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Abstract
A large amount of scholarly research has been devoted to measuring the influences of television upon its viewers. This study sought to explore the little-researched area of reality television— specifically reality dating programs, and how the programs’ messages are incorporated into viewers’ life experiences. The study involved an experiment with 53 college students, which gathered information about the influence of short-term, immediate exposure to reality dating programs. A survey of 168 college students gathered information about how frequently and with what motivations they viewed reality television. The survey also assessed students’ general attitudes about dating and sexual relationships.

Statistical analysis found that there were little or no short-term exposure effects of reality dating programs. Survey results showed that students who viewed reality television dating programs frequently and with a higher motivation to learn also perceived their peers to be more sexually active than those who did not. In addition, students who were actively involved while viewing the shows and perceived the shows to be more realistic also reported more optimistic marriage expectations than those who did not.  Also found and discussed was a considerable gender difference in the survey results. Implications of the study’s results were addressed, along with research limitations.
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Chapter One: Literature Review
Meet Antoinette. She is a 30-year-old senior account manager, originally from Pennsylvania, who describes herself as sincere, fun-loving and outgoing. Antoinette enjoys yoga, shopping and cooking in her free time and says that she is most proud of her ability to find the good in everyone. Antoinette appeared on ABC’s 2003 version of its reality television dating program, “The Bachelor,” and she was one of 25 women chosen from across the nation to compete for the heart of one man. When Antoinette was asked why she wanted to come on television to find true love, she replied simply, “Why not?”
 The appeal of “The Bachelor” and other reality dating programs is part of a booming reality television phenomenon in America, as the genre’s popularity has grown significantly throughout the past three decades (Rowen, 2000). Reality dating programs feature a variety of different structures and content, and appear in syndication and on network and cable television. Reality television dating programs are particularly popular with young adult audiences (James, 2002), and the programs often feature participants similar in age and lifestyle. Young adults are influenced by a variety of socializing factors including family, peers and the media (Gonzalez-Mena, 2002), that acquaint them with societal standards for courtship and sexual relationships, or what is “normal” when it comes to dating. This study will focus on television and will explore how reality television dating programs and the messages they present influence young adults’ perceptions and attitudes about the normative standards of dating, sexual relationships, and peer behavior.
Trends in Dating Norms
Norms can be defined as guidelines that people use to behave acceptably in social situations. They are typically enforced by rewarding conformity and punishing deviance (Sherwin & Corbett, 1985). In this study it is assumed that dating norms are largely dictated by young adults’ perceptions of peer dating and sexual activity, which are often influenced by the mass media, and specifically television (Ward, 2002). 
“Emerging adulthood” is a term coined by Arnett (in press) and refers to the life period from 18-25 years old. Arnett described the period of emerging adulthood as one of identity formation, instability, self-focus, transition and endless possibility. Emerging adults in the United States have unprecedented freedom and independence in life, work and love. Such independence is in contrast to even 30 years ago, when most young adults were married by age 22. Arnett explained that the number of later marriages has increased in recent years, and because of the sexual revolution, premarital sex and relaxed sexual attitudes are now commonplace. According to Arnett, increased education is another cause of an extended emerging adulthood period, as adult commitments like job and marriage are delayed for higher education, sometimes late into the twenties.
Emerging adults use the transitional period between adolescence and adulthood to explore their identities. According to Arnett (in press), emerging adulthood is when most romantic/relationship identity formation occurs, rather than during adolescence (10-18 years old). Today’s emerging adults explore possibilities in love and are feeling less pressure to marry early. Many emerging adults are involved in a number of sexual relationships before marriage, which is generally acceptable to society as long as the relationships involve a certain level of commitment and love (Arnett, in press). Emerging adults often use the years between adolescence and adulthood to decide which qualities are appealing or unappealing in a partner (Arnett, in press). 
According to Ward (2002), emerging adults of undergraduate college age are “neither too jaded nor too experienced to be affected” (para. 5) by the mass media, suggesting that they remain impressionable even past adolescence. This study will involve emerging adults who are college undergraduates, aged 18-22.
 Studies assessing college undergraduates’ dating and sex norms (Knox & Wilson, 1981; Sherwin & Corbett, 1985; Thornton, 1990) have found that the more committed and emotionally involved a relationship is, the more acceptable a range of sexual activities is to participants. Sherwin and Corbett’s study (1985) used questionnaires to find out if a group of undergraduate students shared a set of courtship norms. The students’ normative expectations for sexual activity in relationships differed by level of perceived commitment, ranging from casual to serious daters. The study found that as relationships involved more commitment, students expected higher levels of sexual activity. 
Sherwin and Corbett also found that male and female college undergraduates’ attitudes about premarital sex have relaxed over time, and premarital sexual behavior for females has increased over time. The study suggests a possible convergence of male and female attitudes and a departure from traditional double standards, which expect male aggressiveness and female restraint in dating. Although attitudes toward premarital sex have loosened, Sherwin and Corbett found that attitudes about extramarital and homosexual relations remained disapproving.
In a study by Knox and Wilson (1981) that examined the dating norms of undergraduate students, typical dating behaviors included going out to eat, to a movie or a party, and going back to an individual’s home. The study reported that the majority of college students met dating partners through friends, followed by meeting at parties, at work or in class. Knox and Wilson found that both males and females accepted kissing on the first date or within a short time, although any further sexual behavior, such as petting or intercourse, was found to be acceptable only after a delay. Alcohol is often a part of college dating, as more than half the participants reported drinking on dates. According to Sherwin and Corbett (1985), males’ and females’ normative standards have been increasing in similarity in recent decades, due to the changing attitudes of women and greater sexual freedom. 
A longitudinal study conducted by Thornton (1990) examined the adolescent courtship process, specifically focusing on connections between the timing of participants’ first dates, first relationships and onset of sexual activity.  Thornton studied participants from 1961-1980, until they were 18, in order to observe the lifetime development of attitudes related to sexuality and dating. The study revealed that “social and cultural definitions and norms governing this developmental process are undergoing dramatic change in the United States” (p. 241). Thornton found that young adults move at different paces through the courtship process and stages of sexual intimacy, depending upon individual characteristics, physical development and personal standards. As societal norms change, so do the relationships between male and female adolescents. An overall trend in adolescent courtship and sexuality is the movement toward greater freedom for female adolescents, who are increasingly initiators in the dating process (Thornton, 1990). It must be noted that the dating trend studies are all currently more than 15 years old, and trends may have changed since the mid-1980s.
Even the meaning of dating has changed, from traditional, two-person dates to more relaxed practices that may include group dating, or commitment-free sexual activity. The modern-day Internet era has created a “speed-dating” phenomenon, by which singles meet through online personals or matchmaker services, and partners can be dismissed as quickly as they are found (Poniewozik, 2002; Whittington-Hill, 2003). 

Theories of Media Influence on Dating Norms

The question of whether television influences viewers’ conceptions of social reality has generated a number of theories, including the uses and gratifications perspective, the media cultivation theory and the cognitive information-processing model. 
The uses and gratifications perspective emphasizes the individual’s role in television viewing and how he or she uses television to satisfy different needs (Sparks, 2002). Individuals are motivated to watch television for a variety of different reasons, including learning, habit, companionship, arousal, relaxation, escape and passing time. However, the uses and gratifications theory has been criticized for relying on self-reports, because people may not be able to accurately report their viewing motivations. Often, social desirability plays a role in answering, as respondents wish to make themselves look “better” to the researchers by answering in a certain way, despite confidentiality or even anonymity (Sparks, 2002). 
The uses and gratifications perspective holds that if a viewer seeks out television to learn about dating norms and sexual relationships, he or she would most likely be more affected by viewing than would a viewer who is disengaged and not using television to satisfy a specific need. This is also called the constructivist view, emphasizing the role that the active and discriminating viewer plays in television use (Ward, 2002; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).

The media cultivation theory was developed by George Gerbner and emphasizes that long-term media consumption can change viewers’ beliefs about the culture’s norms (Sparks, 2000). Gerbner proposed that television presents a “social reality,” (p. 133) that is skewed and can shape, or “cultivate,” viewers’ perceptions of social reality (Sparks, 2000). The theory proposes that viewers who watch television heavily perceive the television world as more like the real world than light television viewers. While the cultivation theory proposes gradual changes in viewers’ beliefs and attitudes, some of Gerbner’s studies have shown behavioral effects as well. According to Gerbner, “The repetitive ‘lessons’ we learn from television, beginning with infancy, are likely to become the basis for a broader world view, making television a significant source of general values, ideologies, and perspectives as well as specific assumptions, beliefs, and images” (Sparks, 2000, p.134). 
Essentially, television’s consistent and ubiquitous stream of images can shape viewers’ perceptions of social reality over time, while reflecting and reinforcing dominant stereotypes and “cultivating dominant cultural ideologies” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan & Signorielli, 1994, p.20). Cultivation theory, in relation to television and dating norms, suggests that consistent images over time may affect frequent viewers’ perceptions of what is normal or acceptable in dating and relationships (Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). 

A problem with the cultivation theory is the difficulty of testing it. Because the theory proposes that cultivation occurs gradually and over a long period of time, lab experiments cannot effectively test the theory. It is also difficult to establish a cause-and-effect order (Sparks, 2000). The cultivation theory stresses viewing frequency more than viewer involvement, although it does recognize that the effects of media are not as simple as a one-way flow of information absorbed by a porous viewer, but rather, are part of a more dynamic and gradual process (Gerbner et al., 1994; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).
Another media effects theory proposes that viewers develop “cognitive scripts,” or schema, to aid in the construction of social reality and to guide appropriate behavior in any given situation (Aubrey, Harrison, Kramer & Yellin, 2003). This cognitive information-processing model proposes that viewers observe and learn from television images, but instead of directly modeling the behavior, they incorporate it into “scripts” that steer behavior in social situations (Aubrey et al., 2003). 

The cognitive information-processing model is related to the social learning theory, developed and tested by Albert Bandura in the 1950s. Bandura’s theory emphasizes the role of reward and punishment in directly modeling behavior, proposing that an individual is more likely to model behavior if he or she sees it rewarded (Sparks, 2002). In relation to Bandura’s theory, the cognitive information-processing model proposes that lessons from the mass media are likely to be incorporated into scripts if the social outcome of that behavior is favorable to the viewer, and if the message is applicable to the viewer, but does not claim that viewers directly model the behavior. This theory helps explain differences in media effects, especially by gender, as personal scripts would differ from person to person, depending on his or her own identity (Aubrey et al., 2003).  
Studies of Media Effects on Dating Norms and Practices
Television presents fabricated versions of life, often stereotypical gender role portrayals and lessons about dating, intimacy, and relationships to audiences across the world (Signorielli, 1989; Ward, 2002; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). With malleable identities and eagerness to learn about love, sex and romance, emerging adults have been shown to be among the most receptive audiences to television images, which often serve to confirm and reinforce, or alter, perceptions of what is “normal” in regards to developing male-female relationships (Bryant & Rockwell, 1994; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). Teens and college-aged students report using media to learn about sex, mainly because it is anonymous and free of risk or embarrassment (Aubrey et al., 2003). The task of learning how to date, from selecting a partner to sexual activity and responsibility, is a daunting task for any emerging adult. Learning societal norms that dictate what is acceptable is an important part of socialization, and decisions about dating and sexuality are affected by emerging adults’ developing attitudes about sexual relationships and peer activities (Ward, 2002).  
Perceptions of what is acceptable in relationships are related to notions of feminine and masculine gender roles, which are often stereotypically portrayed on television (Signorielli, 1989; Ward, 2002). Gender roles shape sexuality, which, in turn, affect patterns and expectations for dating and sexual relationships (Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). Television often portrays the masculine ideal as constantly and intently interested in sex, while the feminine standard is one of sexual attractiveness, but also restraint (Sherwin & Corbett, 1985). 

According to Ward (2002), “the underlying premise is that media portrayals help shape young people’s attitudes and assumptions about sexual relationships by creating a sense of what is normative and expected. Working as a ‘super-peer,’ television helps define students’ romantic and sexual ideals and serves as a template of how relationships could and should be” (para. 11).
A number of previous studies measuring the effects of television viewing on emerging adults’ sexual attitudes, expectations, and assumptions (Aubrey et al., 2003; Ward, 2002; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) have found strong correlations between television viewing and emerging adults’ perceptions. Television viewing can shape adolescents’ perceptions of societal norms, sexual attitudes, moral judgment, and stereotypes, which then can influence behavior (Aubrey et al., 2003; Bryant & Rockwell, 1994). 
Ward & Rivadeneyra (1999) administered a survey with 314 undergraduate students that measured associations between television viewing amount and involvement and various sexual attitudes. The study measured a number of factors, including amount of television viewing, motivations for viewing, the level of active viewing, perceived realism of the programs, perceived relevance of the programs to viewers’ own lives, and level of identification with program characters for each participant. The study found that students who were more actively involved in watching television had different sexual attitudes, expectations, and behavior than those who were less involved, suggesting a correlation between television viewing and sexual attitudes. The study’s measurement of active viewing levels relates to the uses and gratifications theory, which emphasizes viewer involvement in television, while its measurement of viewing amount and frequency relates to the media cultivation theory, which emphasizes long-term viewing amounts.
Ward (2002) found in an experimental and correlational study involving 269 undergraduates that both television exposure and level of active involvement were strongly correlated with higher acceptance of three stereotypical attitudes about sex and relationships, including (1) the notion of dating as recreation, a game, or a competition; (2) women as sexual objects who are judged only by appearance; and (3) men as sexually dominating and emotionally unattached.  Ward found that acceptance of the notion of “dating as recreation” was correlated with high endorsement of the two other sex role stereotypes and high expectations of peer sexual activity, which tends to influence emerging adults’ perceptions of dating norms. 
Ward and Rivadeneyra (1999) compiled television clips dealing with relationship issues commonly presented on television programs popular among young adults. The themes included jealousy and insecurity, lust, misunderstandings, fidelity and temptation. Participants viewed the clips and rated each for its realism, likelihood to happen in their own lives, appropriateness of the main character’s behavior and level of identification with the main character. The study found that participants’ levels of identification with television characters and level of perceived realism were strong predictors of participants’ holding the attitude of sex as recreation, perceptions of greater peer sexual experience, and greater personal sexual experience. Ward and Rivadeneyra found that television over-emphasizes the role of sex in relationships and under-emphasizes sex as a part of an emotional, committed relationship, which could lead to more permissive attitudes about sex among viewers. 
It is important to note that correlational studies examining the relationship between television viewing and viewer perceptions about gender roles, dating and sexuality do not rule out the possibility of a reverse causal order, in which emerging adults who may have already established perceptions about sex and dating may seek out sexual or stereotypical content that confirms their already existing notions (Ward, 2002; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999). More experimental work is needed to confirm time order.


In studies conducted by Ward and Rivadeneyra (1999), Ward (2002) and Aubrey et al. (2003), college women were found consistently to be more affected by television messages dealing with dating and sexual norms than were men. Ward (2002) offered a number of explanations for this gender difference, suggesting that because women are regularly faced with a double standard of what is appropriately feminine, they may seek out further clarification from the mass media. For example, women are confronted with the ideal of being physically and sexually attractive, while at the same time, they are expected to restrain from sexual activity. The conflicting messages cause confusion and a possible drive to seek out further explanation (Ward, 2002). 
A survey of 202 undergraduate students done by Aubrey et al. (2003), tested gender differences in students’ sexual expectations as predicted by exposure to sexually oriented television. The study examined the different expectations about sexual variety versus timing in sexual relationships, concluding that men expect more sexual variety and a more rapid progression of intimacy in relationships. Conversely, women were found to be the sexual “gatekeepers” (437) in relationships, expecting less variety and slower sexual timing. Changes in dating and sexual perceptions were linked to sexually oriented television exposure, with males expecting increased sexual variety, and females expecting earlier onset of sexual activity (Aubrey et al., 2003). Such outcomes could relate to reality television dating programs, which are largely sexually oriented and placed within a real-world context.
Reality Television

Dovey (2000) defines reality television as satisfying three citeria: (1) using lightweight video equipment to record events within the life of a person or a group; (2) in an effort to replicate real-life events (3) and edited into a television program that can be endorsed on the basis of reality. He proposed that reality television has helped to shift public and private spheres, making private aspects of individuals’ lives, such as dating and sexual intimacy, open to the public. In addition, reality television applies “fictional techniques to factual formats,” which helps explain the genre’s heavy use of editing and scene manipulation to create almost fictional scenarios and sitcom-like closure (Dovey).

The growth of “television as confessional” (Dovey, p.80) is also related to reality programming. Participants periodically confess their feelings and impressions to a camera so viewers get a personal look at situations. This “first-person experience” (Dovey, p.79) is unique to reality television, and it could affect levels of personal relevance and/or viewer identification in audiences.

The reality television genre can generally be traced back to 1973, when PBS introduced “An American Family,” a 12-hour television series that chronicled the everyday life of the Loud family of Santa Barbara, Ca (Rowen, 2000). For the first time on television, a family with real problems and changing values was shown (Public Broadcasting Service, 2002). The program allowed America to watch personal drama within the Loud family, including the breakup of parents Bill and Pat, and the coming-out of their gay son, Lance. Margaret Mead commented on “An American Family,” calling it “a new way in which people can learn to look at life, by seeing the real life of others interpreted by the camera” (Public Broadcasting Service, 2002, para.1). 

Inspired by “An American Family,” “The Real World,” an MTV reality television program debuted in 1992. The show featured seven, twenty-something roommates who lived together in a house or apartment and were followed by cameras (Rowen, 2000). “The Real World” helped generate the modern reality television genre, as well as its popularity. The program explored provocative issues related to the changing values and problems within American society and its youth culture, from the emerging epidemic of HIV/AIDS, to alcohol abuse and everything involving love and relationships. 
Network television stations began featuring more reality television programs in the 1980s and 1990s, capitalizing on the genre’s broad appeal. Fox debuted crime fighting reality programs in the late 1980s, including “Cops” and “America’s Most Wanted” (Rowen, 2000). In addition to crime-oriented programming, reality television dating and relationship programs grew significantly in popularity, proliferating throughout the 1990s and into the turn of the 21st century.  
Reality Television Dating Programs

Reality television dating shows range in format and content. Their popularity is partly attributed to the demand for and proliferation of low-budget content and the growth of cable television in recent decades (Rosenzweig, 1999). There are network produced, prime-time programs, such as ABC’s “The Bachelor,” which is an hour-long show that airs once a week. The show gives one man his choice of 25 women, several of whom are eliminated each week, leaving the last standing to be his bride. There are also syndicated programs that air late at night, such as “Blind Date,” a show in which cameras follow a couple on their first date, and sarcastic commentary within pop-up bubbles ridicules the daters. Another syndicated program, “Elimidate,” features a single man or woman on a group date with four other individuals of the opposite sex. Periodically throughout the date, he or she must eliminate the daters one-by-one, until there is a “winner.” 
Cable stations also produce reality dating shows. “Taildaters” is an MTV-produced show that allows friends and family of daters to “tag along” on the first date while watching on cameras and sending electronic text messages with dating advice. “Dismissed” is an MTV version of the syndicated “Elimidate,” in which daters are eliminated one-by-one from a group date scenario. The Learning Channel produces “A Dating Story,” a program which simply features two individuals on their first date, followed by cameras.
Reality Television Dating Analysis
Poniewozik (2002) classified reality television dating programs into two groups, including the more risqué dating shows, usually on cable or in syndication, and the network “relationship” programming, such as ABC’s “The Bachelor.” He claimed that the syndicated dating shows provide a risk-free way for young adults to vicariously experience dating and commitment-free sexual activity, especially when sexual behavior can have negative consequences, including sexually transmitted diseases and unintended pregnancy. However, given previous research that suggests that adolescents may use television messages to learn about dating norms, there is the distinct possibility that young adults take cues from such programs that they may apply to their own lives, rather than as a form of catharsis.

The second category of relationship-focused programming was described by James (2002) as a “pop-cult phenomenon” that “turns sexual stereotypes into shameless fun” (p.19).  James focused specifically on ABC’s “The Bachelor” and pointed out the emerging on-camera practice of elimination.  Many shows present and endorse the idea that true love, romance and even marriage can be established in 30 minutes to an hour. 
The paradox inherent in reality dating programs lies in their highly manipulated structure and over-emphasis of fantasy (James, 2002). Many of the women who appeared on “The Bachelor” described their aspirations to be his final choice like being in a fairy tale and winning a prince charming. James proposed that the element of fantasy and the glorification of marriage on “The Bachelor” represents a yearning for simpler times, when gender roles were not fluid or confused. James argued that “The Bachelor” is an “escape from ambiguity,” (para.7) because it reinforced gender stereotypes, providing comfort to audiences in a modern world where gender role expectations are not always clear.
The National Organization for Women has regularly criticized “The Bachelor” and shows like it for sexually exploiting women, who are often objectified as the prizes on dating programs (James, 2002; Whittington-Hill, 2003). When the women of “The Bachelor” were eliminated, some took the rejection personally, allowing it to reflect negatively on their own self-worth (James). 
In response to NOW’s claims that reality dating programs cater to men and marginalize women, James pointed out that the majority of reality dating programs’ viewing audience are female emerging adults. This relates to previous research suggesting increased sensitivity of female adolescents to sexual media messages, perhaps due to the need for greater clarification about dating norms and sexual expectations (Ward, 2002). 
In ABC’s “The Bachelorette,” a spin-off version of “The Bachelor,” a woman chooses from among 25 men. Trista, the bachelorette, felt compelled to make qualifying statements about why she should not be considered a “tramp” for dating so many men at once (James, 2002). James asserted that this statement was never expected from any bachelor, due to society’s traditional double standard encouraging female sexual restraint, which conspicuously reappears in reality television dating. Another criticism of reality dating programs is that nearly all of the participants are white, middle-class and heterosexual, providing little room for sexual or racial diversity (Whittington-Hill, 2003).
Poniewozik labels reality television dating as voyeuristic and claims that it successfully transforms traditional dating into “sport.” The notion of dating as recreation relates to previous research (Ward, 2002) with college undergraduates that found that increased exposure to sexually oriented television was related to increased acceptance of the idea of dating as a game. Therefore, the possibility remains that increased exposure to reality television dating, which openly and explicitly portrays dating as recreation, could affect emerging adults’ perceptions of dating norms.
One feature common to most reality dating programs is the hot tub scene. It is usually inevitable that daters will use a hot tub before the night ends, and the result is often sexual activity, from kissing to sharing a hotel room after the date (James, 2002; Poniwozik, 2002). The sexual innuendo present in such hot tub scenes, combined with the glorification of traditional romance and marriage, may add up to a confusing mix of messages for adolescent viewers who search for clarification about dating norms. 
James proposed that the connection to real life in reality dating programs is the heartache that comes with love and dating. She claimed that audiences are drawn to the emotions that come with breaking up or finding happiness, especially as reality programs show daters’ confessing their personal reactions on camera. Rosenzweig (1999) proposed that watching such “real-life dramas” (para.8) that feature real people may be desensitizing to audiences. Rosenzweig questioned the relationship between what audiences view on television and what they may incorporate into their own dating experiences, suggesting that reality dating and its messages may influence behavior.
Justification

The question of whether television affects emerging adults’ sexual perceptions has generated a great deal of previous research, which primarily addresses sexually oriented television programming. This study seeks to build upon these previous studies by attempting to measure the influence of reality television dating programs, which have not yet been studied by academic researchers.
Relating previous research about television and viewers’ perceptions to the emerging reality television genre raises new issues and concerns. Questions about reality dating programs’ influence upon emerging adults’ perceptions of dating and sexual norms are compelling and worthy of further study.
Research Questions & Hypotheses

As noted above, previous research (Ward, 2002) has found that both television exposure and involvement were linked to greater acceptance of stereotypical attitudes about sex and relationships, including the notion of dating as a game. These findings hold implications for reality television dating programs, which often feature dating as a game, as daters can be “eliminated” while competing for the attention of the opposite sex in a group situation or ridiculed by super textual bubbles. Since reality dating shows often portray recreational dating and dating games, with manipulated conditions portrayed as “real” dating, how do emerging adult viewers separate reality television messages from a real-life context?

Reality dating programs feature a televised picture of reality, with real people, similar in age to most emerging adults, who interact with one another in dating situations. Ward (2002) found that viewers perceived greater peer sexual experience with increased television exposure, which tends to be a strong influence on emerging adults’ perceptions of dating norms and possibly their own sexual behavior.  In addition, participants’ levels of identification with characters and perceived realism were strong predictors of holding the attitude of sex as recreation, perceptions of greater peer sexual experience, and greater personal sexual experience (Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).

This raises some provocative questions concerning reality television’s influence on emerging adults’ perceptions of dating and sexual norms, and peer sexual activity. If emerging adults perceive reality television as “more real” than regular programming, will they be more likely to endorse those portrayals as acceptable, realistic or normal? Do viewers identify more with the reality television participants on dating shows than other shows because the participants are real people and mostly of their own age group? If so, is the behavior of people appearing on reality television more salient than the behavior of other television characters because of the real-world context and peer-like characters? 
The sexual aspect of reality television dating raises questions about how emerging adults make sense of messages. Sexual innuendo and explicit sexual activity are often portrayed on the shows, and in combination with the glorification of traditional romance and marriage that is also frequently present, a confusing mix of messages may result for emerging adult viewers. How do viewers sort out which messages are applicable to their lives, especially if they are searching for information about dating and sexual relationships?
This study seeks to explore the link between emerging adults’ viewing of reality television dating programs and their perceptions about courtship and sexuality. 
Research Question: How do reality television dating programs influence emerging adults’ perceptions of dating and sexual relationships, gender roles, and peer sexual activity?
Based on the existing research into the effects of television on emerging adults’ sexual attitudes, the following hypotheses will be tested:

H 1: Increased regular television viewing frequency of reality dating programs will be related to increased endorsement of all three sexual outcomes, including stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, traditional gender roles and expectations of greater peer sexual activity.

H 2: Increased regular television viewing involvement, including viewing to learn, active viewing and perceived realism, will be related to increased endorsement of all three sexual outcomes, including stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, traditional gender roles and expectations of greater peer sexual activity.

H 3: Participants in the experimental condition with high sexual content will show higher endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, including the idea of dating as recreation, women as sexual objects and men as sex-driven beings, than those in the moderate or low/non-sexual content categories.

H 4: Participants in the experimental condition with high sexual content will show higher endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about traditional male and female gender roles than those in the moderate or low/non-sexual content categories.
H 5: Participants in the experimental condition with high sexual content will show higher expectations of greater peer sexual activity than those in the moderate or low/non-sexual content categories.

Experimental and survey research provides a chance to examine in depth the question of how viewing reality television dating programs influences emerging adults’ conceptions of social reality, especially their attitudes about sexual relationships and dating.
Chapter Two: Methods
The experimental design, procedure and measures used in this study were modeled after Ward’s (2002) experimental and correlational study that examined how television exposure affected emerging adults’ attitudes and assumptions about sexual relationships. A survey was also conducted, using the same questionnaire and measures used in the experimental portion of the study.
Participants

Participants were undergraduate students at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill who were enrolled in journalism classes and voluntarily agreed to participate without detailed knowledge of the study’s topic. There were 53 student participants for the experimental portion of the study (34.6% male, 65.4% female; M = 20 years old) and 115 participants for the survey portion of the study (31.5% male, 68.5% female; M = 19.5 years old). Because there are more female students enrolled than male students in the University and within the School of Journalism and Mass Communication, there were significantly more female participants in the study. An incentive in the form of a gift certificate raffle was used in the recruitment effort.
As noted in a study by Ward (2002), the college undergraduate sample, although probably not demographically representative of all people this age, is an excellent population with which to study emergent sexuality. Previous research has noted that slightly more than one-third of the age group are virgins and 29 percent have had only one sexual relationship, offering a mixed group of emerging adults “just beginning their sexual journeys and others further along the way” (Ward, 2002, para.13).
Materials
Experiment Stimulus Materials
The experiment was designed to compare students’ attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, gender roles, and expectations of peer sexual activity among groups exposed to differing levels of sexuality in reality television. Stimulus clips were compiled, using recently aired reality television dating programs that appeared on cable, network and syndicated television throughout Fall 2003. The segments were taken from several different reality dating programs to represent varying formats and content within the genre. Clips were selected and grouped based on the amount of sexual activity. For the purposes of this study, sexual activity was defined as engaging in erotic activity with a partner from kissing to sexual intercourse. Three treatment conditions were developed: (1) reality dating with no/low sexual activity, ranging from the absence of any affection to flirting that does not lead to any further sexual activity (2) reality dating with moderate sexual activity, defined as kissing and affectionate touching not leading to any further sexual activity, and (3) reality dating with strong sexual activity, such as any obvious or implied sexual activity beyond kissing, including intense kissing, suggestive dancing, prolonged bodily contact and nudity.
 Clips were two to nine minutes in length, and each treatment condition tape lasted 16 to 18 minutes.
Measures

Television Viewing Behaviors


Two aspects of television viewing were measured to gauge the frequency of students’ reality television dating program consumption, as well as students’ general level of television viewing involvement, including levels of active viewing, viewing motivations and perceived realism.


To measure students’ frequency of viewing, a brief list of reality dating shows varying in form and content was complied, and respondents were asked how many hours per week they usually watch such shows. A five-point viewing frequency scale was used for students to rate how often they view such programs per week: (1) “zero hours per week;” (2) “30 minutes-1 hour per week;” (3) “2-3 hours per week;” (4) “4-5 hours per week;” and (5) “more than 5 hours per week.”

To measure students’ levels of involvement in television viewing, three dimensions were tested, including the viewing motivation to learn, level of active viewing and perceived realism. Based on Aubrey et al.’s (2003) study, four statements that reflect the viewing to learn motivation were presented: “I watch television because it helps me learn about myself and others,” “I watch television because I can talk to others about what is going on,” “I watch television because I can learn a lot about people from watching it,” and “I watch television because I feel I can learn from life’s problems and situations.” A six-point scale was used from (1) “not at all like me” to (6) “very much like me.”

To measure active viewing levels, the Ward Active Viewing Measure (Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) was used to determine how active or passive students are when viewing television. The measure tests three kinds of television use, including how selective respondents are in seeking out specific television programs, how involved they are during television viewing, and to what extent they use television messages after viewing. The measure includes such statements as, “I often plan my day around the TV shows I like to watch,” reflecting selectivity in seeking out programs; “I often try to guess what will happen next or how an episode will end,” reflecting active involvement during exposure; and “I frequently talk to others about what I have recently seen on TV,” reflecting post-exposure use in a social context. Students responded to the questions using a six-point scale ranging from (1) “not at all like me” to (6) “very much like me.”

To measure perceived realism, the Perceived Realism Scale used by Aubrey et al. (2003), was used to determine how close to reality the viewers consider television. Sample statements include: “Television presents things as they really are in life” and “Television lets me see how people really live.” The measure used a six-point scale, from (1) “strongly disagree” to (6) “strongly agree.”
Outcome Measures
Three sexual outcomes were measured to gauge students’ (1) attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, (2) attitudes about gender roles and (3) expectations of peer sexual activity. Individual sexual experience levels and marriage expectations were also measured.

To measure students’ attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, the Attitudes about Dating and Sexual Relationships Measure (Ward, 2002) was used. The measure reflects and tests four themes: dating as a game or recreation; men as sex-driven beings; women as sex objects; and sexual relationships that are characterized by traditional, conservative courtship norms and/or religious principles. The measure used a six-point scale, from (1) “strongly disagree” to (6) “strongly agree.” Sample statements include: “It is difficult for men to resist sexual urges and to remain monogamous,” “Sexual activity is desirable as early in a relationship as possible,” and “ Using her body and looks is the best way for a woman to attract a man.”


To measure students’ conceptions about gender roles, the Gender Roles scale used in Brown’s Teen Media Study (in press) was used. The scale measures respondents’ attitudes about acceptable behaviors for males and females with a six-point scale, from (1) “strongly disagree” to (6) “strongly agree.” Sample statements include: “In a dating relationship, the guy should be in charge” and “It is all right for a girl to want to play rough sports like ice hockey.”


To measure students’ perceptions of their peers’ levels of sexual experience, respondents were asked to estimate the percentage of college students who they feel would have engaged in a number of risk-related or recreational sexual behaviors by age 20 (Ward, 2002). Sample behaviors include: “had sex on the first date” and “had more than 10 sexual partners” (Ward, 2002). 


To measure students’ own dating and sexual experience, Brown’s (in press) measures were used, including questions such as “How old were you the first time you had sex?”, “With how many people have you had sex?” and “Which best describes your relationship status?” Brown’s measures were also used to test for religiosity and marriage expectations, which are defined as optimistic beliefs about marriage. Sample statements for marriage expectations include: “If I get married, I expect to stay with the same person forever” and “You would have to be a fool to get married.” A complete copy of the questionnaire is provided in Appendix B.
Procedure

Experiment

After Institutional Review Board approval was obtained (see Appendix C), students were recruited and asked to attend one of nine experimental sessions, with three sessions for each experimental condition. Each group was made up of about 5-10 participants who did not know which experimental condition to which they were exposed. 
Experimental conditions consisted of differing levels of sexual activity as presented by reality television dating programs: (1) reality dating with low/no sexual activity, (2) reality dating with moderate sexual activity, and (3) reality dating with high sexual activity.


In a University research room in Carroll Hall during February 2004, each group was greeted and read a standard briefing about the study’s general purpose, which stated that the experiment examined how individuals perceive social relationships on television and in their lives, and would be testing for a variety of social and sexual themes (Ward, 2002).  After consent was obtained in the form of a consent handout, students viewed a stimulus tape for their assigned experimental condition. Participants then received questionnaires, which measured dependent variables, including attitudes toward dating and sexual relationships, attitudes about traditional gender roles and expectations of peer sexual activity; reality television viewing behaviors, including viewing frequency and viewing involvement; and other factors, including individual sexual experience levels, marriage expectations and demographic information. Students were then thanked and dismissed. 
Because of the different session times for each group, students were not debriefed following the experiment so that any remaining participants would not find out about the study’s specific nature. Each session lasted about 30 minutes. Data from the questionnaires were analyzed using the SPSS statistical program.
Survey

After Institutional Review Board approval was obtained, students were recruited from two large journalism classes, including Introduction to Mass Communication and Principles of Advertising, with permission from the instructors. Each student received a consent handout and a questionnaire, identical to the questionnaires used in the experiment portion of the study. Students completed the questionnaires in class and were thanked upon completion. Each session lasted about 15 minutes. Experimental and survey samples were combined (N = 168) to analyze results from the questionnaires, using the SPSS statistical program.
As part of the standard briefing, all students were given the choice to opt out of participation entirely, or to skip individual questions with which they were not comfortable. Before each experimental and survey session, students were asked if they had already participated in either portion of the study to ensure that no one participated more than once.
Limitations

The sample of college undergraduates that was used in the experiment presents a main drawback to the study, as the relatively homogenous group lacked ethnic diversity and was not representative of all emerging adults. The sample was also predominantly female, which decreases its representation and inclusiveness. Another limitation was related to the experimental procedure and its ability to measure short-term effects only, rather than gradual, cumulative effects. Experimental stimulus tapes may also have been too short, at 16 to 18 minutes, to cause any immediate effects, especially if participants were already moderate or heavy viewers of reality dating programs.
The survey portion of the research yielded only correlational results because there is the possibility that any correlational findings are the result of a reverse-order, or of outside, non-measured variables. The correlational hypotheses seek to establish associations between variables, but cannot establish cause-effect relationships. 
Chapter 3: Results

Experimental and survey research was conducted to examine how viewing reality television dating programs influences emerging adults’ perceptions about social reality, especially dating and sexual norms.
Descriptive statistics and results

Descriptive statistics for the experiment and survey sample’s independent and dependent variables are provided in Appendix A, Tables 1 and 2.  On average, respondents reported watching a moderate amount of reality television dating programs, at about 30 minutes to one hour each week. Total viewer involvement, including active viewing, motive to learn and perceived realism were moderate, with means ranging from 1.7 to 2.1 on a scale of 1 to 3. Respondents’ overall endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships was moderate, with a mean of 35 on a scale of 18 to 57, as well as endorsement of traditional gender role attitudes, with a mean of 19 on a scale of eight to 29. Expectations of peer sexual activity were also moderate, with a mean of 12 on a scale of six to 20.
There were significant gender differences in the survey results. Female respondents were significantly more likely to watch more hours of reality dating shows per week, have higher levels of active viewing and an increased motive to learn than male respondents. Female respondents were less supportive of stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, the notion of dating as a game, the notion of women as sexual objects and traditional gender role attitudes than male respondents. Comparisons of viewing amount, viewing involvement and endorsement of outcome measures by gender are summarized in Table 3.
Table 3:  Reality television dating show viewing frequency, involvement and outcome measures by gender
	
	Male (N=52)
	Female (N=108)
	F
	p

	Hours per week


	M =1.65

(SD = .69)
	M = 2.24

(SD = .63)
	  28.51
	.000***

	Motive to learn
	1.48

(.67)
	1.86

(.68)
	11.16
	.001***

	Active viewing
	1.54

(.65)
	2.11

(.71)
	23.16
	.000***

	Perceived realism
	2.08

(.57)
	2.18

(.59)
	   .87
	 .352

	Attitudes about dating and sexual relationships (total)
	38.04

(7.36)
	34.01

(6.27)
	12.72
	 .000***

	          - Dating as a game
	8.90

(2.00)
	8.06

(1.82)
	   7.01
	 .009**

	          - Women as sexual

             objects
	9.19

(2.69)
	7.44

(2.39)
	17.33
	.000***

	          - Men as sex-driven
             beings             
	9.40

(2.53)
	8.64

(2.38)
	   3.49
	 .064

	           - Traditional dating/
          relationship attitudes      
	10.54

(2.48)
	9.90

(2.54)
	   2.2
	 .140

	Stereotypical gender role attitudes
	20.83

(3.58)
	18.86

(4.44)
	   7.22
	 .008**

	Expectations of peer

Sexual activity
	11.44

(3.21)
	11.81

(3.11)
	   .46
	 .498


** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.


Two-tailed correlations were run between expectations of peer sexual activity and individual sexual experience levels, yielding significant results.


One-way ANOVA analyses were run to look at the relationship between religiosity and outcome measures. Respondents who were more religious gave less support to stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, including the notion of dating as a game, and had lower expectations of peer sexual activity, as well as lower levels of individual sexual experience.
Testing of the Hypotheses

H1: Increased regular television viewing frequency of reality dating programs will be related to increased endorsement of all three sexual outcomes, including stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, traditional gender roles and expectations of greater peer sexual activity.
Hypothesis one correlates reality dating show viewing amount— specifically, hours per week— to respondents’ endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships (and four subcategories), attitudes about traditional gender roles and expectations of peer sexual activity. One-way ANOVA analyses were run examining relationships between viewing amounts (low, medium, high) and the dependent variable measures.
Students who reported high viewing amounts (2-5 hours per week) also reported significantly greater expectations of peer sexual activity and more individual sexual experience than those with moderate or lower viewing levels (zero hours to one hour per week). Comparisons of viewing frequency and endorsement of outcome measures are summarized in Table 4.
Table 4: Outcome measures by reality television dating show viewing levels

                             Viewing Frequency 

	
	Low (N=37)
	Med. (N=81)
	High (N=44)
	F
	p

	Attitudes about dating and sexual relationships (total)
	M =36.00

(SD = 7.46)
	M = 34.10

(SD = 7.26)
	M = 35.79

(SD = 6.20)
	1.28
	.281

	           - Dating as a game
	8.50

(2.08)
	8.06

(1.90)
	8.52

(1.78)
	1.05
	.354

	           - Women as sexual

               objects
	8.30

(2.75)
	7.80

(2.61)
	7.91

(2.66)
	 .45
	.641

	           - Men as sex-driven
             beings             
	8.97

(2.52)
	8.48

(2.51)
	9.05

(2.42)
	 .93
	.398

	           - Traditional dating/

          relationship attitudes      
	10.14

(2.47)
	9.87

(2.65)
	10.23

(2.37)
	 .32
	.727

	Stereotypical gender role attitudes
	20.19

(4.05)
	18.82

(4.31)
	19.97

(4.68)
	1.56
	.214

	Expectations of peer

Sexual activity
	11.23

(2.88)
	11.42

(3.20)
	12.84

(3.17)
	3.62
	 .029*

	Individual sexual

experience
	6.86

(2.52)
	7.33

(2.31)
	8.14

(2.30)
	3.04
	 .051*

	Marriage expectations
	9.09

(1.12)
	9.29

(1.39)
	9.68

(1.42)
	2.01
	  .138


* p < 0.05.


H 2: Increased regular television viewing involvement, including viewing to learn, active viewing and perceived realism, will be related to increased endorsement of all three sexual outcomes, including stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, traditional gender roles and expectations of greater peer sexual activity.

Hypothesis two examines the uses and gratifications model by looking at the relationship between viewing motivations and involvement and endorsement of dependent variables. One-way ANOVA analyses were run, revealing significant relationships for the three viewer involvement variables. 
Respondents who had moderate and high levels of active viewing also had greater marriage expectations, or optimistic views about marriage, than respondents with low levels of active viewing. Means were non-linear, as students with moderate and high active viewing levels showed similar endorsement of marriage expectations. However, their expectations differed significantly from students with low active viewing levels. 
Students who had high motives to learn also reported significantly higher expectations of peer sexual activity and marriage expectations than those with low or moderate learning motives. 
Respondents with high levels of perceived realism also reported greater marriage expectations than those with moderate or low levels of perceived realism. Comparisons of viewing involvement and endorsement of outcome measures are summarized in Tables 5, 6 and 7.
Table 5: Outcome measures by active viewing of reality dating shows







       Active Viewing     


	
	Low (N=52)
	Med. (N=72)
	High (N=42)
	F
	p

	Attitudes about dating and sexual relationships (total)
	M = 34.52

(SD = 7.62)
	M = 35.56

(SD = 6.95)
	M = 35.24

(SD = 6.86)
	.32
	.729

	           - Dating as a game
	7.96

(1.99)
	8.54

(1.98)
	8.26

(1.75)
	 1.37
	.256

	           - Women as sexual

               objects
	7.85

(2.70)
	8.14

(2.54)
	7.81

(2.80)
	.28
	.757

	           - Men as sex-driven
             beings             
	8.62

(2.56)
	8.73

(2.35)
	9.21

(2.82)
	.72
	.490

	           - Traditional dating/

          relationship attitudes      
	10.10

(2.48)
	10.13

(2.59)
	9.95

(2.52)
	.07
	.935

	Stereotypical gender role attitudes
	19.32

(3.91)
	19.33

(4.41)
	19.70

(4.85)
	.12
	.897

	Expectations of peer

Sexual activity
	10.84

(3.23)
	12.04

(2.98)
	12.26

(3.31)
	 2.96
	.055

	Individual sexual

experience
	6.98

(2.39)
	7.44

(2.44)
	8.03

(2.22)
	 2.08
	.129

	Marriage expectations
	8.88

(.94)
	9.70

(1.60)
	9.50

(1.16)
	 5.70
	.004**


** p < 0.01.

Table 6: Outcome measures by motive to learn from reality dating shows

        Learning Motive

	
	Low (N=70)
	Med. (N=74)
	High (N=24)
	F
	p

	Attitudes about dating and sexual relationships (total)
	M = 35.47

(SD = 7.75)
	M = 34.58

(SD = 6.68)
	M = 36.22

(SD = 6.32)
	.57
	.569

	           - Dating as a game
	8.23

(2.07)
	8.20

(1.88)
	8.75

(1.57)
	.80
	.452

	           - Women as sexual

               objects
	7.94

(2.71)
	7.84

(2.62)
	8.50

(2.52)
	.58
	.562

	           - Men as sex-driven
             beings             
	8.67

(2.67)
	8.76

(2.46)
	9.42

(2.26)
	.82
	.442

	           - Traditional dating/

          relationship attitudes      
	10.52

(2.58)
	9.85

(2.46)
	9.61

(2.41)
	 1.79
	.171

	Stereotypical gender role attitudes
	19.39

(4.51)
	19.39

(4.15)
	19.59

(4.64)
	.02
	.980

	Expectations of peer

Sexual activity
	11.09

(3.17)
	11.78

(2.97)
	13.29

(3.32)
	 4.51
	.012**

	Individual sexual 

experience
	7.62

(2.37)
	7.46

(2.38)
	6.86

(2.42)
	.84
	.436

	Marriage expectations
	9.17

(1.39)
	9.38

(1.33)
	10.04

(1.19)
	 3.68
	  .027*


** p < 0.01. * p< .05.


Table 7: Outcome measures by perceived realism of reality dating shows

     Perceived Realism

	
	Low (N=18)
	Med. (N=106)
	High (N=41)
	F
	p

	Attitudes about dating and sexual relationships (total)
	M = 34.50

(SD = 7.35)
	M = 34.58

(SD = 7.52)
	M = 36.98

(SD = 5.73)
	1.72
	.182

	           - Dating as a game
	7.61

(1.38)
	8.26

(2.08)
	8.71

(1.65)
	2.11
	.125

	           - Women as sexual

               objects
	7.12

(2.80)
	8.00

(2.65)
	8.29

(2.55)
	1.20
	.305

	           - Men as sex-driven
             beings             
	8.67

(2.54)
	8.48

(2.59)
	9.56

(2.30)
	2.82
	.063

	           - Traditional dating/

          relationship attitudes      
	10.35

(3.10)
	9.87

(2.51)
	10.50

(2.31)
	1.03
	.361

	Stereotypical gender role attitudes
	17.82

(3.34)
	19.65

(4.77)
	19.58

(3.64)
	1.29
	.278

	Expectations of peer

Sexual activity
	12.29

(2.93)
	11.65

(3.25)
	11.71

(3.16)
	 .30
	.742

	Individual sexual

experience
	8.00

(2.09)
	7.35

(2.46)
	7.33

(2.34)
	 .58
	.564

	Marriage expectations
	8.94

(1.39)
	9.32

(1.32)
	9.82

(1.39)
	3.06
	 .050*


* p< .05.

H 3: Participants in the experimental condition with high sexual content will show higher endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, including the idea of dating as recreation, women as sexual objects and men as sex-driven beings than those in the moderate or low/non-sexual content categories.

One-way ANOVA analyses were run, examining the effect of the experimental conditions (no/low, moderate, high sex) on attitudes about dating and relationships, as well as individual sexual experience levels and marriage expectations.  


One statistically significant relationship was found, as respondents in the moderate and high sex conditions were more likely to endorse the notion of women as sex objects than those in the no/low sex condition (see Table 8).

H 4: Participants in the experimental condition with high sexual content will show higher endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about traditional male and female gender roles than those in the moderate or low/non-sexual content categories.


One-way ANOVA analyses were run, examining correlations between experimental conditions (no/low, moderate, high sex) and the means for endorsement of traditional gender role attitudes, as well as individual sexual experience levels and marriage expectations. No statistically significant differences between treatment conditions were found.
H 5: Participants in the experimental condition with high sexual content will show higher expectations of greater peer sexual activity than those in the moderate or non-sexual content categories.


One-way ANOVA analyses were run, examining the effect of experimental conditions (no/low, moderate, high sex) on expectations of peer sexual activity, as well as individual sexual experience levels and marriage expectations. No statistically significant relationships were found (see Table 8). 
Table 8: Outcome measures by experimental condition

Experimental Condition

	
	No/ low sex (N=18)
	Moderate sex (N=17)
	High sex (N=18)
	F
	p

	Attitudes about dating and sexual relationships (total)
	M = 32.61

(SD = 5.62)
	M = 35.65

(SD = 6.53)
	M = 37.11

(SD = 7.73)
	2.12
	.131

	           - Dating as a game
	8.06

(1.55)
	8.35

(1.58)
	8.83

(1.79)
	1.02
	.367

	           - Women as sexual

               objects
	6.72

(1.93)
	9.29

(2.52)
	8.56

(2.38)
	5.92
	.005**

	          - Men as sex-driven
             beings             
	8.61

(2.06)
	9.00

(2.24)
	10.11

(2.45)
	2.14
	.128

	          - Traditional dating/

          relationship attitudes      
	9.22

(3.06)
	9.00

(3.45)
	9.61

(2.89)
	 .17
	.843

	Stereotypical gender role attitudes
	21.06

(4.86)
	19.65

(4.62)
	22.88

(4.65)
	2.15
	.128

	Expectations of peer

Sexual activity
	11.53

(2.35)
	11.35

(3.18)
	11.50

(2.77)
	 .02
	.981

	Individual sexual

experience
	8.33

(2.06)
	8.82

(2.10)
	7.33

(2.38)
	2.13
	.129

	Marriage expectations
	9.72

(1.56)
	9.82

(1.70)
	9.06

(1.43)
	1.26
	.294


** p< .01.


Several significant relationships resulted from the survey data analysis, many of which hold implications for emerging adults, media effects theory, reality television dating programs and future research.
Chapter 4

Purpose


The purpose of this study was to examine how viewing of reality television dating programs influences emerging adults’ attitudes about dating and sexual norms. Specifically, it looked at the relationship between viewing frequency and viewing motivations and attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, gender roles and expectations of peer sexual activity. 
Discussion

Both viewing frequency and viewing involvement emerged as predictors of students’ endorsements of dependent variables. This reinforces the idea that reality television’s influence is complex and multifaceted, depending on different viewing behaviors (Ward, 2002).

Ward (2002) questioned how the respective influences of immediate media exposure, regular media usage and personal background played into students’ formation of assumptions and attitudes about dating and sex. The same question arises with this study. Among viewing frequency, viewing involvement and immediate exposure, no one factor emerged with dominant results. Complex interactions that include life background as well as media use habits shape individuals’ perceptions of social reality and how they process and incorporate television messages into their lives.
The cultivation perspective examines the effects of television viewing over time on individuals’ conceptions of social reality (Sparks, 2002). It was the basis for hypothesis one, which associated viewing frequency with three outcome measures. Hypothesis one was supported with two statistically significant relationships, which showed positive associations between viewing frequency and expectations of peer sexual activity and individual sexual activity. The association between increased viewing amounts and expectations of greater peer sexual activity is consistent with previous research (Ward, 2002). A reverse-order is also possible, in which individuals with greater sexual experience more frequently seek out reality television dating programming.

While the relationship between viewing frequency and individual sexual experience could be directly related, there are outside variables that were not considered or measured in this study that affect emerging adults’ sexual behavior.
The uses and gratifications model looks at how individuals use mass media and television to meet their needs, from entertainment or learning to companionship (Sparks, 2002). It was the basis for hypothesis two, which associated respondents’ viewing motivations and viewing involvement to endorsement of the three outcomes. It specifically examined the roles of (1) active viewing, including pre-exposure seeking out of reality dating programs, during exposure involvement in the programs and post-exposure use of the programs (2) motive to learn from the reality dating shows and (3) perceived realism of reality dating shows. 
Respondents who reported actively seeking out and viewing reality television programming had more optimistic marriage expectations than those who had low active viewing levels. However, means were not linear, with similar results for high and moderate active viewing categories, suggesting that the incidence of active viewing is what makes the relationship notable, as individuals made the effort to seek out, view and later incorporate reality television into their lives.
Students who approached reality television with a motive to learn from it had higher expectations of peer sexual activity and higher marriage expectations then those who did not, and individuals who reported higher levels of perceived realism in reality television also had more optimistic expectations about marriage.
In testing hypotheses one and two, relationships involving expectations of peer sexual activity and optimistic marriage expectations were especially prevalent. Reality dating shows often glorify romance and marriage in real-life contexts. If individuals perceive the shows to be more of a reflection of reality than other types of programming, perhaps they are influenced by messages that dictate social norms about romance, dating and relationships in our culture. Viewing involvement, including active viewing, motivation to learn and perceived realism were consistent predictors of greater marriage expectations. 

The changing nature of dating and relationships, including later marriages and delayed commitment for emerging adults may present a social dilemma (Arnett, in press). Perhaps reality television dating shows that feature “fantasy” dating and glorification of marriage provide a retreat from this confusion for emerging adults, or clarification of societal expectations about dating and marriage.

Emerging adults who actively seek out reality dating programs on a regular basis, with intentions to learn from them may also identify with participants on the shows. The participants are usually peer-like and of the same general age as emerging adults. There is the possibility that expectations of greater peer sexual activity and the shaping of marriage expectations could result not only from increased viewing frequency and involvement, but also from identification with reality dating participants, who could be seen as “peers.” Further research is needed to measure identification levels. 
There was a correlation between respondents’ own sexual experience levels and their expectations of peer sexual activity. If individual sexual activity is indeed influenced by expectations of greater peer sexual activity, or the idea that “everybody is doing it” (Ward, 2002, para.46), and expectations of peer sexual activity are influenced by viewing amount and motive to learn, as the results support, then viewing of reality television dating content could encourage individual sexual activity. A reverse-order is also possible, in which individuals with greater sexual experience may actively seek out reality television dating content and watch it more frequently, with greater involvement. More research is needed to confirm time-order.

Experimental effects were tested in hypothesis three, examining how viewing different levels of sexual content in reality television dating programs was related to endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, including its four subcategories of dating as a game, women as sexual objects, men as sex-driven beings and traditional dating attitudes.


One statistically significant relationship supported the hypothesis, as respondents in the moderate and high sex conditions endorsed the notion of women as sex objects more than those in the no/low sex condition. However, because the relationship was not linear, with respondents in the moderate sex condition endorsing the notion of women as sex objects more than those in the high sex condition, the association’s significance points to the presence of sex, rather than the level of sex, in each experimental condition. The sexual content between moderate sex and high sex experimental conditions may not have differed enough to cause significant variances in viewer responses. 

Hypotheses four and five examined associations between the three experimental conditions and endorsement of traditional gender role attitudes and expectations of peer sexual activity. Neither hypothesis was supported, suggesting that the short-term exposure did not have an impact. The tapes used in the experiment may not have been long enough, at only 16 to 18 minutes, to have had a sufficient impact.

Although not hypothesized, gender differences in the results suggest that gender has a considerable influence on viewing habits, including viewing amounts and viewer involvement, and/or endorsement of stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, traditional gender roles and expectations of peer sexual activity. Male students reported lower viewing amounts and involvement, and they were far more likely to endorse stereotypical attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, including the notion of dating as a game and women as sexual objects, as well as traditional gender role attitudes.
Ward (2002) suggested that females seek out media messages about dating and sex more than males for behavior clarification, as they are constantly faced with conflicting messages about appropriate roles and acceptable actions with concern to sexuality. As a function of socialization, especially through media messages of all kinds, females are bombarded with demands to be sexually liberated, while they are instructed to be innocent and chaste at the same time (Ward, 2002). Females may use reality television dating programs to satisfy the need to learn, which is suggested by a significantly higher learning motive for females in both groups, as well as more active viewing and more frequent viewing than males. The uses and gratifications perspective is supported by results that show females actively seeking out and viewing greater amounts of reality television dating programs. 
However, despite higher viewing frequencies and more viewing involvement, women gave less support to stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships and gender roles. The role of personal background and socialization in contexts other than the mass media is important to recognize, as it may have mitigating effects over media messages. 

Students who were more religious also gave less support to stereotypical attitudes about dating and relationships, including the notion of dating as a game. They also reported lower levels of individual sexual experience and lower expectations of peer sexual activity. The results suggest that religiosity, as only one socializing influence other than mass communication, may be a substantial mitigating factor in absorbing lessons from reality television. As a result, media effects theories are complicated by the complex web of influence that individuals experience, making it harder to prove the power of media messages. This holds true especially when examining the cultivation perspective, which attempts to explain television’s influence through viewing frequency over time. The uses and gratifications model fits better, in which viewers are characterized as more active and discriminating individuals, influenced by a variety of motives.
In this study, the strongest indicator of all factors, including independent variable viewing habits and dependent variable sexual attitudes, was gender. Future research should focus on gender as a key factor and further examine its relationship to media use and sexual socialization. The significant association between gender and variable outcomes is consistent with previous research (Ward, 2002; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).
Limitations

The study had considerable limitations in its sample. Ethnic minorities only constituted about 14 percent of the sample, and males made up only about 33 percent. Background influences are important, as they create differences in the way individuals perceive the world around them, especially media messages. Future research should strive for a more diverse sample. 
A younger sample would also benefit research in the area of reality television and sexual socialization, as adolescents are typically more impressionable and open to media messages than emerging adults. Adolescents are also in the process of developing assumptions about sex and relationships, while emerging adults may have more solidified attitudes (Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).

Another major limitation in the study was the lack of causal links that could be drawn. Significant experimental results were lacking. Therefore, while correlational data yielded significant results, only two-way relationships could be inferred. The correlational results seek to establish associations between variables, but cannot establish cause-effect relationships, because a reverse-order, or the presence of outside, non-measured variables is always possible.
Conclusion


Emerging adults who view reality television dating programs are potentially influenced by the shows’ messages, but results suggest that the influence interacts with a complex variety of factors. Personal background, which is shaped by aspects such as gender, age and religion, can act as a mitigating force in the incorporation of media messages. Viewing habits also play a part in how emerging adults receive messages. Approaching television viewing actively or to gratify a need for clarification would potentially facilitate greater influence of the media message than approaching television as a way to pass the time. 
There is an association between viewing reality television dating programs and emerging adults’ attitudes about dating, relationships and sex, particularly their expectations of peer sexual and marriage norms. The shows’ messages interact with emerging adults’ own backgrounds, their multifaceted motivations for viewing the programs, and how frequently they view the programs over time to help shape their perceptions of social reality and cultural norms for dating and sexual relationships.

Appendix A
Table 1: 
Descriptive statistics of independent and dependent variables for survey sample (N=168)



      Mean               Standard                 Min.

Max.

     Deviation


Independent

Viewing amount                2.04
         .708

  1.00

 3.00
Active viewing
       1.94
         .752

  1.00

 3.00


Perceived realism
       2.14
         .583
           
  1.00

 3.00

Motive to learn
       1.73
         .698

  1.00

 3.00

Dependent

Attitudes about dating        35.18
         7.08

  18.00

 57.00

and sexual relationships

(total)

          Dating as a game       8.29
         1.92
              4.00

 14.00



          Women as  sexual     7.98
         2.64

  3.00                15.00

          objects


          Men as sex-driven     8.81
          2.52

 3.00

 16.00

          beings

          Traditional  dating/    10.10
          2.52

 5.00

 17.00

          relationship attitudes

Stereotypical gender role     19.42
          4.34

 8.00

 29.00

attitudes
Expectations of peer
         11.72
          3.17

 6.00

 20.00

sexual activity

Individual dating/sexual       7.44
          2.38

 3.00

 12.00

experience

Marriage expectations           9.39                 1.36                    6.00                 13.00
Table 2:  

Descriptive statistics of independent and dependent variables for experimental sample (N=53)



      Mean               Standard                 Min.

Max.

     Deviation



Independent

Viewing amount                2.15
         .802

  1.00

 3.00

Active viewing
       2.04
         .791

  1.00

 3.00


Perceived realism
       2.00
         .721

  1.00

 3.00

Motive to learn
       1.70
         .723

  1.00

 3.00
Dependent

Attitudes about dating           35.11
          6.83

21.00

54.00

and sexual relationships

(total)
         Dating as a game          8.42
          1.65
             5.00

 12.00


         Women as sexual         8.17
          2.49

 4.00

 14.00

          objects

         Men as sex-driven        9.25
          2.30

 5.00

 16.00

         beings

         Traditional dating/       9.28
          3.08

 3.00

 15.00

         relationship attitudes

Stereotypical gender role      21.06
          4.82

 9.00

 29.00

attitudes

Expectations of peer
          11.46
          2.73

 6.00

 16.00

sexual activity

Individual dating/sexual        8.15
          2.23

 4.00

 11.00

experience


Marriage expectations
          9.53
          1.58

 5.00

 13.00
Appendix B: Questionnaire
Circle the response that best reflects your opinion

How many hour(s) per week do you spend watching reality shows such as, “The Bachelor,”“The Bachelorette,” “Joe Millionaire,” “Average Joe,” “Mr. Personality,” “A Dating Story,” “The Fifth Wheel,” “ElimiDate,” “Blind Date” or “Dismissed”?

A.   zero hours per week

B.   30 minutes - 1 hour per week

C.   2-3 hours per week

D.   4-5 hours per week

E.   more than 5 hours per week




   not at all      generally       more not       more like me   generally   very much


                   like me     not like me    like me than      than not         like me       like me
                                                                                          like me
1.) I watch reality television because it 
               
helps me learn about myself and others.
1
 2                 3               4                   5            6

2.) I watch reality television because I 
can talk to others about what is going on.   1
    2              3               4                  5             6

3.) I watch reality television because I can 
learn a lot about people from watching it.   1
     2              3               4                   5           6

4.) I watch reality television because I feel 
I can learn from life’s problems and situations. 1
      2             3               4                   5           6

5.) I usually watch the clock so that I 
don’t miss my favorite reality shows.          1
      2             3               4                  5             6

6.) There are certain reality TV shows I    

really make a point to watch each week.      1
      2             3               4                   5            6

7.) While watching reality TV shows, I 
often notice and comment on the characters’ 

personalities, dress, or appearance.               1
      2              3               4                   5           6

8.) I often try to guess what will happen 
next or how an episode will end.                   1
       2              3               4                  5           6



   not at all      generally       more not       more like me   generally   very much


                   like me     not like me    like me than      than not         like me       like me
                                                                                          like me
9.) I frequently talk to others about what 
I have recently seen on reality TV shows. 1
 2                 3               4                   5               6
10.) While watching reality TV shows, I often 

make judgments about the appropriateness 
of the morals and messages presented.       1
  2                 3               4                   5              6
11.) I have often given people advice based on 
what I have seen characters do on reality TV.  1
   2                 3               4                   5              6
12.) I often think about how people on reality 
television shows are similar to people I know. 1
   2                3               4                    5              6
13.) I usually plan to watch reality TV 
episodes from start to finish.                    1
    2                3               4                   5              6 



Strongly
                               Disagree              Agree                            Strongly


              disagree          Disagree           a little               a little          Agree          agree     
1.) Reality television presents 
things as they actually are in life.    1
            2                   3                  4                5              6     
2.) Reality television lets me see 
how people really live.                     1
            2                   3                  4                5              6
3.) If I see something on reality television, 
I can’t be sure it is actually that way.   1
            2                   3                  4                5              6
4.) Reality television does not 
show life as it actually is.                  1
            2                   3                  4                5              6
5.) Reality television lets me see 
what happens in other places as if     1
            2                   3                  4                5              6 

I was actually there.




Strongly
                               Disagree              Agree                            Strongly


              disagree          Disagree           a little               a little          Agree          agree     
6.) Dating is basically a game, where 
both people try to gain the upper hand  1
            2                   3                  4                5              6          

and manipulate each other.

7.) An attractive woman should expect 
sexual advances and should learn how  1
            2                   3                  4                5              6
to handle them.

8.) A good way to punish or reward 
someone is by giving or withholding sex. 1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
9.)  It’s difficult for men to resist sexual 
urges and to remain monogamous.            1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
10.)  There are certain tips or strategies 
that men and women use and share for    1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
meeting and picking up partners.                 
11.) You don’t need a relationship to 
have good sex; all you need are two        1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
people who are attracted to each other.

12.) Sex is a private matter between two 
partners and should not be discussed       1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
with others.

13.) Women should spend a lot of time 
trying to be pretty; no one wants to date   1
 2                   3                  4                5              6  
a woman who has “let herself go.”

14.) Something is wrong with a guy 
who turns down a chance to have sex.      1
 2                   3                  4                5              6  
15.) Having a “one-night stand” is okay as 
long as both partners agree that’s all it is.  1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
16.) Men will do deviant and dishonest things 
to meet, attract, and get a partner into bed,  1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
including lying about his true feelings.

17.) No matter what she says, a woman isn’t 
really happy or successful without a man.    1
 2                   3                  4                5              6



Strongly
                               Disagree              Agree                            Strongly


              disagree          Disagree           a little               a little          Agree          agree     
18.) It bothers me when a guy       

acts like a girl.                                 1
           2                   3                  4                5              6 
19.) Girls are better leaders than guys. 1
           2                   3                  4                5              6
20.) In a dating relationship, the guy 
should be in charge.                           1
           2                   3                  4                5              6
21.) A guy should always be ready 
for sex.                                                1
           2                   3                  4                5              6
22.) Sometimes girls have to compete with 
other girls to get the partner they want.  1          2                   3                  4                5              6
23.) Most women need a man in their lives. 1    2                   3                  4                5              6
What percentage of college students do you feel would have engaged in each behavior by age 20? 

1.) Had sex on the first date:  ______ % 

2.) Had more than 10 sexual partners: _____ %

3.) Had sex without using birth control: _____ %

4.) Had sex under the influence of alcohol or drugs: _____ %

5.) What percentage of college students do you believe are sexually active? _____%

6.) How old were you the first time you had sex?

A.   never had sex

B.   11 or younger

C.   12-15

D.   16-18

E.   19 or older

7.) During your life, with how many people have you had sex?

A.   none

B.   1-3

C.   4-6

D.   7-11

E.   12 or more

8.) Which best characterizes your relationship status?

A.   never had a long-term or short-term relationship

B.   had one or two short-term or long-term relationships

C.   had several short-term or long-term relationships
9.) Thinking of all the times you have had sex, how often have you or your sexual partner worn a condom?

A.   Rarely or never

B.   Some of the time

C.   Half of the time

D.   Most of the time

E.   All of the time

F.   N/A

10.) Which of the following statements best describes your feelings about guys and girls?


A.   I do not have sexual feelings about either guys or girls


B.   I have sexual feelings only about guys


C.   I have sexual feelings only about girls


D.   I have sexual feelings about both guys and girls


E.   I’m not sure about my sexual feelings
11.) How often do you attend religious services?

A.   never


B.   a few times a year


C.   once a month


D.   2 to 3 times a month


E.   4 or more times a month

12.) How important would you say religion is in your life?

A.   Not important at all


B.   Not too important


C.   Somewhat important


D.   Very important




Strongly
                               Disagree              Agree                            Strongly


              disagree          Disagree           a little               a little          Agree          agree     
13.) My religious faith sometimes 
restricts my actions.                         1
           2                   3                  4                5              6
14.) Nothing is as important to me 
as serving God as best I know how.  1         2                   3                  4                5              6
15.) There are more important things 
in life than religion.                              1
            2                   3                  4                5              6
16.) If I get married, I expect to stay 
married to the same person forever.     1
            2                   3                  4                5              6         
17.) If I got married, I would be afraid that 
my husband or wife would have an affair.   1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
18.) You would have to be a fool 
to get married.                                        1
 2                   3                  4                5              6
Demographic Information (circle)

19.) Age:

18

19

20

21

22 or older


20.) Gender:
M
F

21.) Race/Ethnicity: 
Caucasian 

    
African-American     

Latino/a    

Asian/Pacific Islander     
Middle Eastern

Other

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING! (
Appendix C: IRB Approval
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