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Abstract 

Whereas the impact of the media to influence violent behaviors, cynicism, political 

distrust and sexual attitudes is often studied, this study researched the impact of media, in the 

form of television, music, music videos and the Internet, on youth’s sexual behaviors by 

addressing theoretical frameworks, meta-research, and two research designs.  The meta-research 

presented twenty previous studies with their limitations and criticisms to understand the 

relationship between sex in the mass media and adolescents’ and young adults’ own sexual 

behaviors.  From the meta-research, certain limitations in the previous research were discussed, 

and cultivated learning theory was constructed, by combining cultivation theory and social 

learning theory, to shape research designs to explore these limitations.  The designs are a field 

experiment and a nationwide longitudinal survey to address issues of causality, generalizability, 

and the influence of other socializing agents.  Overall, the two research designs presented in this 

paper represent an attempt to begin more focused investigations of the proper application in this 

topic by investigating the limitations and problems about past studies.  It is also hoped that this 

research will help generate interest among media researchers/scholars about the issues relating to 

young people’s sexual behaviors. 

Introduction 

Walk into a mall these days, and you might bear witness to teenage girls and boys holding 

hands, having their hands in each others’ back pocket, holding each other tight.  All the while the 

girls wear tight pants and tops designed to emphasize their curves, and the boys wear baggy 

pants that threaten to fall down around their ankles whenever they walk.  You may watch these 

young men and women, shake your head, and blame the media.  Yes, the media, which has more 
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sex and sex talk on it than during your teenage days, is driving these young people to sexual 

activity far sooner than they should be engaging in it. 

 But is this the truth?  What is the impact the mass media, in the form of television, music, 

music videos and the Internet, have over the behaviors of today’s youth as they move into 

adulthood, and particularly the sexual activity that is generally associated with it.  Since the 

silent movies first lit dark rooms, parents have been wondering what impact these moving 

images can have on their children.  Since then, media researchers have examined the impact of 

the media to influence violent behaviors, cynicism, political distrust and sexual attitudes and 

behaviors.  So is there any evidence to support parents’ concerns about whether or not the media 

their children watch can cause them to become sexually active at a young age?   

 The goal of this paper is not only to shed light on the research that has been done to 

answer this question, but also to discuss where previous studies have failed and would could be 

done to improve that answer. 

Rationale 

According to developmental psychology, identity formation is one of the primary 

challenges adolescents face as they progress towards adulthood (Moshman, 1999).  The process 

is one of gathering information and testing theories about oneself.  Adolescents seek out and take 

in messages about what they are and could be from various socializing agents: family, peers, 

school participation, religious participation, and, now possibly mass media consumption.  “But 

we can never know ourselves in a direct, simple, and final sense, any more than we can know the 

reality outside us.  We have no choice but to construct our understanding of who we 

are…Identity, then, is a construction, but it is a construction constrained by realities without and 

realities within.” (Moshman, 1999, pp. 93).  Identity formation is a process of understanding 
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reality, and one’s place in it, through personal experiences and those messages of the world we 

are told from various socializing agents. 

Creating a concept of one’s sexuality is central to identity exploration (Moshman, 1999).   

Any socializing agent can influence this concept.  The media are believed to have a powerful 

impact on sexual behaviors, because adolescents spend more time watching TV than they do in 

school and with their parents/peers (Ward, 1995).  Studies of sexual messages in movies and on 

television (prime time, soaps, and music videos have been studied most heavily) have found that 

there has been an overall increase in the number of portrayals and the amount of talk about sex in 

these media and an increase in the explicitness of these portrayals.  Based on the prevalence of 

sexual content on TV, media critics and media researchers believe the media can influence 

adolescents’ sexual behavior.  

Several practical circumstances explain why television is likely to play a critical role to 

adolescents about sexuality.  First, sexual content is pervasive in the media.  From prime time 

sitcoms and dramas to music videos, the media present adolescents with countless verbal and 

visual examples of how dating, intimacy, sex, and relationship are handled (Strasbuger & 

Donnerstein, 1999).  Second, this content is highly accessible and widely consumed in the media. 

Third, the media are often forth-coming and explicit about sexuality when others are not.  In 

comparison to other sources, the media are more supportive of sex, typically focusing on the 

positive possibilities of sex rather than its problems and consequences (Brown & Keller, 2000), 

and covering topics such as passion and sexual pleasure that other sources may avoid 

(Strasburger, 1995).  Finally, because their sole purpose is to draw an audience, the media are 

intentionally appealing, compelling, and engaging.  While other socializing agents, such as 

schools, are strongly invested in socializing adolescents to accept mainstream attitudes, beliefs, 
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and behaviors, media outlets are more likely to turn out what they believe adolescents want in 

order to make a profit (Arnett, 1995).  Given the lack of alternative sources of information 

coupled with the media’s accessibility, openness, and appealing nature, it is only reasonable to 

expect that the media could play an important role in sexual socialization. 

However, few empirical studies and evidences have been produced demonstrating the 

nature and extent of the effects of sexual messages in the media on adolescent (ages 12-18) and 

young adults (ages 18-21) viewers’ behavior.  Even media effects research has given limited 

attention to sexual content.  A central limitation of the research is that many of the approaches to 

this topic have borrowed heavily from the study of media violence and may not be wholly 

appropriate in the study of sexuality.  For example, in accessing the nature and prevalence of 

sexual content on television, the focus has been on counting the frequency with which sexual 

acts and nudity are depicted (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1980). Yet whereas the 

approach has allowed us to quantify and track the prevalence of sexual images and references on 

TV, its insight is limited in that it does not discuss thematic content or analyze the overall 

messages of the content. 

Accordingly, the goal of this research is to examine how the sexual content of television 

can have an impact on the sexual behaviors of young people.  Two main questions are addressed.  

First, does exposure to television affect adolescent’s sexual behavior?  Second, in what way does 

the portrayal of sex influence teenager’s sexual behaviors?  

Theoretical Framework 

Sexual messages in the mass media can have both immediate and long-term effects. 

Viewing a television program may change a person's immediate state by inducing arousal, which 

can lead to the inhibition of impulses or the activation of thoughts or associations that can cause 
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certain sexual behaviors.  Over time, this continued exposure may cause the formation of certain 

attitudes on which behavioral judgments could be based. 

This paper will begin by examining theoretical bases considered for use in this study.  

Although there are five basic theories on media effects, cultivation and social learning theory 

will serve as our base for this study.  To enhance its utility to guide this study and strengthen the 

results, a number of other related communication theories could be overlaid as they become 

applicable.  Finally, current research about adolescents’ behavior and media exposure, which 

rely on these theories, will be examined to discover its strengths and limitations, and future areas 

of investigation will be suggested, in order to further examine the current research question. 

Cultivation theory 

For survey research examining the media’s influence, specifically television’s influence, 

on adolescents’ sexual perceptions, attitudes, and values, cultivation theory (Gerbner, Gross, 

Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994) has been the dominant theory referenced.  Cultivation is said to 

differ from a direct stimulus response effect process mainly because of its gradual and 

cumulative character.  It involves learning explanation and the construction of a view of social 

reality dependent on personal circumstances and experience and also on reference-group 

membership.  

The theory proposes that television’s consistent yet restricted images and portrayals 

construct a specific portrait of reality.  Thus, as adolescents watch more and more television, 

they gradually come to cultivate or adopt beliefs about the world that coincide with this portrait 

(Buerkel-Rothfuss & Strouse, 1987, 1992; Greenberg, Linsangan, & Soderman, 1992; Ward & 

Rivadeneyra, 1999).  Under these claims, this perspective focuses on viewers’ regular exposure 

levels and on the differing perceptions of “heavy” versus “light” viewers.  Heavy viewers are 
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those who would be more likely to perceive the real world in a manner reflecting aspects of the 

world shown on television.  For example, if the sexual content on TV is glamorous, prevalent, 

recreational, and relatively risk free, the cultivation model predicts that frequent viewers will be 

more inclined then sporadic viewers to endorse and accept this perspective about sexuality 

(Shrum, 1996). 

Cognitive social learning theory 

A second theoretical perspective, from the field of psychology that is commonly used in 

studying the effects of the mass media, is Bandura’s cognitive social learning theory (Bandura, 

1977, 1994), which examines the influence of observational learning on the adoption of specific 

behaviors.  It is derived from classic learning theory and posits that humans learn by watching 

others.  More specifically, observers are believed to be more likely to learn the behavior from 

models who are perceived as attractive and powerful, and whose behaviors are rewarded or not 

punished.  This theory would predict that observing television characters enjoying sexual 

intercourse with few negative consequences will lead teens to perceive this behavior as 

appropriate and to store this information for later use (Buerkel-Rothfuss & Strouse, 1987; Brown 

& Newcomer, 1991; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).  

Priming 

A third theoretical perspective supporting research in this area is priming (Jo & 

Berkowitz, 1994), which draws from schema activation and accessibility.  This theory is 

typically used for examining short-term effects of media stimuli presented in experimental 

setting (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).  According to this theory, the presentation and processing of a 

stimulus with a particular meaning primes or activates semantically related concepts.  Such 

priming makes this schema-related information temporarily highly accessible, increasing the 
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likelihood that subsequently encountered persons, stimuli, or events will be appraised in the 

context of the primed and accessible schema.  Thus, conceptually related material viewed or 

experienced after the exposure will seem more acceptable or appropriate.  This process may also 

lead to longer-term effects via chronic accessibility.  Here, the notion is that frequently activated 

schemas become readily accessible, and are therefore likely to influence judgments regardless of 

priming manipulations or situational influences (Bargh, 1984; Higgins & King, 1981).  Thus, 

continual exposure to portrayals of sex could lead to the priming of associations that, when 

needed in ambiguous situations, could lead to certain primed sexual behaviors (Leonard & 

Taylor, 1983; Rudman & Borgida, 1995). 

Excitation transfer theory 

A fourth theoretical perspective is excitation transfer theory (Zillmann, 1983).  A type of 

arousal theory, it suggests that if a person is predisposed to aggressive behavior, arousal 

produced by sexual materials may enhance these predispositions.  A person may interpret sexual 

arousal as anger, leading to violence in some circumstances (Perry, 2001; Leonard & Taylor, 

1983).  The theory also notes that physiological arousal dissipates slowly.  If two arousing events 

are separated by a short amount of time, arousal from the first event may be misattributed to the 

second event.  If the second event is related to anger, then the additional arousal should make the 

person even angrier.  The notion of excitation transfer also suggests that anger may be extended 

over long periods of time if a person has consciously attributed his or her heightened arousal to 

anger.  Thus, even after the arousal has dissipated the person remains ready to aggress for as long 

as the self-generated label of anger persists.  This theory is commonly used in pornography 

studies (Leonard & Taylor, 1983) to study the possible impact on aggression against women, but 

could be applicable for short term effects on other sexual behaviors. 
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Uses and gratifications 

Finally, the theories of the uses and gratifications perspective focus on why people use 

particular media rather than on content of that material (Greenberg, 1974).  In contrast to the 

concern of the 'media effects' tradition with 'what media do to people', the theory can be seen as 

part of a broader trend amongst media researchers which is more concerned with 'what people do 

with media', allowing for a variety of responses and interpretations.  In addition, Katz (1959) 

pointed out that most communication research up to that time had been aimed at investigating the 

question “what do media do to people?”  In the communications field, “uses and gratifications” 

theories emphasize that people use media to serve different functions.  If we want to understand 

the “effects” of sexual content, we must know why a child or adolescent views it (Klein, Brown, 

Walsh-Childers, Oliveri, Porter & Dykers, 1993; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999).  Perhaps 

adolescents seek out sexual content in the media to gratify a need they have for seeing it. 

Conclusion 

Despite the broad and abstract nature of cultivation and social learning theories, many of 

its features lend itself to the desired investigation of the media influence on adolescents’ and 

young adults’ sexual behaviors that is the objective of this research project.  While paradigms of 

priming, excitation transfer theory, and uses and gratifications each offer insight to media 

influence on adolescents’ and young adults’ sexual behavior, their specificity prevents the 

complete analysis of the behavioral process required to return the adolescents and young adults 

to a fully functioning unit that cultivation and social learning theory can provide.  This difference 

in the theories will be explained in the discussion of how past research has been conducted on 

this topic whilst employing them, with the goal of ascertaining in which directions the field of 

inquiry should go.   
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Meta-research 

Introduction 

 In the quest to understand the relationship between sex in the mass media and 

adolescents’ and young adults’ own sexual behaviors, the first step is to be careful in gathering 

past research.  Much more research has examined how media exposure of sexual topics 

correlates to attitudes, perceptions, beliefs and emotions.  Filtering out studies that solely focus 

on these topics left a small but diverse selection of studies.  The included studies focused on 

explicit portrayals of sex, i.e. pornography, (e.g., Lo, Nelian, Sun & Chiang, 1999), implicit 

portrayals (e.g., Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) or both (e.g., Strouse & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1987).  

The behaviors measured were either direct examples of sexual behavior, such as number of sex 

partners and frequency of sexual intercourse (e.g., Rosenthal, Smith & de Visser, 1999; 

Janghorbani & Lam, 2003) or implied examples of such behavior, such as interpersonal distance 

between members of the opposite sex and pregnancy (e.g., McKenzie-Mohr & Zanna, 1990; 

Colder-Bolz, 1981).  The majority of the studies located were surveys, both longitudinal and 

cross-sectional, but three were experiments.   

 What will follow will be a discussion of the studies’ findings, with particular attention 

paid to the experiments and several surveys that differ in some way from the others.  After this 

discussion, the problems and limitations of the studies will be addressed and related to our 

proposals for future research. 

The Meta-research 

 Only three out of the twenty located studies did not report some degree of a relationship 

between media exposure and sexual behavior (Peterson, Moore & Furstenberg, 1991; Greenberg, 

Linsangen & Soderman, 1992; Rosenthal et al., 1999).  The remaining studies found a general 
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trend that exposure to sexual portrayals in the media is positively related with how sexually 

active a young person is.  First to be discussed are the surveys conducted.  If the survey 

examined general media consumption, which is defined herein as having implied depictions of 

sexual acts or having sexual innuendo, it was observed that heavy viewing of television is 

consistent with more sexual experience among adolescent boys (Peterson, Moore & Furstenberg, 

1991), higher exposure to media was positively correlated to more risky sexual behavior (Klein 

et al., 1993); and listening to more heavy metal and rap music was related to more casual sex and 

having sex without a contraceptive (Arnett, 1992; Took & Weiss, 1994.).  As these studies were 

interested in young people’s general exposure to the media that is more prevalent in their 

environments, the researchers tended to base their hypotheses on cultivation theory and the tenets 

of uses and gratifications research (Arnett, 1992; Klein et al, 1993). 

 Klein et al. (1993) also based some of their assertions on social learning theory, a 

theoretical framework that was more common among studies examining the influence of 

sexually explicit material, such as specific television programming (as in “soap operas” and 

“MTV” in Strouse & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1987) and pornography in print or on television and 

video.  Sexually explicit media would contain portrayals of sex acts or visuals of genitalia and 

breasts, and it was hypothesized that viewing these behaviors, if positively depicted, could lead 

to imitation.  The findings for these surveys found greater exposure to sexually related media 

lead to greater sexual activity (Brown & Newcomer, 1991) and having more sex partners 

(Strouse & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1987).  Three out of four surveys that specified the media as 

pornographic were all from international studies.  The last will be discussed in more detail later.  

Among Chinese young adults, greater consumption was positively related to masturbation, visits 

to prostitutes and number of sexual partners (Janghorbani & Lam, 2003).  In a Taiwanese 



 

 

11 

sample, increasing the exposure to pornography was related to increasing sexually permissive 

behaviors, which ranged from holding hands to sexual intercourse (Lo et al, 1999).  Women in 

Stockholm, Sweden, reported more anal intercourse as their exposure to pornography increased 

(Rogala & Tyden, 2003).  Of course, because these studies occurred in cultures other than 

America’s mainstream culture, where the norm of sexuality may be different, there is some 

hesitation in applying these findings to America’s youth.  However, because the findings are in 

the same direction as those studies located in the United States, the findings can be applied as an 

overall trend for exposure to sex in the media to be positively correlated to sexual behavior.  

Examining several studies in more detail will further reveal this trend. 

 Moore, Raymond, Mittelstaedt and Tanner (2002) investigated how sexual activity, such 

as frequency and willingness, were influenced by advertising, which depicted some level of 

sexuality, and public service announcements (“PSA”) on the risks of sexual activity.  The 

stronger the influence advertising was on shaping a middle school student’s consuming 

decisions, the more likely the student was to engage in sex.  In a reverse, greater exposure to 

televised and radio PSAs was negatively related to sexual behavior, again only for those in 

middle school.  There was no indication that exposure to PSAs decreased high schoolers’ 

tendency to engage in sexual activity.  It was postulated that by the time a teenager reaches high 

school, he or she may not be as susceptible to mediated messages on the risks of sexual 

intercourse.  Thus, there is a conditional effect, dependent upon age. 

 Ward and Rivadeneyra (1999) found a positive relationship between exposure and 

behavior that was also conditional.  They based many of their research questions on the tenets of 

uses and gratifications and audience activity.  Thus, they investigated what aspect of the content, 

such as identification with the characters and perceived realism would have the most impact on 
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sexual attitudes, expectations and behaviors.  While the amount of exposure showed no 

relationship, a weak relationship was found for males.  If males perceived that the television 

content could happen to them in real life, then they were more likely to engage in sexual activity.  

Thus, it is not so much overall exposure, as cultivation theory would postulate, that could be 

influential, but perhaps any influence owes more to a specific aspect of the content, and the 

viewer’s interaction with it. 

 A survey conducted by Boies (2002) reflects this possibility by examining how going 

online for sexual information and entertainment is related to offline sexual behavior.  The 

number of offline partners was positively correlated to seeking sexually explicit media for 

entertainment, but negatively correlated if the purpose for going online was to find information 

on sex.  It was also shown that masturbation while online increased as the Internet was used for 

finding sexual entertainment, which could be deemed as satisfying excitation transfer theory’s 

expectations.  With this study, even online sexual media has a relationship to offline sexual 

activity, and not just in the form of masturbation, which is assumed to be a common reason for 

seeking online pornography. 

 The uniqueness of the Boies study is matched by a retrospective survey conducted by 

Davis and Braucht (1973).  They asked men, aged 18 to 30, from such diverse environments as 

the Denver jail system to college students to Roman Catholic seminarians, to recollect their 

earliest exposure to pornography.  Davis and Braucht were interested in how this exposure could 

be a predictor of sexually deviant behavior, there defined as engaging in voyeurism, rape, 

exhibitionism and transvestism.  While acknowledging they could not prove causality, it was 

found that exposure was positively correlated to sexual deviance.  In particular, if such exposure 

occurred before the participant turned 14, then this was the strongest predictor of not only the 
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aforementioned sexually deviant behaviors, but also the number of sex partners in high school 

and homosexual intercourse. 

 However, like the surveys before Davis and Braucht, causality could be implied but not 

properly applied to the results.  The surveys could not control for all other possible causations, 

nor could they even be certain the media exposure came before the behavior.  In experiments on 

viewing sexual media, which could offer such control, the general trend still held up.   

 Rudman and Borgida (1995) tested to see how such media can prime men to act in a 

certain way.  They showed a series of advertisements depicting women as sexual objects.  In a 

later interview session, these males were more likely to behave in a sexist manner while 

interviewing a female confederate.  McKenzie-Mohr and Zanna (1990) also examined priming.  

They were interested if how masculine a man defines himself, whether or not he is gender 

schematic for masculinity, could impact the influence of viewing nonviolent pornography on 

their behavior towards women.  What they found was that the gender schematic man, after being 

exposed to the pornography, was more sexually motivated, in that he paid more attention to 

female interviewers and moved his chair closer to her chair.  The researchers took this to mean 

that this man, who more strongly identified himself as the stereotyped masculine man, would act 

in a more sexualized matter towards women.  Thus, media’s influence could be interacting with 

adopted sex roles, which may also be influenced by the media.  Further testing should investigate 

this relationship. 

 The behaviors measured in the experiments so far are constructs that can be taken to 

imply sexual behavior.  The last experiment’s measure for behavior is just as indirect.   Leonard 

and Taylor (1983) tested for how viewing pornography is related to how aggressive a man would 

act towards a woman, especially if that woman had been giving him permissive cues while he 
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watched the pornography.  They measured this aggression by ascertaining the level of shock he 

would give this female confederate during a competitive game task.  This measured behavior can 

be applied to our interest in sexual behavior in that aggression can turn into rape, if certain 

requirements of situation and personality are met.  The researchers found that when the woman 

made permissive comments as the man viewed pornography, the man was more likely to act 

aggressively against her during the task.  One reason the researchers gave is that the cues primed 

the men to believe that what they saw in the pornography (i.e. men dominating women, 

sometimes violently, to the women’s pleasure) was what this woman they were competing 

against would actually enjoy the shocks.  Thus, they felt it would be okay to act more 

aggressively against the women.  Yet this touches on a limitation not just of this experiment but 

all the lab experiments discussed.  Would their results be applicable to real world situations? 

Limitations & Criticisms 

 As mentioned before, while the majority of the survey studies did show some positive 

correlation between media exposure of sexual portrayals and sexual behavior of young people, 

they are not without their limitations.  Is the media actually causing this effect?  Can we be 

certain a third variable is not the true culprit of the effect?  Can we even be certain the exposure 

precedes the behavior? 

 Two studies discussed the possibility that a third variable may be responsible for their 

findings.  Took and Weiss (1994), after controlling for gender, discovered that is was mostly 

males who listen to heavy metal and rap music.  Thus, the connection to higher sexual activity 

could be a result of normal male behavior, as boys tend to be more sexually active than girls.  

Arnett (1992) measured sensation-seeking as a moderating variable.  By applying it, the 
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influence related to heavy metal was diminished for casual sex, but not for sex without a 

contraceptive.   

But what of the influence of other socializing agents?  Could the results be due to some 

other influence, such as church participation or parents’ attitudes on sex, and then could media 

consumption also be construed as influenced by this other socializing agent?  Only five studies 

looked at other socializing agents.  Peterson et al. (1991) examined how co-viewing television or 

discussing television with parents can have an impact.  Both were related with less sexual 

experience.  On the opposite spectrum of family cohesiveness, Strouse, Buerkel-Rothfuss and 

Long (1995) found that reports of unsatisfactory family life were positively related to increases 

in the daughter’s sexual activity.  Strouse and Buerkel-Rothfuss (1987) noticed that religiosity 

was the second predictor of sexual activity after MTV for teenage girls, but discussing sex with 

parents was the least potent predictor.  Brown and Newcomer (1991) found that peer 

encouragement or discouragement had no impact on teenagers’ sexual activity.  Finally, Moore 

et al. (2002) found that parents could possibly decrease a middle school student’s sexual 

behavior, but that modeling peers was related to more sexual activity for students of both high 

school and middle school.  There has been some research looking at the various levels of 

influence from different socializing agents, but there has not been a comprehensive study to 

identify to what extent each agent plays an impact.  After all, rarely is there a teenager who exists 

without some level of influence from all five types of agents. 

 The problem of time-order was partially dealt with by the use of longitudinal studies from 

Brown and Newcomer (1991), Peterson et al (1991), Klein et al (1993) and Rosenthal et al 

(1999).  However, Rosenthal et al. did not find any relationship between exposure to sexually 

explicit media and the age of first intercourse.  Teenagers were more likely to engage in sex 
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earlier if they perceived themselves as more physically mature than their peers, and if they were 

using a common drug, like alcohol or tobacco.  Also, Peterson et al. (1991) could not find a 

correlation between television exposure at time one and sexual behavior at time two.  As it is one 

to one in the examination of effects, there is the possibility that exposure to sex in the media does 

not cause teenagers to engage in sexual behaviors.  Perhaps the other surveys were measuring an 

interaction effect of the media and some other influence, such as the teenagers’ peers or some 

aspect of the family.  Or, perhaps the relationship recorded was actually the result of sexually 

active teenagers preferring to consume media that contains more depictions of sex.  In other 

words, which way lies causality? 

 The use of lab experiments is an attempt to control for the limitations of third variables 

and time-order as it endeavors to prove causality.  While the experiments in this study are able to 

handle these limitations, there is the problem of whether or not the results can be generalized to 

the world outside of the laboratory.  Do the results of Leonard and Taylor (1983) apply to a man 

watching pornography at home, and the likelihood that he would go out and rape a stranger?  

How likely is viewing of pornography to impact a man’s behavior if, in a business interview, he 

is being interviewed by an attractive woman (McKenzie-Mohr & Zanna, 1990)?  And how much 

would a result like this apply to younger men, to adolescent boys?  Are the experiments of 

McKenzie-Mohr and Zanna or Rudman and Borgida, which looked at professional situations, 

applicable to teenage boys interacting with the girls in their schools? 

 The surveys have a similar limitation, due to the composition of their samples.  As 

already mentioned, two studies took place in Asian cultures (Lo et al, 1999; Janghorbani & Lam, 

2003), and one in Europe (Rogala & Tyden, 2003).  In addition, the Rosenthal et al. (1999) study 

took place in the metropolitan Melbourne, in Australia, while Boies (2002) was conducted in 
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Toronto, Canada.  But even the studies located in the United States are limited in the region in 

which they occurred, being the Midwest (Strouse & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1987; Greenberg et al, 

1992), the Southeast (Brown & Newcomer, 1991; Arnett, 1992; Klein et al, 1993), and the 

Southwest (Moore et al, 2002).  Ward and Rivadeneyra (1999) included participants from both 

the University of Michigan and the University of California – Los Angeles.  However, only those 

at the University of Michigan were measured for their sexual behavior.  Only Peterson et al. 

(1991) used a national sample, the National Surveys of Children, but their data is over two 

decades old.  Much has happened to the sexual content of media in twenty years. 

 The last two surveys had the most unique samples, which could even more severely 

impact their generalizability to the youth at large.  Took and Weiss (1994) gathered their 

adolescents from those listed as outpatients at psychiatric clinics, military medial centers and 

substance abuse counseling services.  There was no mention as to the regions in which these 

centers were located, but it would be hard to generalize to the adolescent population from a 

sample gathered of adolescents who were already exhibiting mental or behavioral disorders.   

A similar problem is found in the sample for Davis and Braucht (1973), as was already 

mentioned.  Although the regions ranged from Denver to New Mexico, and the actual 

participants range from prisoners to priests in training, one cannot but wonder as to how 

applicable their teenage experiences, which would have occurred from the late 1950s through the 

1960s, are to the youth of today, given their different social and media environments. 

 In conclusion, reviewing the research on media sex portrayals and young peoples’ sexual 

behaviors shows that while there is evidence supporting a positive relationship, the studies are 

not without their problems.  They either lack the ability to prove causality, or they have limited 

generalizability to young people outside of their sample.  The studies also fail to take into 
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account the complex network of socializing agents in which young people develop.  Having 

identified these aspects as requiring future investigation, we now move into a discussion on how 

to create two possible research designs to further our knowledge of the topic.  

Future Directions 

Theoretical Framework 

 Before moving on to discussing our two research ideas, a review of what we hope to 

accomplish and what theories we intend to employ is needed.  We had touched on a discussion of 

the theories previously employed in the various past researches.  There have been four main and 

recurring theoretical approaches.  Cultivation was used in studies such as Brown and Newcomer 

(1991) and Rosenthal et al. (1999) to discuss the impact of an overall exposure to sexual content 

on behavior.  The uses and gratifications approach was employed by Arnett (1992), Lo et al. 

(1999) and Boies (2002) in examining how certain reasons for using the mean can influence 

behavior.  Social learning theory was common among studies also examining cultivation, such as 

proved the basis for Strouse and Buerkel-Rothfuss (1987), Brown and Newcomer (1991), and 

Ward and Rivandeneyra (1999).  These researchers postulated how watching specific behaviors 

of sex being portrayed with rewards and without repercussions could cause mimicry.  Priming 

theory, as well as excitation transfer theory, were central to the research of Leonard and Taylor 

(1983), McKenzie-Mohr and Zanna (1990), and Rudman and Borgida (1995) as they 

investigated how making positive portrayals of sex prevalent on a man’s mind could cause the 

behavior.  Thus, there are several ways researchers have attempted to understand the relationship 

between sex in the media and sexual behavior. 

 As we are interested in ascertaining whether or not exposure to sex, be it implicit or 

explicit, can impact a young person’s actual sexual behavior, we necessarily have to narrow 
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down our focus from what has been done in the past.  We will not rely on the tenets of uses and 

gratifications.  Uses and gratifications could help us understand why some people seek out and 

use sexual media, but this is in essence the opposite direction of causality than the one we are 

interested in studying.  Excitation transfer theory is better at explaining short term arousal 

effects.  While in the direction we are interested in, the specificity of the situation it requires is 

too narrow for our interests.  We are interested in how continual exposure to repeated positive 

portrayals of sex can influence a young person to act out such behavior.  While priming could 

help us understand the cognitive process linking viewing to behavior, including it into out 

theoretical framework could be at the expense of considering more comprehensive alternatives.  

Thus, we will not specify cognitive processes right now.  This leaves us to focus on cultivation 

theory and social learning theory. 

 Cultivation theory postulates a mainstream media’s ability to cultivate certain perceptions 

and attitudes about societal norms (Gerbner et al., 1994).  The theory can tell us about how 

cumulative exposure could cause the fostering of certain cognitions.  Social learning theory 

postulates a person’s ability to learn a behavior from a rewarded positive model seeing the model 

perform this behavior after several attempts (Bandura, 1977, 1994).  This theory can tell us about 

how one can learn a behavior from the media.  However, there are some behaviors that have 

taboos associated with them.  Sexual behavior may be one such behavior.  If all other socializing 

agents are saying “Don’t have sex before marriage”, then will watching two or three portrayals 

of men and women enjoying sex be enough to overcome the stigma associated with it?  If this is 

the case, then social learning theory may not be enough to explain media’s impact on teenage 

sexual behavior. 
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 Thus, we are constructing a theory that combines cultivation and social learning, which 

we dub cultivated learning theory (see Appendix A).  In cases where behaviors have taboos 

associated with them, such that these behaviors would be construed as inappropriate, individuals 

may require added encouragement to enact these behaviors.  As socializing agents can influence 

an individual’s perception of social and cultural norms, repeated exposure to any one agent, 

which advocates a perception of reality in some way different from true reality, may cause a 

skewed perception of social and cultural reality.  Cultivation theory predicts that mass media, in 

the form of television, can have this impact.  Thus, repeated exposure to this alternate perception 

can foster the internalization of these skewed norms as the “truth of reality”, so that when an 

individual makes a behavioral decision, it will be based on these skewed norms and no longer 

restricted by the actual societal and cultural taboos.  In this way, repeated exposure to an altered 

perception of social and cultural reality can lead to the enactment of behaviors that are sponsored 

by the socializing agent(s) that fostered those perceptions.  In addition, there may be some 

personal characteristics of the individual that can influence this relationship between perceptions 

and behavior, either strengthening or weakening the influence of the socializing agents.   

 What this boils down to is that any of the five agents can exert enough influence to have 

an individual perform behaviors based on their perception of reality.  The Catholic Church can 

have families severely discipline their children.  A friend can apply pressure to try drugs.  The 

media can show so much sex without repercussions that a teenager thinks it is the thing to do in a 

romantic relationship.  But there could be enough influence from a different agent so as to 

mitigate this effect.  Thus, the theory accounts for not only the influence of any one agent, or 

perhaps agents working in conjunction, but also how any agents may interact with each other.  In 

addition, the personality of the individual is not discounted, but seen as a filter through which the 
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cultivating influences flow.  So, if a person is high on sensation-seeking, the influence of 

repeated exposure to the media may heighten the result in comparison to someone lower in 

sensation-seeking.  This is where the lack of specifying cognitive processes comes into play, 

because any process could differ from individual to individual. 

 For the purpose of investigating the limitations and problems we discussed about past 

studies, cultivated learning theory would predict that cumulative exposure to televised portrayals 

of positive depictions of sex could in time cause adolescents and young adults to engage in these 

same behaviors, if there is no influence from another socializing agent that exerts as powerful a 

counter-force.  Indeed, a study done by Jensen, de Gaston & Weed (1994) noted that teenagers 

perceive great pressure from the media and other socializing agents to engage in sex, but some 

also report receiving contradictory encouragement to abstain from their parents.  Cultivated 

learning theory would predict that those receiving no counter-encouragement from their parents 

would be the teenagers most likely to engage in sex, and those who receive the most counter-

encouragement, despite their media consumption, would be the least likely to engage in sexual 

activity. 

 Thus, we have designed a field experiment and a nationwide longitudinal survey to 

address issues of causality, generalizability, and the influence of other socializing agents.  To test 

using the cultivated learning theory, the first step is to measure how much and what kind of 

media consumption an individual has, determining whether he or she is a heavy or light 

consumers.  Next, one would have to determine if the perceptions of reality are similar to those 

as depicted in the media.  Then, behaviors enacted in reality would have to be correlated with 

those in the media; that is, are those behaviors enacted similar to what are depicted in the media?  

Of course, to prove cultivation, it must be shown that media consumption occurred before the 
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initiation of the behavior.  Finally, concurrent measurements of personality characteristics and 

aspects of socializing agents should be measured, to test whether or not and to what extent the 

behavior is caused by the media, and if there are any interaction effects to take into account. 

 This may sound complex, but human behavior is a complex process, which much media 

effects research does not take into account when it studies just one socializing agent in the 

absence of others and possible interactions.  The two research designs are complex in scope, but 

proper application of statistical analysis will be able to shed light on aspects of the complex 

process that has not yet been addressed in research on this topic. 

Design 1 – Field Experiment 

 The field experiment will present abstinence-based materials to students between the ages 

of 12 and18, over a one-year period in three small towns.  The goal is to strengthen the case for 

time-order by introducing a new mediated message, while also examining possible third 

variables and interactions from other socializing agents, and being more certain of real world 

generalization. 

Selection 

 Three towns will be matched according to socioeconomic status, size, racial distribution, 

and location.   The towns must be at a distance from each other that does not allow for 

overlapping broadcast signals.  Since many of the messages will be presented through various 

types of media, subjects from the different towns should not be able to receive any non-intended 

messages.  The towns will also be matched based on their sizes.  The towns should have a 

population between 40,000 and 50,000 roughly, with up to 6 middle schools and 2 or 3 high 

schools.  The small number of schools will allow messages to be presented thoroughly and 

efficiently. 



 

 

23 

Presentation Materials 

 Media campaign: The media campaign will promote abstinence through strategic 

advertising.  Abstinence was chosen as the message for ethical reasons.  They will be presented 

much like public service announcements that are used for anti-drug and anti-smoking campaigns.  

The messages will present abstinence from different viewpoints.  The campaign will use some 

local celebrities telling the benefits of abstinence, use examples of sexually active teens that have 

been diagnosed with a sexually transmitted disease, present a teen that became pregnant during 

her high school years, describe some deep emotions that are involved with sexual activity, and 

explain how abstinence is a way to love and respect the body.  The campaign will not take a 

religious stance, because the messages could potentially alienate certain members of the sample.  

The messages will have a mixture of information and entertainment content, to mimic what 

might exist in a standard media message, such as a television show. 

  Parental Mediation: Parental mediation will begin with a meeting for all parents of 

students in the schools that are being used in the sample.  The parents will be told that it is a 

campaign to help children, especially teens, to live a healthier life.  The parents will be informed 

that they will be receiving pamphlets in the mail that will be dealing with abstinence from 

different perspectives.  The parents will also be taught what they should do with the pamphlets 

and how they should talk with their children about the issues.  The pamphlets will serve as 

reinforcement to this initial training session. 

Presentation 

 First town: The first town will act as the control group.  There will be no outside 

manipulation of any kind.  Thus, any chance would be predicted as the result of natural 

occurrences of socialization or some other factor of history. 
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 Second town: The second town will receive the media campaign solely.  There will be 

advertisements placed on billboards, radio commercials during teen-based programming, 

television commercials during teen-based programming, ads in the high-school papers, ads in the 

school cafeterias and bathrooms, ads in movie theatres, and advertisements anywhere teens 

congregate.  Predictions of effects are discussed below. 

 Third town: The third town will receive the media campaign and the parental mediation. 

All of the same advertisements and messages will be present along with the parents’ speeches 

and talks with the adolescents.  Predictions of effects are discussed below. 

Methods 

 The results will be recorded using multiple questionnaires presented at different time 

periods.  The questionnaires will mostly have multiple-choice Likert-type questions, with an 

open-ended question at the end of each to allow respondents to further articulate some concerns 

or observations that they may have.  The questionnaires will be distributed to parents of students, 

students, school counselors, family doctors, and teachers. The answers received by the students 

will be matched with their parents to see if the answers coincide with one another. The first 

questionnaire will be distributed before any manipulation in any town, two distributed 

throughout the year of manipulation, one distributed after the year of manipulation is over, and a 

final questionnaire distributed one year after the manipulation has ceased, to measure for any 

long term effects. 

 The initial questionnaire will gain demographic information including gender, race, SES, 

marital status and education level of the parents, and some preliminary questions about media 

use and parental involvement.  Students will have questions pertaining to their particular media 

habits, parental involvement, and sexual activity.  Parents will answer questions about media use 
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and involvement in their children’s lives.  Counselors, family doctors, and teachers will answer 

questions about the students, as students or patients, and the parents of these adolescents, and the 

amount of problems/questions that are presented by the students and parents.  The counselors 

and doctors will also be asked about the amount of sexual activity they perceive to be going on in 

students’ lives and the actual amount of medical treatment given to adolescents pertaining to 

sexual activity (pregnancy tests, STD tests, condom distribution, etc.). 

 The second through fifth questionnaires will ask many of the same questions as the initial 

questionnaire, minus the demographic information.  The amount of parental involvement and 

sexual activity will be gauged by the responses to the various questionnaires.  The results from 

parents’ and students’ answers will be compared to each other.  This matching will allow 

comparisons on perceptions of parental involvement, media use and sexual behavior. 

 The questionnaires will be distributed at five different times to allow for the results to be 

compared across a time line.  The data collection will hopefully establish time-order between the 

manipulation and students’ behaviors. 

Hypotheses and Expected Results  

 According to cultivated learning theory, the expectation for the second town is that the 

messages should serve as counterbalance to other sexual messages found in the media.  This 

counterbalance, which could be aided by naturally occurring socializing agents, would be able to 

reduce, or at the very least moderate, the youths’ sexual activity, as measured by the baseline 

questionnaire. 

 Because the third town adds parental mediation as another monitored socializing agent 

that would act in tandem with the campaign to promote abstinence, the theory would predict that 

any decrease in sexual activity would be strongest here than in the other two towns. 
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Design 2 – Longitudinal Study 

 The longitudinal study will gather information about media use, parental involvement, 

and family cohesiveness as it relates to sexual behavior.  The goal is to strengthen regional 

generalizability using a national sample, as well as proving time-order and investigating third 

variables, other socializing agents, and interactions. 

Selection 

 Households are selected in association with the Nielsen Media Research television 

ratings organization.  Only families with adolescents ages 11-13 will be chosen for the study. 

The families will be randomly chosen from the list that will be provided.  The families are told 

they will receive free digital cable if they participate in the study and allow a box to be installed 

on their television. 

Methods 

 First, a box will be installed on the participants’ television that tracks every action taken 

by the user.  This will be a more efficient method of tracking television use because it does not 

leave much room for human error from memory or salience issues.  There will also be a box that 

may be placed on a family’s personal computer that will be similar to the box installed in the 

televisions.  Once again, there is little room for human error. Each member of the family will 

have a user name to log onto the television or computer.  After the member logs on, they will be 

asked how many members of the family are participating in the activities, which can be used as a 

measure of family cohesiveness. 

 Next, an initial questionnaire will gain demographic information including gender, race, 

SES, marital status, education of parents, and some preliminary questions about media use and 

parental involvement.  The initial questionnaire will also gather information about religious 
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affiliation, family cohesiveness, parental attitudes on sex, after-school activities of the student, 

and time spent with peers, nannies, etc.  The questions will hopefully gauge the amount of 

activities the students participate in, other than media use. 

 After the initial questionnaires, there will be a number of questionnaires given at one-year 

increments to the parents and students.  The next sets of questionnaires will follow up on the 

original questions pertaining to family and student activities.  Also, the questionnaires will ask 

students about their sexual and risky activities.  The questions included will deal with issues such 

as age of first sexual encounter, amount of partners, drug-use, etc.  The questionnaires will be 

distributed to the families involved until the children become 18, or the children no longer live 

with the parents from the initial selection. 

 The questionnaires will gather information about family, peer, and school activities to 

compare with media use.  These comparisons across a long period of time will be used to 

establish time-order. 

 The television and media programs will be coded for their contents as it relates to 

sexuality, violence, language, and mature themes.  The coding for television programming and 

Internet web sites will be completed by independent coders. 

Hypotheses and Expected Results 

 Cultivated learning theory predicts that adolescents, who develop in a secure background 

(two parents, open discussion, etc.), will be affected less by media messages containing positive 

portrayals of sex than adolescents from a less secure background (broken family, small amounts 

of open dialogue, etc.).  This effect would be heightened for heavy consumers of media from less 

secure backgrounds, as they do not have any socializing agents effectively countering the 

portrayals in the media. 
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Future Research Directions 

 After sixty years of research, the area of media effects is still a hotly debated topic with 

no clear answers.  Each new answer seems to create a new question.  Often media effects are 

looked at in a vacuum, without taking into account an entire world of experiences and 

stimulations.  People are social beings with thousands of experiences every day from thousands 

of sources.  Television, Internet, music, etc. are just a portion of any person’s daily routine, along 

with conversations with family, time spent with a loved one, walks alone in the park, etc.  The 

largest limitation of most media effects literature and studies is the complete disregard for a 

whole world of experiences.  The highs and lows in most peoples’ lives do not come through a 

wire or over a broadcast signal.  Still, one cannot disregard media as a major influence in 

peoples’ lives.  Trends, mass hysteria, and political protests have occurred because of the 

influence of media on society.  Thus, it is not totally unreasonable to wonder if the amount of sex 

in the media can cause similar effects on people, young people in particular.  However, the 

research on this topic, as we have discussed it, fall into the trap of other media effects research, 

in that it is often conducted in a void of addressing other factors on sexual behavior.  Cultivated 

learning theory could tackle some of the limitations of past media effects research and move the 

field of media effects into the future. 

 Cultivated learning theory could help researchers when they are interested in trying to 

understand some facet of media and its effects.  It is appreciated that it takes enormous amounts 

of money to attempt to understand any person’s actions.  Media effects research, by focusing on 

only one aspect of a person’s environment, can create an experiment or survey that may show 

some correlation with a much smaller amount of money.  Researchers often do not have the time 

or the money to spend on an enormous data gathering session to even begin to understand human 



 

 

29 

behavior.  Looking at media and its effects is not a useless measure by any means, but focusing 

on it exclusively may lead researchers to come to empty conclusions or cause a study to seem 

more powerful than it may actually be.  Media effects research should just be considered a small 

piece in an enormous scientific field of human behavior and cognition.  Conclusions from media 

effects studies should never try to generalize to a larger population.  Instead, the conclusions 

should try to explain where the findings may fit into the larger field of understanding people and 

their environments.  Cultivated learning theory could help create a model wherein media is just 

one aspect of the environment that influences a person’s behavior. 

 Cultivated learning theory also tries to tackle the issue of causality through time-order. 

Many studies look for effects from media without establishing a time-order of cause and effect. 

CLT creates research in a longitudinal format that helps to establish time-order, and therefore the 

cause and effect relationship.  However, time-order alone is not sufficient when trying to 

understand human behavior.  Along with longitudinal data collection, everyday life experiences 

are also scrutinized.  No study using CLT would only look at the effects of rap music, erotic 

videos, violent images, etc. but also at effects of any number of other influences.  Television use, 

Internet use, and others should be compared with parents’ marital status, amount of exercise, 

neighborhood demographics and design, importance of peer groups, self-esteem, and any number 

of other societal influences. 

 One drawback of cultivated learning theory is the amount of time and money needed for 

any study that would choose to use the theory as a framework.  But it is understood that 

cultivated learning theory is not the only theory used in the field of understanding human 

behavior.  The reason we created CLT is because we saw a fundamental flaw in the research on 

media sex portrayals and young people’s sexual behavior, in that it did not address the 
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complexity of the environment in which sexual behavior is fostered.  We did not create CLT as 

being the end all, but to be an example of what type of theoretical thinking should occur in this 

field of inquiry, and in the field of media effects research overall.  However, this is also not to 

say that studies solely focusing on media effects should be stopped.  Instead, such research 

studies could still be conducted in specific areas, but always should explain to the reader that 

their studies are just small pieces of information that comes from a much larger source. 

 In addition, another drawback is that CLT focuses on one side of the coin that is media 

effects research.  It focuses on the direction of causality from media source to audience member.  

But as the meta-research has indicated, there is a need to understand how the audience’s 

motivation leads them to this or that particular media.  Thus, future research using CLT could 

also take into account this opposite side of the coin that centers more on uses and gratifications.  

Such a study would yield more insight into the nature of any effect, as well as help synthesize the 

social environment in which the individual exists.  

 Yet overall, we believe that cultivated learning theory could bring together the fields of 

sociology, psychology, and communication to create stronger fields of study and more 

generalizable research studies.  CLT looks for time-order, which leads to cause and effect, and 

also opens the field of media studies to examine the nuances and effects of everyday experiences.  

Thus, CLT, or future theories like it, have the possibility of addressing the complexities in which 

young people develop their personalities, attitudes and behaviors.   

For this paper’s research topic in particular, future research, such as the designs created 

herein, should look the relationship between the media, as a socializing agent on adolescent’s 

sexuality, and other, more commonly accepted socializing agents like parents.  In addition to this 

crucial question, more basic questions need to be addressed.  Is there an actual causal link 
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between media consumption and sexuality, so that media consumption causes the behavior, and 

not the other way around?  Are different media choices related to different outcomes?  Does 

identification with a particular racial or cultural group interact with media consumption, which in 

some way impacts sexual behavior?  The evidence on these questions is sketchy at best, and 

requires further investigation of third variables, time-order, and all possible interactions.   

Thus, we are brought back to the necessity for examining the complexity of the 

environment in which adolescents develop into the leaders of tomorrow.  In the end, can it truly 

be any other way? 
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