescents’ sexual behavior
ave focused on adolescents’ connections to families,
chools, religion, and peers [6–8].

Mass media are another important dimension of young
eoples’ lives that may take on special significance during
dolescence, and particularly for sexual risk behavior
9–11]. A recent survey found that on average, U.S. ado-
escents spend six to seven hours per day using media—
hree hours watching television, two hours listening to mu-

ic, one hour watching videotapes and movies, and three-

rights reserved.
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ourths of an hour reading [12]. The typical U.S.
dolescent’s household contains three televisions, three tape
layers, three radios, three CD players, two VCRs, one
ideo game player, and one computer. Even more surpris-
ng, two-thirds of adolescents have a television in their
edroom, more than one-third has their own VCR, and
lmost all have some kind of audio system.

Much of the media that adolescents are exposed to in-
lude sexual imagery but rarely portray consequences of
isky sexual encounters or healthy sexual messages [13–15].
or example, a recent study found that 83% of the top 20
ielsen-rated teen television shows contained some sexual

ontent, with only 12% of the sexual content addressing
exual risks or responsibilities [14]. Other studies of teen
elevision shows [16,17], movies [18], music [19], and mag-
zines [20] confirm that there is an abundance of sexual
ontent across a variety of media frequently used by teen-
gers.

Despite data showing that adolescents are frequent media
sers and consumers of numerous unhealthy media mes-
ages about sexual behavior, mass media influences are
arely included in ecological models and are rarely consid-
red as important contexts for adolescents’ sexual social-
zation.

The premise of this study is that mass media influences
n adolescents’ sexual behavior should be considered along
ith other types of environmental influences on adoles-

ents’ sexuality. In this study, parent, religion, school, and
eer factors are compared with the mass media’s influence
n early adolescents’ sexual intentions and behaviors. Two
ain questions are investigated: How do the media compare
ith other contextual influences on adolescents’ sexual in-

entions and behaviors? and Do media influences explain
dditional variation in adolescents’ sexual intentions and
ehavior beyond the effects from parents, religion, school,
nd peers?

ethods

ample and procedures

The sampling frame consisted of three public school
istricts in the Southeastern United States that included
rban, suburban, and rural populations and approximately
qual proportions of black and white male and female stu-
ents. Fourteen of the 16 eligible middle schools agreed to
articipate; the two schools from one district that declined
o participate had similar race and gender profiles as other
chools in the district. In fall 2001, brief informational
essions inviting seventh and eighth graders to participate in
study of teens’ media use and health behavior were held at
ach school. Eighty-one percent of enrolled students (n �
029) provided useable contact information and were
ailed a 36-page media questionnaire and parent consent
orm, and 65% (n � 3261) returned the completed media c
urvey with parental consent. Race and gender characteris-
ics of media survey respondents were similar to all enrolled
tudents.

The media survey included questions about the fre-
uency of using a variety of media, including television,
ovies viewed at home and in the theater, music, and
agazines. Additionally, respondents were provided with

n extensive list of vehicles (e.g., Living Single, American
ie, Janet Jackson, and Teen People) for each of the four

ypes of media and instructed to circle all of the vehicles
hey used regularly. The vehicle lists included specific tele-
ision shows, movies, music artists, and magazines, and
ere developed from published lists of media use among

eens (e.g., Nielsen reports, Billboard Top 100 Music Art-
sts) that were then pilot tested with students living in the
tudy area.

Based on results from the media survey, content analysis
f the sexual imagery in the four different media was con-
ucted. A total of 264 television shows, movies, music, and
agazines were content analyzed for portrayals or refer-

nces to pubertal development, romantic relationships, body
xposure or nudity, sexual innuendo, touching and kissing,
nd sexual intercourse (Scott’s pi for inter-coder reliability
veraged .79). Approximately 28,000 sexual units out of
36,000 total units (12%) were thus classified as sexual
ontent. Further details about the content analysis are pro-
ided elsewhere [15].

For the linked health and sexuality survey, 1200 students
ho completed the media questionnaire were randomly

elected from within four gender and race strata so that
qual numbers of black and white and male and female
tudents were included. In spring and summer 2002, 1047
90%) of these students were interviewed in their homes
sing Audio-Computer Assisted Self Interview (Audio-
ASI). A parent and the adolescent signed consent forms
uaranteeing confidentiality before the interview began.
he Audio-CASI allowed participants to answer questions
y touching the screen on a laptop computer while hearing
uestions through headphones. The Audio-CASI format has
een shown to be especially effective when interviewing
ubjects about sensitive topics such as sexuality and drug
se [21].

Protocols and measures used in this study were reviewed
nd approved by the university’s institutional review board.
etails about the recruitment protocol and strategies for
btaining the media and health samples are described in
ore detail in L’Engle et al [22].

easures

The sample for this study included 1011 adolescents
251 black females, 259 black males, 252 white females,
nd 249 white males) who completed both the media use
uestionnaire and the health survey, and who provided

omplete responses to questions about their use of televi-
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ion, movies, music, and magazines. The mean age of the
ample was 13.7 years (range: 12–15 years old). Approxi-
ately one-third of the sample (31%) reported receiving

ree or reduced price breakfast or lunch (an indicator of
ocioeconomic status), which matched closely the schools’
eported 34% of enrolled students who received subsidized
eals.

ontextual influences. To the extent possible, the parent,
eligion, school, and peer factors used as independent vari-
bles in this study were identified from standardized, vali-
ated instruments used with other samples of adolescents.

able 1
ontextual and control variables

ariable (source) Description of variable

arents
Relationship with mother Quality of relationship with mothe
Relationship with father Quality of relationship with father
“Hands-on” parenting [23] Number of activities performed by

such as setting a weekend curfew,
dinner together, restricting CD pur

Perceived parental view of
sex [7]

Perceived parental approval of ado
having sex at this time in life

eligion
Religious attendance Frequency of attending religious s

Religious beliefs [24] Agreement that serving God is im
faith sometimes restricts your actio
religion is the most important thin

Perceived clergy’s view of
sex

Perceived clergy approval of adole
having sex at this time in life

chool
School connectedness [7] (A) Happiness at school, (B) feeli

care, and (C) trouble getting along
teachers

Grades Grades received on most recent re
Perceived teacher’s view of

sex
Perceived favorite teacher’s appro
adolescent having sex at this time

eers
Relationship with peers

[25,26]
(A) Friends accept you, friends un
you, do not wish to have different
(B) happiness with friends

Perceived peer sexual
behavior [8]

Number of friends who have had

edia
Sexual media diet (SMD)

[15]
Exposure to sexual content in tele
music, movies, and magazines

Perceived sexual permission
from media

Messages from TV, music, magaz
movies are that it’s OK for teens t

emographics
Age Age of respondent
Gender Gender of respondent
Race Race of respondent
Socioeconomic status Received free or reduced price lun

a Measure indexes eight indicators of parental exercise of authority [36
b Chronbach alpha was used to assess internal consistency.
c Item coded dichotomously as yes/no.
he two media measures were developed specifically for t
his study. Item and scale characteristics for the independent
ariables are shown in Table 1.

edia influences. The sexual media diet (SMD) measure
as created to assess an individual adolescent’s cumulative

xposure to sexual content across media. The SMD measure
ccounts for the sexual content of each television show, CD,
ovie, and magazine used regularly by the adolescent as
ell as the frequency of exposure to that content. Two
erived measures were used to compute the SMD score for
ach adolescent. First, the proportion of the adolescent’s
edia use that is sexual was calculated by summing the

Number
of items

Range, Mean (SD)

1 1 � Poor to 5 � Excellent; 4.17 (.99)
1 1 � Poor to 5 � Excellent; 3.66 (1.30)

s, 8a 1–8; 4.72 (1.65)

1 1 � strongly disapprove to 5 � strongly
approve; 1.42 (0.75)

1 1 � Never to 5 � 4 or more times/month;
3.65 (1.49)

that
t

3 (.79)b 1 � Strongly disagree to 5 � strongly agree;
3.46 (.92)

1 1 � Strongly disapprove to 5 � strongly
approve; 1.43 (.75)

ers 3 (.60)b (A, B) 1 � Not at all to 5 � extremely; (C)
1 � every day to 5 � never; 3.87 (.61)

d 1 1 � Mostly as to 7 � mostly Ds; 2.87 (1.60)
1 1 � Strongly disapprove to 5 � strongly

approve; 1.66 (0.87)

d
, and

4 (.79)b 1 � Strongly disagree to 5 � strongly agree;
4.19 (.68)

1 1 � None to 4 � most; 1.95 (.98)

1 .14 to .94; .53 (.14)

d
sex

4 (.90)b 1 � Strongly disagree to 5 � strongly agree;
2.30 (1.01)

1 12.0 to 15.9, 13.70 (.70)
1 0 � Female, 1 � male; .50
1 0 � White, 1 � black; .50

chool 1c 0 � High SES, 1 � low SES; .31
r

parent
eating
chases
lescent

ervices

portant,
ns, tha

g in life
scent

ng teach
with

port car
val of
in life

derstan
friends

sex

vision,

ines, an
o have

ch at s

].
otal number of sexual content units across all vehicles used



r
u
b
a
u
w
u
y
w
i
f
a
t
z
.
f
u
b
v
q
S

m
s
t
t
h
m
d
t

S
m
“
g
s
t
r
o
w
a
“
t
a
r
r
w

e
r
a
u
d
k
H

t
s
r
s

S
w
“
a
i
l
c
o

D

s
a
t
f
fi
e
a
r
t
I
a
a
s

R

a
b
a
1
i
t
p
(
a
a
p
l
a
C
v
s
g
h

t
b

189L’Engle et al. / Journal of Adolescent Health 38 (2006) 186–192
egularly by the respondent, and then dividing by the total
nits (both sexual and nonsexual) in all vehicles attended to
y the adolescent. Second, the average frequency of using
ll four media was calculated by weighting the frequency of
se for each individual medium. Television and music use
ere calculated by averaging responses to questions about
se during the school week, on weekends during the school
ear, and during the summer; magazine use was assessed
ith one item; and movie viewing was assessed by averag-

ng the frequency of viewing movies in the theater and the
requency of viewing movies at home. Because the average
dolescent reported watching television on 30 days in a
ypical month, listening to music 30 days, reading maga-
ines four days, and watching movies two days, weights of
45 each for television and music, .07 for magazines, and .03
or movies were used to compute the average frequency of
sing all four media. The final SMD measure was computed
y multiplying the proportion of sexual content across all
ehicles the adolescent reported using by the average fre-
uency of using all four media. For further details about the
exual Media Diet measure, see Pardun et al [15].

The measure of perceived sexual permission from the
edia was developed to assess adolescents’ perceptions of

exual norms in the media. Respondents were asked to rate
heir agreement with the following question: “The messages
hat I get from TV are that it’s OK for people my age to
ave sex.” This question was repeated for music artists,
ovies, and magazines. Responses, scored from 1 (strongly

isagree) to 5 (strongly agree), were summed and averaged
o create a scale score (Cronbach alpha � .92).

exual behavior. To assess dating and sexual behavior, a
ulti-item question was used. Respondents were asked:

Which of the following things have you ever done with a
uy/girl?” To develop the list of possible activities, exten-
ive formative research was conducted with teens from the
arget population. Eight categories were included for female
espondents: (1) “had a crush on a guy,” (2) “dated or went
ut with a guy at least once,” (3) “been in a private place
ithout any adults around with just one guy that you’re

ttracted to,” (4) “kissed a guy lightly on the lips,” (5)
kissed a guy using your tongue,” (6) “had my breasts
ouched by a guy,” (7) “had my vagina touched by a guy,”
nd (8) “had oral sex.” At a later point in the survey,
espondents were asked: “Have you ever had sex?” Male
esponse categories were equivalent but referred to relations
ith girls.
A factor analysis of these behaviors suggested two cat-

gories of sexual activity, which are consistent with other
esearch that documents orderly progression and increased
ge expectations from kissing to petting [27,28]. Light sex-
al activity included five behaviors: (1) having a crush, (2)
ating at least once, (3) being in a private place, (4) light
issing, and (5) “French” kissing (Cronbach alpha � .72).

eavy sexual activity included four behaviors: (1) breast b
ouching, (2) vagina or penis touching, (3) oral sex, and (4)
exual intercourse (Cronbach alpha � .75). Respondents
eported engaging in an average of 2.5 (SD � 1.6) light
exual activities and .6 (SD � 1.1) heavy sexual activities.

exual intentions. Intentions to have sex in the near future
ere assessed with two items based on Olsen et al [29]:

How likely is it that you will have sex in the next year?”
nd “How likely is it that you will have sex while you are
n high school?” Responses, measured from 1 (very un-
ikely) to 4 (very likely), were summed and averaged to
reate a scale score (Cronbach alpha � .77). The mean level
f sexual intentions was 2.0 (SD � 1.0).

ata analysis

The impact of each of the five contexts (family, religion,
chool, peers, and media) on sexual intentions, light sexual
ctivity, and heavy sexual activity was assessed using mul-
iple linear regression. Each analysis controlled for the ef-
ects of age, gender, race, and socioeconomic status. In the
rst set of analyses, each set of contextual factors was
ntered into a separate model explaining sexual intentions
nd behavior. In the second set of analyses, all parent,
eligion, school, and peer factors were simultaneously en-
ered, and then media variables were forced into the model.
n the third set of analyses, each individual contextual vari-
ble that was significantly associated with sexual intentions
nd behavior in the previous set of regression models was
imultaneously entered into a new regression model.

esults

Media influences showed a consistent and significant
ssociation with early adolescents’ sexual intentions and
ehaviors (Table 2). After controlling for age, gender, race,
nd socioeconomic status, media influences accounted for
3% of the variance in intentions to have sexual intercourse
n the near future (F2, 946 change � 88.1, p � .001), 10% of
he variance in light sexual activity (F2, 974 change � 55.9,
� .001), and 8% of the variance in heavy sexual activity

F2, 956 change � 47.9, p � .001). Compared with religion
nd school factors, the media variables predicted more vari-
nce in sexual intentions and activities. Compared with
arent factors, media influences predicted more variance in
ight sexual activity and equivalent variance in heavy sexual
ctivity, but somewhat less variance in sexual intentions.
ompared with peer factors, media variables predicted less
ariance in sexual intentions and heavy sexual activity but
omewhat more variance in light sexual activity. Demo-
raphic factors predicted more variance in intentions to
ave sexual intercourse than all other factors.

Once all other contextual factors were considered for
heir association with adolescents’ sexual intentions and
ehaviors, media influences made a significant contribution

eyond the effect from these other contexts. Media variables
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dded 2.0% to the prediction of intentions to have sexual
ntercourse in the near future (F2, 693 change � 15.2, p �
001), 4.7% to the prediction of light sexual activity (F2, 704

hange � 21.0, p � .001), and 1.2% to the prediction of
eavy sexual activity (F2, 694 change � 6.4, p � .01). All
ontextual factors including media predicted 54% of the
ariance in sexual intentions, 21% of the variance in light
exual activity, and 33% of the variance in heavy sexual
ctivity (Table 2).

able 2
ercent variance in sexual intentions and behaviors explained by each con

Dependent
Variables

Independent variables (R2)

Demographics Parents Religion S

ntentions to
have sex
in near
future

20.8 17.6 2.0 11

ight sexual
activity

4.6 4.2 .1 2

eavy
sexual
activity

12.0 8.8 .4 6

a Demographic variables that served as controls were age, gender, race,

able 3
ontextual variables regressed on sexual intentions and behaviors: standa

Intentions to have sex in the
near future

Full Reduced

ontrols
Age .05 .04
Male .22*** .21***
Black .018 �.025
Low SES .01 .00

arents
Mother relationship �.05
Father relationship �.03
Hands-on parenting �.11*** �.13***
Parents’ view of sex .21*** .21***

eligion
Religious attendance �.04
Religious beliefs �.06
Clergy’s view of sex �.06

chool
School connectedness �.01
Grades �.10** .09**
Teacher’s view of sex .08* .07*

eers
Peer relationships .04
Peer sexual behavior .32*** .31***
edia
Sexual media diet .17*** .18***
Sexual permission

from media .06* .08**
2 .54 .52
a 712 900
a When all variables are included in the full model, sample size declines due t
Each individual contextual variable was then considered
or its association with adolescents’ sexual intentions and
ehaviors, after controlling for key demographic character-
stics of respondents. Table 3 presents these results for the
ull models where all variables were forced to enter the
odel and for the reduced models where only demographic

ontrols and significant predictors were retained. Across the
ependent measures, being male was associated with greater
exual intentions and activity. Increased age was predictive

dependently, after controlling for demographic variablesa

All IVs
(no media) (R2)

All IVs
(with media) (R2)

Peers Media

19.6 12.5 52.0 54.0

6.8 9.8 16.2 20.9

17.0 8.0 31.7 32.9

cioeconomic status.

ight sexual activity Heavy sexual activity

ull Reduced Full Reduced

.11** .08** .09** .10**

.09* .07** .08* .07*
�.23** �.29*** �.04 �.05

.00 .01 .02 .01

�.09** �.06* �.05
.07 .01

�.09** �.07** �.12** �.13***
.02 .10* .09**

�.01 �.02
�.02 .03
�.02 �.07

�.02 .04
.04 .04
.04 .07

.01 .02

.19*** .21*** .35*** .38***

.26*** .26*** .09* .10**

.10** .10*** .10** .12***

.21 .20 .33 .34
3 955 713 935
text in

chool

.1

.0

.0
rdized �

L

F

72
o list-wise deletion for missing cases.
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f more light and heavy sexual activity, and black adoles-
ents reported less light sexual activity than white adoles-
ents. Contextual variables that remained significantly as-
ociated with one or more sexual intentions and behaviors
ncluded relationship with mother, hands-on parenting, per-
eived parental view of sex, grades received in school,
erceived teacher’s view of sex, and perceived peer sexual
ehavior. None of the religion variables was significantly
ssociated with sexual intentions or behaviors.

Media variables were significant contributors across the
ependent variables, even after considering the effects from
ther contextual variables (Table 3). In the reduced models,
exual Media Diet showed a strong relationship with inten-

ions to have sexual intercourse in the near future (� � .182,
� .001), light sexual activity (� � .262, p � .001), and

eavy sexual activity (� � .096, p � .01). Perceived sexual
ermission from the media was also significantly associated
ith sexual intentions (� � .077, p � .01), light sexual

ctivity (� � .107, p � .001), and heavy sexual activity (�
.117, p � .001). The strength of these associations com-

ares favorably with associations between other contextual
ariables and sexual intentions and behaviors. For example,
tandardized coefficients for sexual intentions ranged from
� .70 for perceived teacher’s view of sex to � � .310 for

erceived peer sexual norms.

iscussion

These findings show that adolescents who are exposed to
ore sexual content in their media diets, and who perceive

reater support from the media for teen sexual behavior,
eport more sexual activity and greater intentions to engage
n sexual intercourse in the near future. Even after consid-
ring influences from other important socialization sources,
uch as family, religion, school, and peers, media influences
ere significantly associated with sexual intentions and
ehaviors in this diverse sample of early adolescents.

The strong relationship between media and adolescents’
exual expression may be due to the media’s role as an
mportant source of sexual socialization for teenagers. Ad-
lescence is a developmental period that is characterized by
ntense information seeking, especially about adult roles,
nd given the lack of information about sexuality readily
vailable to teens, adolescents may turn to the media for
nformation about sexual norms [30,31]. Along with peers,
arents, and school health classes, media such as television,
ovies, and magazines have been cited by teens as major

ources for sexual information [11,31].
Media may serve as a kind of sexual “super peer” for

dolescents seeking information about sexuality because
exual content in the media is ubiquitous and easily acces-
ible, and sexual messages are delivered by familiar and
ttractive models [32]. It has been suggested that adoles-
ents receive sexual information from mass media and from

heir peers that is different from what they are learning from H
ther sexual socialization agents including parents, schools,
nd religion [33,34]. The sexual content in the media, along
ith peers, may dilute the positive impact of school-based

exual health programs and more traditional sexual values
spoused by adults in the other contexts of adolescents’
ives [34].

The majority of sexual content in the media depicts
isk-free, recreational sexual behavior between nonmarried
eople. Media programming rarely depicts negative conse-
uences from sexual behavior, and depictions of condom
nd contraception use are extremely rare [13–15]. Media
sers are more likely to adopt behaviors depicted by char-
cters who are perceived as attractive and realistic, and who
re not punished but rewarded for their behavior [35], so
essages about sexuality in the media may be especially

ompelling to adolescents.
Several limitations of the data used in this study should

e considered. First, data were self-reported by adolescents
nd, therefore, may be subject to recall bias and/or social
esirability. Second, the data presented here are cross-sec-
ional and thus the direction of influence is unclear. It is
easonable to assume a bi-directional process, however,
ore sexually experienced adolescents may seek out more

exual media content, which then bolsters their interest and
ay stimulate increased sexual experimentation. The few

ongitudinal studies in this area have indeed found that
ncreased exposure to sexual content on television predicts
arlier initiation of sexual intercourse among adolescents
36,37].

Third, the sample was limited to one geographical region
f the United States and only black and white adolescents
ere included, which may limit the generalizability of re-

ults to other regions and populations. For example, this
ample of adolescents may be more religious than most
dolescents: almost two-thirds of the sample reported at-
ending church two or more times per month. Religious
actors were not, however, significantly associated with
exual intentions and behavior, a finding that is consistent
ith studies of other samples of adolescents [38,39].
Despite these limitations, our findings suggest that media

ay have equally important associations with adolescents’
exual intentions and behavior as other contextual factors,
nd that media should be considered along with family,
hurch, school, and peers as an important context for sexual
ocialization. Future models of adolescents’ sexual behavior
hould include the media as another influential factor in
eens’ sexual lives, and mass media influences should re-
eive increased attention from practitioners and researchers
ho aim to reduce adolescents’ participation in sexual risk
ehavior.
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