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Because concern is frequently raised that TV’s abundant yet stereotypical portrayals of sexual rela-
tionships may mislead young viewers, this study examined the effects of both regular viewing habits
and experimental exposure on students’ conceptions about sexual relationships. A multiethnic sample
of 259 undergraduates aged 18–22 was assigned to view a set of clips depicting either 1 of 3 sexual
stereotypes or neutral, nonsexual content. Participants then completed measures assessing their at-
titudes about sexual roles and relationships, their assumptions about the sexual experiences of their
peers, and their regular viewing habits. Both correlational and experimental connections emerged be-
tween TV viewing and students’ sexual attitudes and assumptions. More frequent and more involved
viewing were repeatedly associated with students’ support of the sexual stereotypes surveyed. Simi-
larly, women exposed to clips representing a particular sexual stereotype were more likely to endorse
that notion than were women exposed to nonsexual content. Finally, both experimental exposure and
aspects of regular viewing significantly predicted students’ sexual attitudes and assumptions, even
with demographics and previous sexual experiences controlled.
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INTRODUCTION

A central developmental task throughout late ado-
lescence and emergent adulthood (Arnett, 2000) is es-
tablishing sexual relationships. From first loves to Spring
Break “hook-ups,” youth must learn to negotiate the dy-
namics of the dating arena, making a number of com-
plex decisions concerning the selection of partners, initia-
tion of sexual activities, and protection against pregnancy
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and disease. As outlined in several theoretical models
(e.g., Christopher, 2001; Fishbein and Middlestadt, 1989;
Fisher, 1988), 2 factors believed to play a central role
in these decision-making processes are emergent adults’
attitudes and beliefs about sexual relationships and their
perceptions of peer norms and behavior. These include
perceptions about how sexually active their peers are, gen-
eral beliefs about the dynamics of heterosexual relation-
ships, and assumptions about the norms of masculinity
and femininity. Evidence indicates several significant con-
nections between these beliefs and later sexual decision-
making. For example, greater acceptance of stereotypical
attitudes about gender and about sexual roles is associ-
ated with less effective contraceptive use and an earlier
age of sexual activity (e.g., Fox, 1977; MacCorquodale,
1984; Plecket al., 1993). At the same time, presuming
higher levels of sexual activity of one’s peers is associ-
ated with having more and riskier sexual experiences one-
self (e.g., Pageet al., 2000; Whitaker and Miller, 2000;
Winslow et al., 1992). Thus, beliefs about what is ap-
propriate “feminine” behavior (e.g., “nice girls don’t”),
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appropriate “masculine” behavior (e.g., “real men score”),
and age-appropriate norms (i.e., “everyone is doing it”) ap-
pear to be powerful forces shaping the sexual decisions and
behaviors of emergent adults.

How do youth come to develop these gender-specific
norms and these assumptions about peer sexual behav-
ior? While personal conversations with peers are a likely
contributor (e.g., Andreet al., 1989; DiOrioet al., 1999;
Pistella and Bonati, 1998), it is also believed that television
has assumed a prominent role in “educating” American
youth about sex (Brown and Steele, 1995; Hustonet al.,
1998; Strasburger, 1995). From daytime soap operas to
prime-time situation comedies, television presents count-
less verbal and visual examples of how dating, intimacy,
sex, and relationships are handled. Content analyses con-
sistently indicate that references to sexual issues are abun-
dant on prime-time sit-coms and dramas (e.g., Sapolsky
and Tabarlet, 1991; Ward, 1995), soap operas (e.g.,
Lowry and Towles, 1989; Olson, 1994), and music videos
(e.g., Sherman and Dominick, 1986). An average of 10
instances of sexual behavior appear per hour on soaps
(Greenberg and Busselle, 1996), and 29% of the inter-
actions on prime-time programs popular among youth
contain verbal references to sexual issues (Ward, 1995).
These numbers appear to be increasing, with recent reports
that 65% of prime-time network programs analyzed from
1 week included talk about sexuality (Kunkelet al., 1999).
Thus, television offers abundant material from which
viewers can construct and validate beliefs about sexual
relationships.

However, despite television’s potential for educating
about sexual relationships, the general conclusion is that
the messages it sends about sexuality are distorted, stereo-
typical, and potentially harmful. Formal analyses of TV’s
sexual content consistently reveal that the bulk of sexual
actions occur between characters who are not married to
each other and include little mention of safe sex, contra-
ception, and sexually transmitted diseases (e.g., Kunkel
et al., 1996; Sapolsky and Tabarlet, 1991). In addition,
depictions of courtship and sexual relationships are often
stereotypical, frequently featuring sex-driven males com-
peting with each other for females, who are viewed as sex-
ual objects or conquests (Gow, 1995; Ward, 1995). While
portrayals of healthy male–female relationships and re-
sponsible sexual decision-making are present, they may
be overshadowed by more frequent and more “titillating”
depictions of sex as recreational, superficial, and incon-
sequential. Therefore, the prevalent yet limited nature of
TV’s sexual portrayals has raised concern that heavy view-
ing of these images may lead to stereotypical or casual atti-
tudes toward sexual relationships, distorted expectations,
and irresponsible sexual decision-making.

Evidence suggests that these concerns are warranted.
Although the research in this area has been sparse, cor-
relational analyses link frequent TV viewing with more
liberal sexual attitudes, assumptions, and behavior. First,
greater exposure to sexually oriented genres, such as soap
operas and music videos, has been related to expressing
more liberalattitudesabout sex (e.g., Strouse and Buerkel-
Rothfuss, 1987; Walsh-Childers and Brown, 1993), with
stronger endorsement of dysfunctional beliefs about rela-
tionships (Haferkamp, 1999), and with a greater accep-
tance of sexual harassment (Strouseet al., 1994). Second,
greater exposure to these genres has been linked to view-
ers’assumptionsabout the prevalence of sex and of certain
sexual activities frequently depicted on TV (e.g., Buerkel-
Rothfuss and Strouse, 1993; Carveth and Alexander,
1985). For example, undergraduates who frequently view
soap operas offer higher estimates of the numbers of real
people who divorce or sire illegitimate children than do
less frequent viewers. Finally, heavier consumption of sex-
ually oriented genres has been linked to a greater number
of sexual partners and to an earlier age of 1st intercourse
(Brown and Newcomer, 1991; Strouseet al., 1995; Strouse
and Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1987).

Despite these results, questions remain about the po-
wer and reach of TV’s contribution to sexual socialization.
First, because most existing findings are correlational,
causality has not been firmly established. Indeed, many
dismiss these findings as mere confirmation that viewers
with liberal sexual attitudes and assumptions are drawn
to programming that confirms their beliefs. Moreover, the
handful of experimental studies that do exist have pro-
duced promising yet mixed results. In one study (Calfin
et al., 1993), 151 White undergraduates viewed either a
romantic Amy Grant video, an erotic Madonna video, or
no video, and then completed an 18-item survey about
their sexual attitudes. Differences emerged between these
groups for 8 of the items, with the controls appearing more
“liberal” for some of the items and the experimental groups
appearing more “liberal” for others. Similar findings were
reported by Kalof (1999) who exposed 44 White under-
graduates to either a sexually stereotyped Michael Jackson
music video or to a nonsexual music video. Group differ-
ences emerged for 1 of the 4 dimensions of sexual attitudes
assessed, such that students in the experimental group
were more likely to endorse adversarial sexual beliefs than
were students in the control group. Using a larger expo-
sure and younger sample, Greeson and Williams (1986)
reported that 7th and 10th graders who viewed 9–10 mu-
sic videos were more likely to agree with the statement,
“Premarital sex is okay for teens,” than were students who
had not had this exposure. Finally, exposure to several
sexual scenes drawn from prime-time soaps and dramas
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was found to increase teens’ acceptance of sexual impro-
prieties in one study (Bryant and Rockwell, 1994), but
to have no effects on their beliefs in another (Greenberg
et al., 1993).

Viewing the findings as a whole, it appears as if sig-
nificant group differences in attitudes can be produced by
experimental exposure to sexual content, even from brief,
one-time, video exposure. Results emerge among females
and males, and among high school students and college
students, indicating that undergraduates are neither too
jaded nor too experienced to be affected. Yet the results
are hardly consistent, and null results have emerged within
each study nearly as often, if not more often, than experi-
mental effects. The issue clearly has not been resolved.

A second limitation of the literature is that assess-
ments ofhow TV exposure contributes to sexual social-
ization have focused mainly on the amounts of TV viewed,
following arguments of cultivation theory (Gerbneret al.,
1994). According to this perspective, television’s consis-
tent images and portrayals construct a specific portrait of
reality, and as viewers watch more television, they gradu-
ally come to cultivate or adopt attitudes and expectations
about the real world that coincide with this portrait. The
assumption, then, is that TV has the strongest impact on
the people who watch it the most. Yet I believe that view-
ing amounts are only 1 avenue through which TV’s in-
fluence is manifested. Working from a constructivist per-
spective that highlights the active, sense-making role of
the viewer, I argue that attention is needed on aspects of
viewer participation and involvement that might also steer
media impact. Indeed, evidence indicates that people who
are more active and involved viewers, who identify more
strongly with the portrayals, who view TV with specific
purposes or motives in mind, or who attribute greater real-
ism to the portrayals are more likely to be affected by the
content viewed (Baran, 1976; Dorr, 1986; Harrison, 1997;
Levy and Windahl, 1984; Perse, 1986; Potter, 1986; Rubin,
1994). Because these behaviors may or may not coexist
with frequent viewing, important avenues of TV’s influ-
ence may be overlooked if the sole focus is on viewing
amounts.

A final limitation of the current evidence is the global
conceptualization of sexual messages and attitudes. While
most studies examine links between TV exposure and
viewers’ general attitudes about sexuality (e.g., endorse-
ment of premarital sex), a good portion of TV’s sexual
content is in fact gender-specific, emphasizing different
messages for women than for men about expected sexual
behavior (Ward, 1995). In our society, sex is not just sex.
Instead, a sexual double standard prevails in which sex-
ual dictates, norms, attitudes, and behaviors vary greatly
by gender (Oliver and Hyde, 1993; Schwartz and Rutter,

1998). The dichotomy setup is one of female passivity
and responsibility and male sexual aggressiveness. Young
women are expected to be sexually attractive, but not too
sexually active or assertive. Their goal is to attract a man
and establish a loving relationship. Male sexuality is seen
as natural, urgent, and relentless (Tolman and Higgins,
1996). Young men are expected to be “players,” to “sow
their wild oats,” and to “score” at all costs. However, while
these are the messages about sexuality that dominate both
in the larger culture and on television (Ward, 1995), they
are not the ones typically examined in the literature. Thus,
I believe it is critical to move these gender-specific notions
about sexuality to the forefront of research on media and
sexual socialization. A direct test is needed of whether
TV exposure affects viewers’ endorsement of the partic-
ular themes about sexuality that appear most frequently.

Accordingly, this study sought to expand concep-
tualizations of television’s role as a sexual socializer in
3 specific ways. First, in examiningwhethermedia expo-
sure shapes students’ sexual attitudes and assumptions, it
employs 2 methods, one correlational and the other ex-
perimental, to more fully capture the dynamics involved.
With a correlational approach, it is possible to assess as-
sociations between regular viewing habits and students’
conceptions of sexual relationships. With the experimen-
tal approach, inferences of causality are possible if it can
be demonstrated that students randomly assigned to view
specific sexual content offer stronger endorsement of the
messages conveyed than students assigned to view non-
sexual content. Although the real world implications of
experimental results are sometimes questioned, they can
be informative if perceived within the appropriate context.
Indeed, the expectation was not that this one exposure
would cause viewers to adopt forever these particular atti-
tudes about sexual relationships; instead, the experimental
stimulus was expected to prime existing stereotypical sex-
ual schemas which would serve as a lens through which
subsequent information and experiences would be viewed
(e.g., Higgins and King, 1981; Jo and Berkowitz, 1994).
Thus, following this one exposure, material conveying a
stereotypical approach to sexual roles and relationships
would temporarily seem more acceptable.

An additional benefit of including both methodolo-
gies is that experimental effects can be examined in light of
regular viewing behavior. For experimental stimuli to have
maximum real world implications, participants would
need to be exposed to stimuli they would have chosen
to view on their own. Indeed, if a stimulus has an effect,
but participants would normally not have chosen to expose
themselves to that content, the findings hold little utility.
In consideration of these dynamics, potential experimen-
tal effects were examined among both infrequent viewers
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and among frequent viewers, who were more likely to be
exposed to such content outside the lab.

Second, in testing howregular media exposure af-
fects viewers, I considered the contributions of both view-
ing amount and viewer involvement. In keeping with pre-
vious findings, assessments of viewing amount focused
on sexually oriented genres, namely prime-time come-
dies and dramas, soap operas, and music videos. Drawing
from premises of cultivation theory, it was expected that
more frequent viewing of these genres would be associ-
ated with more stereotypical attitudes about sexuality. In
assessing contributions of viewer involvement, emphasis
was placed on the following 3 components: level of ac-
tive viewing, identification with popular characters, and
viewing motivations. Following premises of several con-
structivist approaches (e.g., uses and gratifications theory;
Rubin, 1994), it was expected that these factors would also
correlate positively with students’ stereotypical attitudes
about sexual relationships.

Finally, the impact of media exposure was assessed
on several dimensions of students’ sexual beliefs, includ-
ing their general views about sexual relationships, their
attitudes about gender-specific sexual roles, and their as-
sumptions about the sexual experiences of their peers. Se-
lected for examination were the following 3 themes about
sexual relationships reported to occur most frequently on
prime-time programs popular among youth (Ward, 1995):
(1) dating is a game or recreational sport; (2) women are
sexual objects whose value is based on their physical ap-
pearance; and (3) men are sex-driven creatures who have
trouble being faithful. Media exposure was expected to be
associated both with stronger endorsement of these sex-
ual stereotypes and with higher expectations of peer sexual
activity (i.e., a stronger sense that “everyone is doing it”).
Attempts also were made to consider the mediating role
of various demographic variables, especially ethnic group
membership, which has been associated both with media
behaviors (e.g., Blosser, 1988; Greenberg, 1993) and with
sexual outcomes (e.g., Day, 1992; Scott-Jones and White,
1990; Ward and Wyatt, 1994). 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 “su-
per peer,” television helps define students’ romantic and
sexual ideals and serves as a template of how relationships
could and should be.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 269 undergraduates (64% female)
aged 18–22 (M = 20.3 years) who agreed to participate

without knowledge of the topic as part of their Intro-
duction to Psychology or Introduction to Developmental
Psychology course experience. Students’ responses to an
open-ended question about their ethnic background re-
vealed that 68% were White/European American, 15%
were Asian American or Middle Eastern, 10% were
African American, and 6% were Latino/a.

In terms of their family backgrounds, 88% of the
participants had been raised by a mother and a father (or
by 2 grandparents), and 12% by a single parent. Infor-
mation about parental education was obtained as a proxy
for socioeconomic status. Data indicate that participants’
parents were quite well-educated, with fathers averaging
17.0 years of schooling, and mothers averaging 16.0 years.
Although this college sample was not representative of all
emerging adults, it was an excellent population among
which to study emergent sexuality because previous re-
ports had indicated that 37% of this subject pool were
virgins and 29% had had only 1 sexual relationship (Ward
and Rivadeneyra, 1999). Thus, this sample was expected
to offer a nice mix of youth just beginning their sexual
journeys and of others further along the way.

Measures

Stimulus Clips

The goal for the experimental component of the study
was to compare the sexual attitudes of students exposed
to nonsexual content to those of students exposed to sex-
ual content featuring either dating as a game, women as
sexual objects, or men as sex-driven creatures. To reach
this end, stimulus clips were needed, depicting each of the
3 sexual stereotypes, as well as clips depicting nonsexual
interactions. Individual clips were chosen from an archive
of videotapes of popular sit-coms and dramas recorded in
the 1992–93, 1995–96, and 1998–99 broadcast seasons.
Material from popular sit-coms and dramas (e.g.,Friends,
Seinfeld, Ally McBeal) was selected to maximize exter-
nal validity. A team of research assistants first screened
dozens of TV episodes, marking examples of the focal
sexual themes. All possible examples were then extracted
and evaluated by members of the research team. Top candi-
dates were then rated by an outside, 7-person, multiethnic
panel of male and female graduate students. Panel mem-
bers were asked to rate each of the 18 clips presented for
the presence of any of the 3 sexual stereotypes under study.
Clips were rated on a 7-point scale, anchored by 0 (not at
all present) and 6 (strongly present). A clip was chosen
as an appropriate representative of that theme if its mean
rating fell at 3.0 (somewhat) or higher. This criterion was
met for each of the 12 sexual clips. Mean ratings across the
4 clips for each sexual stereotype were as follows: (a) men
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are sex-driven – mean clip rating= 4.61; (b) dating is a
game – mean clip rating= 4.79; (c) women are sexual ob-
jects – mean clip rating= 5.71. The mean rating for each
of the 6 neutral clips fell at or close to 0, indicating that
no evidence was detected of any of the sexual stereotypes
under study.

Resulting from this search and evaluation were 4 clips
depicting men as sex-driven creatures, 4 clips depicting
dating as a game or recreational sport, 4 clips depicting
women as sexual objects, and 6 neutral clips featuring non-
sexual interactions between friends, siblings, or cowork-
ers. Each clip was approximately 2–5 min in length. A
6-clip stimulus tape was then produced for each experi-
mental condition by inserting 2 selected nonsexual scenes
in with the 4 sexual scenes. The 6 nonsexual scenes served
as the stimulus for the control condition.

Television Viewing Behaviors

Two dimensions of television use were examined:
viewing amounts and viewer involvement. To assess view-
ing amounts, participants were asked about their viewing
of prime-time comedies and dramas, daytime soap operas,
and music videos. These particular genres were selected
above other formats (e.g., news programming, sports) be-
cause of their emphasis on sexual relationships, and be-
cause of their inclusion of recurring characters or perform-
ers with whom viewers could potentially identify.

To measure viewing of prime-time sit-coms and dra-
mas, a list was compiled of all network comedies and
dramas that had aired regularly (at least 4 times) on 1 of
the 6 major networks (ABC, CBS, NBC, Fox, UPN, and
WB) over the past 6 weeks. Although students sample
from many channels, the focus here was on the 6 major
networks because these still attract the bulk of TV viewers
(e.g., Bauder, 1998) and present the majority of fictional
programs with recurring characters. Using a 5-point scale
anchored by 0 (never/not this season) and 4 (every week),
participants indicated how often they had viewed each of
the 98 programs listed over the past 6 weeks. A similar
paradigm was used to assess frequency of viewing soap
operas. A list was provided of the 11 daytime soaps cur-
rently airing in that market, and participants were asked
to indicate how frequently they viewed each one using
5 markers ranging from never/not this season to once a
day/almost every day. Average monthly viewing amounts
were then calculated for each genre on the basis of the
frequencies with which each program was viewed and the
length of the program.

Frequency of viewing music videos was assessed
via 5 questions examining the number of hours partic-
ipants watch music videos during the week (morning,
afternoon, and evening), on Saturday, and on Sunday.

Weekly totals were calculated based on extrapolations
from these data.

The 2nd group of measures assessed participants’
general involvement in TV viewing. One measure ex-
amined students’ motivations for watching TV, focusing
on the following 2 dimensions: viewing for learning and
viewing for entertainment. Participants were asked to rate
each of 22 possible motivations for watching television
comedies and dramas by using a 6-point scale that ranged
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Individ-
ual motives had been extracted from previous research
(Carveth and Alexander, 1985; Rubin, 1984; Sun and Lull,
1986), and included the following: “because they help me
learn about myself and about others,” “to help me under-
stand the world,” “because it’s something fun to do with
my friends,” and “because they are exciting to watch.”
Ratings of agreement with the 11 learning motives were
averaged to produce 1 Learning Motive score for each par-
ticipant. Ratings of agreement with the 11 entertainment
motives were averaged to produce 1 Entertainment Motive
score for each person.

As a 2nd measure of viewer involvement, the Ward
Active Viewing Measure (Ward and Rivadeneyra, 1999)
was used to assess how active or passive each partici-
pant is as a television viewer. This is a 24-item instru-
ment (α = 0.91) that was created to examine the fol-
lowing 3 types of facilitative activity frequently outlined
in the literature (Levy, 1983; Levy and Windahl, 1984;
Rubin and Perse, 1987): selectivity in seeking specific TV
programming, involvement during exposure, and postex-
posure use. Sample statements read as follows: “I often
plan my day around the TV shows I like to watch,” “I often
try to guess what will happen next or how an episode will
end,” and “I frequently talk to others about what I have
recently seen on TV.” Agreement with each statement was
rated using a 6-point scale that ranged from “not at all like
me” to “very much like me.” A mean Active Viewing score
was calculated for each participant across the 24 items.

The final viewer involvement measure examined stu-
dents’ identification with each of 28 popular male and fe-
male TV characters. A list of 14 popular female characters
(e.g., Rachel fromFriends) and 14 popular male characters
(e.g., John Carter fromER) was compiled based on Nielsen
ratings of top programs and on undergraduates’ viewing
habits reported in pilot research. Participants were asked
to rate the extent to which they identify with each character
by using the following 4 markers: 1 – do notidentify with
at all; 2 – do notidentify with; 3 – identify; 4 – strongly
identify. The option was also given to respond N/A for
any character with whom the participant was not familiar.
Mean Female ID and Male ID scores were then calculated
for each participant, taking into account both their ratings
and the number of characters they had evaluated.
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Sexual Outcome Measures

Six sexual outcome variables were included to as-
sess both students’ attitudes about sexual relationships and
their perceptions of their peers’ sexual activities.

Attitudes About Sexuality.Participants’ attitudes
about dating, sexual roles, and romantic relationships
were assessed using a revised version of the Attitudes
Toward Dating and Relationships Measure (Ward and
Rivadeneyra, 1999). This measure was especially appro-
priate because it had been created specifically to reflect
themes about sexuality common both in the larger cul-
ture and on television. For this measure students were
asked to rate their level of agreement with each of 36
statements reflecting the following 4 themes: dating is a
game or recreational sport; men are sex-driven creatures;
women are sexual objects; and sexual relationships center
around religious dictates and traditional courtship norms.
Responses were made using a 6-point scale that ranged
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

Reliability analyses for this measure and its 4 sub-
scales were conducted using a separate sample of 237 un-
dergraduates. An alpha was first obtained for each subscale
as initially conceptualized. Initial alphas ranged from 0.66
to 0.76. Confirmatory factor analyses were then run to en-
sure that items for each subscale did indeed load together
as 1 factor. Items that failed to load on the main factor
(i.e., loaded at 0.39 or lower) or that cross-loaded on a
different factor were removed. Resulting were the follow-
ing scales: dating is a game – 5 items,α = 0.59; men are
sex-driven creatures – 7 items,α = 0.71; women are sex
objects – 8 items,α = 0.76; and traditional courtship
norms – 5 items,α = 0.69. Because the subscale repre-
senting traditional courtship norms was not a focus of
this study, it was not included in any analyses. Examples
of statements representing the 3 focal stereotypes are in-
cluded in the Appendix.

Attitudes About Gender Roles.To assess participants’
general attitudes about the roles and appropriate behav-
iors of women and men, the Attitudes Toward Women
Scale for Adolescents was used (Galamboset al., 1985).
Respondents rated their level of agreement with each of
12 statements by using a 4-point scale. Sample statements
include “Swearing is worse for a girl than for a boy,” and
“Boys are better leaders than girls.” Scores were summed
across the 12 items to yield a total score ranging from 12 to
48, with higher scores reflecting more traditional attitudes
toward gender. The authors report alphas levels of 0.78
and 0.72 for males and females in grades 6–12, which are
comparable to the coefficients of 0.80 and 0.79 obtained
among undergraduates tested in a previous study (Ward
and Rivadeneyra, 1999).

Perceptions of Peers’ Sexual Experiences.To assess
participants’ assumptions about the level of sexual activity
among their peers, respondents were asked to estimate the
percentage of males and the percentage of females who
had engaged in each of 12 risk-related or recreational sex-
ual behaviors (e.g., “have had sex on the first date,” “have
had more than 10 sexual partners”). These behaviors had
been selected from general literature on sexual risks (e.g.,
Metzleret al., 1992). For each behavior, participants were
asked to circle a number from 0 to 10 that reflected their
sense of the number of males or the number of females out
of every 10 who had engaged in that behavior by age 18.
Two scores were extracted from this measure. One score
reflected the sum of the 12 estimates for male peers, and
the other reflected the sum of the 12 estimates for fe-
male peers. Each score served as an overview of the level
of recreational and risk-related sexual experience partici-
pants presumed of their peers.

To obtain general information about participants’
own levels of experience with sexual relationships, the
following question was asked: “How would you describe
your current level of experience with dating and sexual
relationships?” Responses were placed on an 11-point
scale that included the following markers: just starting out
(0 and 1), some dating (2 and 3), one sexual relationship
(4 and 5), and have had several sexual relationships (6–10).

Procedure

Students participated either in groups of 25–30 dur-
ing a portion of their class discussion sections or in small
groups of 8–10 as part of their experiential requirement
for Introduction to Psychology. Each group was randomly
assigned to 1 of the 3 experimental conditions or to the con-
trol condition until all groups had been tested. Differences
in class sizes lead to differences in cell sizes. Each group
was first introduced to the study by a standard protocol
that was read verbatim and indicated that the experiment
examined people’s perceptions of social relationships as
portrayed on TV and in real life. Questionnaire packets
were then distributed, and each group was shown a set of
6 clips. In keeping with the premise of the study, students
were asked to rate each clip as it aired on the following
3 dimensions: (1) “How entertaining or funny is this clip?”
(2) “How realistic do you believe the actions are?” (3) “To
what extent can you identify with the characters?” Partic-
ipants were also asked to indicate if they had seen the clip
or particular episode before or had participated in a similar
study. After viewing and evaluating the clips, participants
completed the battery of outcome measures that assessed
their attitudes about dating and sexual relationships, their
assumptions about the level of sexual activity among their
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peers, and their endorsement of traditional gender role at-
titudes. Finally, participants responded to measures exam-
ining their regular media exposure and their demographic
backgrounds. Students were then thanked for their partic-
ipation and either dismissed from the small group or led
in class discussion as usual. Each session lasted approxi-
mately 45 min.

RESULTS

Descriptives and Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics for the key independent and de-
pendent variables are provided in Table I. Because sex dif-
ferences are often reported in both adolescent media use
and sexual attitudes (e.g., Greenberget al., 1993; Ward
and Rivadeneyra, 1999), means are reported both for the
whole sample and for each sex, and all analyses are con-
ducted separately by sex.

For this college sample, viewing habits varied widely.
Although students reported watching prime-time sit-coms
and dramas for an average of only 18 h a month, this fig-
ure ranged from 0 (2% of the sample) to 87 h. Time spent
watching music videos was also quite variable, ranging
from 0 (26% of the sample) to 40 h a week (2% of the
sample), with a mean of 9 h. However, as this was a weekly
count, the monthly mean of 36 h indicates that music
video exposure is a substantial portion of undergraduates’
media use.

For the sexuality variables, students’ agreement with
each of the 3 sexual stereotypes was typically quite low.

Table I. Descriptives of Central Independent and Dependent Variables

Sample mean Standard deviation Female mean Male mean Sex difference

Viewing habits
Prime hours/month 17.92 12.91 18.75 16.46 ns
Soap hours/month 5.35 9.05 7.54 1.53 F = 30.46∗∗∗
Music video hours/week 9.02 10.49 7.69 11.33 F = 7.71∗∗
Total hours/month 59.33 50.86 57.04 63.33 ns
Active viewing 3.08 0.81 3.17 2.92 F = 5.74∗
Learning motive 2.41 0.94 2.38 2.45 ns
Entertainment motive 4.01 0.81 4.06 3.91 ns
ID with female TV characters 1.86 0.93 2.18 1.29 F = 73.25∗∗∗
ID with male TV characters 2.02 0.86 1.90 2.23 F = 9.01∗

Sexuality variables
Traditional gender role attitudes 19.10 5.02 16.82 23.07 F = 150.54∗∗∗
Females are sex objects 2.77 0.78 2.46 3.32 F = 102.81∗∗∗
Males are sex-driven 2.84 0.78 2.62 3.23 F = 44.32∗∗∗
Dating is a game/recreation 2.43 0.81 2.21 2.84 F = 40.66∗∗∗
Presumed sexual experience of female peers 38.11 13.55 38.70 37.09 ns
Presumed sexual experience of male peers 50.20 15.19 51.98 47.13F = 6.44∗
Own sexual experience 4.97 2.33 4.88 5.12 ns

∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

On the 1–6 scale provided in which a 6 represented strong
agreement, none of the 3 means surpassed 3.0. For the
background variable representing level of personal sexual
experience, the mean of 4.97 suggests that on average,
students have had only 1 sexual relationship. However,
the 32% of students reporting scores of 0, 1, 2, or 3 have
had none.

As expected, significant sex differences emerged for
a number of the media and sexuality variables (see Table I).
While women watched soap operas more often than men
did, men watched more hours of music videos. Women
were also more active viewers and identified more strongly
with popular female characters; men identified more
strongly with popular male characters. Men and women
also differed in their sexual attitudes and assumptions.
In comparison to men, women were less traditional in
their gender role attitudes, less supportive of the 3 sexual
stereotypes, and assumed more sexual experience of their
male peers. The sexes didnot differ, however, in their
levels of personal experience with dating and sexual
relationships.

The second series of preliminary analyses examined
zero-order correlations between the background variables
and the sexual outcome variables. Results are reported
by sex and are summarized in Table II. For the female
participants, ethnic group membership was the most fre-
quent correlate of their sexual attitudes and perceptions,
but not in a coherent way. Being Asian correlated with
stronger agreement that women are sex objects, while be-
ing Latina correlated with greater acceptance of dating
as a game. Being Asian was also associated withlower
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Table II. Zero-Order Correlations Between Background Variables and Sexual Outcome Variables

Age Asian Black Latina MomEd DadEd SPFam Sex. Exp.

Females (n = 166–169)
Traditional gender

role attitudes
Men are sex-driven
Women are sex objects 0.19∗
Dating is a game 0.18∗ 0.25∗∗∗
Presumed sexual experience 0.24∗ −0.19∗

of Male peers
Presumed sexual experience −0.16∗ 0.24∗ −0.15∗

of Female peers
Males (n = 96–98)

Traditional gender
role attitudes

Men are sex-driven −0.20∗ 0.38∗∗∗
Women are sex objects −0.24∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.22∗ 0.31∗∗
Dating is a game −0.21∗ 0.28∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗
Presumed sexual experience 0.21∗ 0.41∗∗∗

of Male peers
Presumed sexual experience 0.28∗∗ −0.19† 0.36∗∗∗

of Female peers

Note.MomEd – Mom’s Education; DadEd – Dad’s Education; SPFam – Single-parent family; Sex. Exp. – Sexual experience.
∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001;† p < 0.06.

expectations of the level of sexual experience of female
peers; being Black was associated withhigher expecta-
tions about peers’ sexual experiences. A more consistent
set of relationships emerged among the male participants.
Here, being younger, Black, and more sexually experi-
enced were each associated with stronger endorsement of
the 3 sexual stereotypes. Moreover, Black men and males
with more sexual experience also assumed higher levels
of experience of their peers.

A final group of preliminary analyses tested the equal-
ity of the stimuli across conditions. Of chief concern was
whether differences existed by condition in how entertain-
ing the clips were perceived to be, or in participants’ previ-
ous exposure to those episodes or to a similar experiment.
Analyses of variance revealed no differences by condition
in the entertainment value of the clips,F(3, 268)= 1.11,
p = 0.34, nor in students’ previous participation in a re-
lated experiment,F(3, 267)= 1.29, p = 0.27. However,
prior clip exposure did vary by condition,F(3, 268),=
7.55, p < 0.000, such that clips in the control and in the
“men are sex-driven” conditions were more likely to have
been seen before. As a result, the clip exposure variable
was entered as a control in later analyses.

Testing of the Main Research Questions

One goal of this study was to confirm that regular
viewing exposure and involvement are both associated

with viewers’ attitudes and perceptions about sexual re-
lationships. Correlational analyses were run examining
associations between the 4 viewing amount variables, the
5 viewer involvement variables, and the 6 sexual outcome
variables. Separate analyses were run for each sex, with
exposure to the experimental primes controlled. Results
are summarized in Table III.

Among the female participants, several positive cor-
relations emerged, each indicating that greater media ex-
posure and media involvement were associated with stron-
ger endorsement of the sexual stereotypes tested or with
higher expectations concerning peer sexual experiences.
Indeed, 32 of the 54 correlations run were statistically sig-
nificant. Most consistent were results examining women’s
endorsement of the 3 sexual stereotypes: females are sex
objects, males are sex-driven, and dating is a game. For
each theme, women who viewed more hours of music
videos and prime-time programming, who watched TV
intently either for entertainment or for learning purposes,
and who identified more strongly with TV’s popular fe-
male characters were also more likely to support these
notions about sexual relationships. While the correlations
hover around the small-to-moderate range of 0.16–0.32,
their strength comes in their consistency.

Similar trends emerged among the male participants,
although not quite as regularly. For men, viewing amounts
appeared to be a stronger force than viewer involvement,
with much of the contribution carried by music video
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Table III. Partial Correlations Between Media Exposure and Media Involvement Variables and Sexual Outcomes (Controlling for Experimental
Exposure)

Traditional gender Females are Males are Presumed sex. exp. Presumed sex. exp.
role attitudes sex objects sex driven Dating is a game of male peers of female peers

Females (n = 157–168)
Prime time hours 0.16∗ 0.22∗∗ 0.22∗∗ 0.16∗
Soap opera hours 0.26∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗∗
Music video hours 0.25∗∗∗ 0.16∗ 0.19∗∗ 0.18∗
Total viewing hours 0.16∗ 0.28∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗ 0.17∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.21∗∗
Active viewing 0.17∗
Entertainment motive 0.26∗∗∗ 0.32∗∗∗ 0.28∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.19∗ 0.20∗∗
Learning motive 0.27∗∗ 0.24∗∗ 0.21∗∗ 0.18∗ 0.16∗
ID with TV females 0.25∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗
ID with TV males 0.16∗

Males (n = 88–95)
Prime time hours 0.22∗ 0.22∗
Soap opera hours 0.21∗
Music video hours 0.22∗ 0.23∗ 0.185† 0.34∗∗∗ 0.36∗∗ 0.21∗
Total viewing hours 0.22∗ 0.25∗ 0.32∗∗∗ 0.38∗∗∗
Active viewing 0.31∗∗
Entertainment motive
Learning motive 0.27∗∗
ID with TV females
ID with TV males

∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001;† p < 0.075 (used for males only).

consumption. Here, the more hours of music videos men
watched, the more strongly they endorsed each of the gen-
der and sexual stereotypes examined. Frequent viewing
among males was also associated with higher expecta-
tions of the level of sexual experience of their peers, and
of male peers, especially.

A central goal of this study was to assess whether
viewing certain sexual stereotypes affects viewers’ sub-
sequent acceptance of those stereotypes, and whether this
relationship varies based on participants’ regular viewing
habits. In other words, would students in the experimen-
tal groups be more inclined than students in the control
group to endorse the sexual stereotypes presented? Would
this effect exist for both frequent and infrequent viewers?
To answer these questions, a set of 2× 2 analyses of co-
variance was run comparing endorsement of the sexual
stereotypes across Viewing Condition and across Prime-
Time Viewing Amounts segmented into Low, Moderate,
and High.3 Number of stimulus clips/episodes seen pre-
viously served as a covariate in each analysis. Separate
analyses were run for each sex; results are presented in
Table IV. Because no interaction terms were significant,
only means for the main effects are reported.

3“Low” viewers watched 0–9.5 h of prime-time sit-coms and dramas
per month (29.7% of the sample); “Moderate” viewers watched 10–
21.5 h/month (37.5%); “High” viewers watched≥22 h/month (32.7%).

The results are quite striking. For each of the 3 sexual
stereotypes examined, female participants in the experi-
mental group offered significantly stronger endorsement
of the stereotype than did females in the control group. At
the same time, women who normally view high amounts
of prime-time sit-coms and dramas offered significantly
stronger endorsement of the stereotypes than did women
who view low amounts. These factors did not interact,
indicating that the effects of the experimental exposure
worked equally for all women, regardless of their normal
viewing amounts. Male participants, however, seemed un-
affected by viewing these clips. Endorsement of the sexual
stereotypes was equally strong among men in the exper-
imental and control groups, and among men who view
low and high amounts of prime-time programming. Thus,
exposure to TV’s sexual stereotypes does appear to affect
viewers’ acceptance of those stereotypes, but only among
women.

As a final test of connections between media use
and students’ sexual attitudes and assumptions, regres-
sion analyses were run in which the background and me-
dia variables were examined simultaneously as predic-
tors of the sexual outcome variables. A separate analysis
was conducted for each of the 4 sexual attitude variables
and the 2 peer norm variables. Included in each equation
were any of the 8 demographic background variables and
any of the 8 media use variables (excludingtotal hours



P1: GMX

Journal of Youth and Adolescence PP334-joyo-364602 December 27, 2001 12:18 Style file version July 26, 1999

10 Ward

Table IV. Comparison of Participants’ Endorsements of Specific Sexual Themes by Viewing Condition and by Regular Viewing Amounts

Females Males

Sexual theme Experimental Control Low Moderate High Experimental Control Low Moderate High

1. Men are sex-driven and 2.70 (51) 2.40 (34) 2.36 (16) 2.37 (32) 2.86 (37) 3.12 (19) 3.33 (24) 3.33 (14) 3.28 (17) 3.07 (12)
have trouble F = 3.82, p = 0.01∗∗ F = 3.90, p = 0.024∗ F = 0.35, p > 0.5 F = 0.99, p = 0.38
being faithful

2. Dating is a game or 2.38 (54) 1.89 (34) 1.96 (23) 2.25 (34) 3.30 (31) 2.92 (32) 2.79 (24) 2.77 (23) 2.99 (17) 2.86 (16)
recreational sport F = 10.80, p = 0.001∗∗ F = 2.99, p = 0.056† F = 0.61, p = 0.43 F = 0.15, p > 0.5

3. Women are sexual 2.42 (32) 2.20 (34) 1.80 (16) 2.52 (31) 2.40 (19) 3.34 (23) 3.39 (24) 3.23 (18) 3.49 (16) 3.42 (13)
objects F = 4.23, p = 0.04∗ F = 9.76, p = 0.000∗∗ F = 0.01, p > 0.5 F = 0.30, p > 0.5

Note. Attitudes were measured on a 6-point scale, with higher scores indicating stronger endorsement of that theme. Numbers in parentheses following
each mean represent the cell size. All analyses controlled for the number of clips/episodes seen previously.
∗ p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗ p ≤ 0.01; † p ≤ 0.06.

because of concern for multicollinearity) that had corre-
lated with that sexual outcome variable at the 0.06 level
or stronger (as indicated in Tables II and III). A variable
representing membership in any of the 3 experimental
conditions was also included in each equation to exam-
ine contributions of the media prime.4 Separate equations
were designed for each sex. Thus, with these analyses,
the central question read as follows: Which is a stronger
predictor of students’ current attitudes and assumptions
about sexual relationships: their immediate exposure to
those messages, their regular media usage, or something
in their general background (i.e., demographics or sexual
experience)?5

Results summarized in Tables V and VI indicate
that each equation tested was statistically significant, with
the predictors accounting for 8.3–26.1% of the variance.
Again, the nature of the relationships varied by gender.
Among women, the 2 factors that most consistently pre-
dicted their acceptance of the sexual stereotypes were
a stronger usage of TV for entertainment and exposure
to a stereotype prime. Ethnic group membership played
a slight role, as did women’s own level of experience

4Because the sexual stereotypes presented across the 3 experimental
conditions were highly related both conceptually and in participants’
own minds (with correlations ranging from 0.45 to 0.60 for women and
0.60 to 0.67 for men), exposure to any one could potentially trigger
thoughts about the others. In consideration of this possibility, the media
prime variable used in these analyses examined exposure to any of the
3 experimental themes.

5Although interactions between Viewing Condition and Prime-Time
Viewing Amounts were not significant in the ANOVAs, an interac-
tion term was initially included in the regression analyses to continue
to examine whether the media prime affects all groups equally. How-
ever, the interaction term never emerged as a significant predictor and
was subsequently dropped from each equation.

with dating and sexual relationships. Surprisingly, regular
viewing amounts contributed little, with results indicating
only that watching more hours of music videos predicted
stronger agreement that women are sexual objects.

A different set of variables predicted women’s as-
sumptions about the sexual experiences of their peers.
Here, experimental exposure and entertainment motives
were irrelevant. Instead, demographic factors and regu-
lar soap opera viewing figured prominently. Concerning
women’s beliefs about their female peers, being Asian
and from a single-parent family predicted lower expecta-
tions, while being Black or a frequent soap opera viewer
predicted higher expectations. In estimating the level of
sexual experience of their male peers, having a more ed-
ucated father predicted lower numbers and frequent soap
opera viewing predicted higher numbers.

Among the male participants (see Table VI), the most
consistent predictor of their sexual attitudes was their level
of experience with sexual relationships. Here, having more
personal experience in this arena predicted greater en-
dorsement of each of the 3 sexual stereotypes. At the same
time, frequent viewing of music videos predicted stronger
endorsement of traditional gender role norms and of dat-
ing as a game/sport. No consistent patterns were apparent
for the remaining results. However, while experimental
exposure appeared earlier to have no impact on men’s atti-
tudes, here it was a notable contributor to their acceptance
of dating as a game.

The final two equations examined factors predicting
men’s assumptions about the sexual experiences of their
peers. Contributing most to men’s beliefs that their male
peers are sexually experienced were greater levels of per-
sonal experience in the dating arena, exposure to any of
the stereotypical primes, and music video viewing. Fac-
tors contributing most to men’s beliefs about the sexual
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Table V. Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analyses Examining Contributions of Demographics, Media Use, and Experimental Exposure to
Women’s Sexual Attitudes and Expectations (Unstandardized and Standardized Regression Coefficients Reported)

Attitudes about sexual relationships Assumptions about peer experiences

Gender roles Males are sex-driven Females are sex objects Dating is a game Female peers Male peers

Age
Asian 0.31 0.18∗ −5.52 −0.15∗
Black 10.31 0.22∗∗ 7.55 0.13
Latino/a 0.55 0.18∗
Mother’s education
Father’s education −0.82 −0.15†

Single-parent family −6.39 −0.16∗
Sexual experience 0.05 0.16∗

Prime hours 0.01 0.05 0.00 0.05 −0.00 −0.01 −0.00 −0.01
Soap hours 0.28 0.21∗∗ 0.31 0.20∗
Music video hours 0.00 0.07 0.01 0.15∗ 0.06 0.04 0.11 0.07
Active viewing −0.04 −0.06
Entertainment motive 0.68 0.15† 0.15 0.18∗ 0.18 0.25∗∗ 0.19 0.21∗ 1.89 0.11 2.25 0.12
Learning motive 0.77 0.20∗ 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.06 0.84 0.06
ID with TV females 0.14 0.13 0.08 0.08 0.07 0.07
ID with TV males −0.02 −0.02
Exptl. exposure −0.77 −0.09 0.29 0.17∗ 0.33 0.22∗∗ 0.32 0.18∗ 1.69 0.05 0.45 0.01

AdjustedR2 0.083 0.091 0.179 0.155 0.160 0.121
F 4.675 3.266 5.33 5.159 4.773 4.579
Significance 0.001 0.003 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; † p < 0.08.

Table VI. Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analyses Examining Contributions of Demographics, Media Use, and Experimental Exposure to
Men’s Sexual Attitudes and Expectations (Unstandardized and Standardized Regression Coefficients Reported)

Attitudes about sexual relationships Assumptions about peer experiences

Gender roles Males are sex-driven Females are sex objects Dating is a game Female peers Male peers

Age −0.01 −0.18∗ −0.01 −0.15 −0.01 −0.11
Asian
Black 0.20 0.09 0.34 0.14 9.93 0.22∗ 3.90 0.08
Latino/a
Mother’s education −1.23 −0.22∗
Father’s education 0.05 0.20∗
Single-parent family
Sexual experience 0.11 0.36∗∗∗ 0.06 0.23∗ 0.10 0.33∗∗∗ 1.60 0.24∗ 2.23 0.37∗∗

Prime hours 0.01 0.15 0.04 0.03
Soap hours 0.55 0.17†

Music video hours 0.10 0.25∗ −0.00 −0.01 0.01 0.21∗ 0.09 0.08 0.28 0.22∗
Active viewing 0.26 0.27∗∗
Entertainment motive
Learning motive 1.10 0.23∗
ID with TV females
ID with TV malss
Exptl. exposure 0.36 0.03 −0.03 −0.03 0.10 0.06 0.29 0.17† 7.96 0.25∗∗ 7.07 0.20∗

AdjustedR2 0.104 0.156 0.216 0.225 0.213 0.261
F 4.519 6.935 4.030 6.509 6.106 6.607
Significance 0.005 0.0003 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

∗ p < 0.05; ∗∗ p < 0.01; ∗∗∗ p < 0.001;† p < 0.08.
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experiences of their female peers were more personal ex-
perience with sexual relationships, exposure to a stereo-
typical prime, being an African American, and having a
less educated mother.

DISCUSSION

The goal of this study was to seek experimental and
correlational confirmation of television’s influence on stu-
dents’ attitudes and assumptions about sexual relation-
ships. Both viewing amount and viewer involvement were
examined for their contributions to several forms of stu-
dents’ sexual conceptions. A number of significant rela-
tions emerged, each indicating positive associations be-
tween media exposure and students’ beliefs about sexual
relationships.

Confirming earlier findings (e.g., Ward and
Rivadeneyra, 1999), both heavier TV exposure and deeper
viewer involvement were consistently correlated with atti-
tudes that sexual relationships are recreationally oriented,
that men are sex-driven, and that women are sexual ob-
jects. These are the messages about sexuality reported
to occur most frequently on TV (Ward, 1995), and these
stereotypes were less likely to be rejected by heavier and
more involved viewers, especially young women. At the
same time, more frequent TV exposure contributed to
greater expectations of peer sexual experience, lending
support to the notion that “everyone is doing it.”

Extending the power of these correlational findings
are experimental outcomes that suggest much of the same.
When exposed to several entertaining clips that featured
these sexual stereotypes, female students later offered
stronger endorsement of these themes than did women ex-
posed to equally entertaining but nonsexual clips. Regard-
less of their regular viewing amounts, women’s beliefs
about relationships appeared to be shaped by exposure
to these stereotypical portrayals. Experimental exposure
continued to make a strong contribution to women’s at-
titudes in regression analyses that also included contri-
butions from demographics, regular viewing habits, and
existing sexual experiences. Thus, while correlational
findings are sometimes devalued because causal linkages
are ambiguous, experimental evidence that reports the
same outcome is harder to dismiss. While the effects pro-
duced by this 1 exposure are likely to be short-lived, they
are also likely to be repeated because the stimuli that pro-
duced them were drawn from programming frequently
viewed by college students (e.g.,Friends, Seinfeld). With
each activation, that particular schema or way of viewing
the world grows stronger, more accessible, and more valid.

Indeed, several dimensions of women’s and men’s
regular media use predicted their support of these stereo-
types, suggesting that this is not simply a laboratory phe-
nomenon. Figuring most prominently for women was their
intentional viewing of comedies and dramas for entertain-
ment purposes, which predicted women’s support of each
of the 3 sexual stereotypes. It is possible, then, that women
who watch these genres to be entertained may also do so
less critically and consciously, soaking in the amusing
messages without critiquing them. Frequent viewing of
music videos also figured prominently. Among women,
it predicted stronger endorsement that females are sexual
objects; among men, it predicted endorsing more tradi-
tional attitudes about gender roles, viewing dating as a
recreational sport, and presuming greater sexual experi-
ence of their male peers. Indeed, this genre appears to
be a particularly potent force in shaping the sexual be-
liefs of young men, who watched an average of 45 h of
music videos each month, 15 more hours than women.
Overall, these findings illustrate that television’s role in
shaping viewers’ beliefs about sexuality is neither simple
nor direct, and instead appears to vary by the sex of the
participant, and by the sexual outcome and form of media
use under consideration.

Media use, however, was only 1 contributor; also
playing a role were students’ preexisting levels of ex-
perience with sexual relationships. Results indicated that
having more personal experience in this arena predicted
stronger acceptance of the sexual stereotypes studied, es-
pecially among men. While it is typically assumed that
the sexually inexperienced male would be most likely to
accept these stereotypes, it appears that young men with
“experience” are the ones more likely to endorse them.
It is unclear, however, if relationship experience strength-
ens the stereotypes, or if men who endorse the stereotypes
more actively seek out relationship experiences. Indeed,
if one agrees that men are sex-driven, women are sexual
objects, and dating is a recreational sport, then living by
these rules and assertively seeking out sexual relationships
follows logically.

One intriguing pattern to address is the sex differ-
ences in the findings, with fewer and weaker connections
emerging among men for both the correlational analyses
and the experimental outcomes. Sample size may be part
of the issue, given that several of the men’s experimental
cells were half the size of women’s. However, other factors
may have contributed to this gender gap. For example, be-
cause men were more likely than women to endorse each
of the 3 sexual stereotypes, it may have been difficult to
produce stronger agreement with statements that were al-
ready supported. Indeed, men’s means were consistently
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higher than women’s, and even women exposed to the ex-
perimental primes never reached the levels of agreement
reported by the control males. It may also be an issue
of genre. Frequency of viewing prime-time programs and
exposure to clips drawn from prime-time programming
were minimally associated with men’s sexual attitudes
here, confirming earlier findings (Ward and Rivadeneyra,
1999). However, it may not be thatTV affects men less
than women, but that the particular genres selected for ex-
amination hold less influence with men than with women.
Indeed, given the strong experimental effects reported by
Rudman and Borgida (1995) who exposed men to sexist
commercials, and the apparent power of music video con-
sumption suggested here, it may be premature to exclude
males from the equation. Instead, an appropriate next step
would be to explore the impact on men’s sexual attitudes
of more male-oriented genres such as music videos, video
games, and men’s magazines (e.g.,Maxim).

Finally, stronger outcomes for women may also be a
consequence of society’s contradictory messages about fe-
male sexuality that encourage women to be sexually attrac-
tive yet not sexually active. As a result of this contradic-
tion, many speculate that women must continually work
to decipher society’s expectations of them (D. Tolman,
personal communication, 1999), and may be especially
open to accepting portrayals from the media as clarifica-
tion. Much of the content of women’s magazines is geared
toward this purpose, with articles frequently focusing on
how to attract men, read their signals, and hone relation-
ships skills (Durham, 1998; Garneret al., 1998). In this
medium, success as a woman hinges on success in “land-
ing a husband.” By contrast, cultural messages about male
sexuality are more consistent, and success as a man de-
pends less on one’s romantic status than on one’s occupa-
tional and financial status.

Although the results described here indicate a link
between media exposure and students’ conceptions about
sexual relationships, additional work is needed to address
the limitations of this study and to advance the field in
general. For example, a diversification of participants is
necessary to begin to understand the contributions of class,
ethnic group membership, and peer group culture. Would
the same patterns emerge among a predominantly Black
or Latino sample or among emergent adults not in col-
lege? It would also be informative to examine how these
processes work among younger adolescents whose me-
dia diets and orientations to sexual relationships differ
from those of emerging adults. In adolescence, sexual
knowledge and analytical skills are less advanced, desires
for intimacy and long-term commitments are less press-
ing, and input and constraints from parents carry more

weight. In contrast, college students living away from
home have tremendous freedom from their parents and
must learn to negotiate sexual risk-taking in a complex
environment where alcohol is prevalent, and where peers
and dating partners are especially influential (Christopher,
2001; Cohen and Lederman, 1998). Consequently, it is
possible that with more opportunity, less parental con-
straint, and more sexualized peer norms, the contributions
uncovered here may be more influential among emer-
gent adults than among younger adolescents. Additional
work is needed, examining developmental trends in these
issues.

One important implication of these findings is their
potential role in sexual decision-making. How might be-
lieving that males are sex-driven, that women are sexual
objects, that dating is a game, and that “everyone is do-
ing it” inform college students’ sexual decision-making?
As noted earlier, endorsing these types of beliefs is as-
sociated with less effective contraceptive use, an earlier
age of sexual activity, and more and riskier sexual ex-
periences (e.g., Fox, 1977). Other implications may also
follow. For example, will women who believe their role
is to be a sexual object feel less comfortable acting as a
sexual subject—taking control, exerting iniative, and re-
jecting advances? Does believing that men are sex-driven
(e.g, “boys will be boys”) encourage women to endure in-
fidelities, disrespectful behavior, and sexual harrassment?
How does sensing intense pressure to be sexually ac-
tive shape men’s sexual choices? Accordingly, a criti-
cal next step would be to model how students’ attitudes
and assumptions about sexual relationships, informed
partly by the media as demonstrated here, go on to
influence their sexual behaviors and sexual decision-
making.

In conclusion, television presents a wealth of excit-
ing, amusing, provocative, and disturbing fictional images
of human sexual relationships. The content of these por-
trayals would be inconsequential if they in no way in-
fluenced viewers’ attitudes and assumptions about sex-
ual relationships in the real world. However, evidence
presented here points to the contrary. Although the con-
nections uncovered are complex, this study presents both
correlational and experimental evidence that TV’s nar-
row portrayals appear to strengthen sexual stereotypes and
heighten assumptions of peer sexual experience. These
findings are additionally powerful, given mounting ev-
idence that youths’ assumptions about the sexual roles
of women and men do affect their sexual-decision mak-
ing. Thus, while watching television may seem like harm-
less entertainment, the implications of its images are far-
reaching.
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APPENDIX: FINAL SUBSCALES FOR
ATTITUDES ABOUT DATING AND SEXUAL
RELATIONSHIPS MEASURE

1. Men are sex-driven and have troublebeing faithful.
• Men are mostly interested in women as po-

tential sex partners and don’t want to be “just
friends” with a woman.
• It’s difficult for men to resist sexual urges and

to remain monogamous.
• It is natural for a man to want to admire or ogle

women and to comment on their bodies, even
if he has a girlfriend.
• Something is wrong with a guy who turns down

a chance to have sex.
• Men who are “good with the ladies” and who

can get any woman into bed are cool.
• Men are always ready and willing for sex; they

think about it all the time.
• It is only natural for a man to make sexual ad-

vances to a woman he finds attractive.
2. Dating is a game or recreational sport.
• Dating is basically a game, a battle of the sexes,

where both males and females try to gain the
upper hand and manipulate each other.
• Sexual activity is desirable as early in a rela-

tionship as possible.
• A good way to reward or punish someone is by

giving or withholding sex.
• You don’t need a relationship to have good sex;

all you need are two people who are attracted
to each other.
• A man will be most successful in meeting or

picking up women if he has a “rap” or uses
flattering, sexy, or cute pick-up lines.

3. Women are sexual objects whose value is based
on their physical appearance.
• An attractive woman should expect sexual ad-

vances and should learn how to handle them.
• Women should be more concerned about their

appearance than men.
• Using her body and looks is the best way for a

woman to attract a man.
• Women should spend a lot of time trying to be

pretty; no one wants to date a woman who has
“let herself go.”
• There’s nothing wrong with men whistling at

shapely women.
• It bothers me when a man is interested in a

woman only if she is pretty (reverse coded).
• There is nothing wrong with men being primar-

ily interested in a woman’s body.

• Being with an attractive woman gives a man
prestige.
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