The television screen is filled with scantily clad teenagers standing on the edge of the pool deck.  The pulsating music in the background screams about sex, and the characters all gyrate their hips in time with the music.  One shirtless boy converses with another about his vast sexual experience.  Two beautiful, glamorous girls pound back their martinis.  They turn to the boy next to them, kiss him, and then kiss each other.  Sure, this image is merely a wildly erotic fantasy created by the producers to entice and captivate; however, how profoundly do these images affect those who view them?  Is the message sent by this type of media detrimental or simply entertaining?  In Strasburger's (1995) article it is proposed that television become adolescents sex education.  Strasburger (1995) explains the messages sent by such shows can profoundly affect opinions and actions related to intercourse and relationships.  Since television has become a daily staple in the life of the American teenager, it is important to analyze the frequency and effects of such programming.  Watching and recording the sexual comments and behavior in three popular teen shows, Gossip Girl, Greek and Desperate Housewives, shed light on the abundance of such sexual references and activities.  


After analyzing these television shows, it became apparent that sex acts or comments make up a large part of dialogue and action.  Sexual behavior was slightly more common than sexual comments.  There were 44 behaviors within three hours of television as compared to 41 sexual comments.  When sexual behavior occurred, it was most often in the form of passionate kissing between heterosexual partners under the age of 25.  Sexual behavior occurred over five times more often between young people than those over the age of 25.  Passionate kissing made up nearly half of all sexual behavior, though flirting and caressing were also a popular actions.  In general, behavior and comments were not explicit; however, every sexual behavior occurred at least once throughout the course of the shows.  One episode even had a threesome between the main characters.  The frequency and diversity of sexual behavior in the media could send the message that sexual promiscuity is acceptable or glamorous.  Majority of these relations took place between two individuals who were not in an exclusive, loving relationship.  In example, on scene showed a stripper barely clothed and passed out on a couch. The programs made the idea of simply “hooking up” look very exciting.  Such behavior is dangerous for teens, who aren't effective against protecting themselves from disease or pregnancy.  In addition, the characters involved in such acts are usually young, and the viewers watching the show often even younger.  As discussed in lecture, sex before the age of sixteen is linked to maladjustment later in life.  When young characters engage in such behavior it may be encouraging young viewers to have sex before they are emotionally ready.  


When sexual comments were made, it was often in reference to sexual history.  For example, one episode discussed how a man and his ex-lover had sex five times in one day.  In addition, general sex innuendos were also very frequent.  In one scene, a woman walks into her boyfriend’s room, and he responds by asking her why she is still dressed.  Together these categories made up over 50% of all sexual comments.  Surprisingly, sexual comments were made equally as often by female characters as by male characters, and most statements were made by those under the age of 25.  In addition, comments about sexual health such as the use of contraceptives or STDs were not present.  Also absent were sexist remarks and slurs.  When sex was discussed it was talked about in a positive light.  It seemed pleasurable and fun but not particularly serious.  Mostly sex was implied and not directly viewed or discussed.  The sexual comments did make sex seem nonchalant and like “everyone was doing it”.  The lack of discussion of birth control or STDs could influence adolescents and contribute to a relaxed attitude about the dangers of pregnancy and disease.  It did, however, seem that men a woman were equal in sexual relationships because female characters made sexual comments similar to those of the males on the shows.  


In general, females and males tended to have similar patterns of sexual comments and behaviors.  Males made 18 sexual comments while females made 17.  Traditionally, men are characterized as the aggressors while women are viewed as the sex objects; however, this idea seems to be changing.  The female characters seemed to talk about sex just as much.  For example, both genders made comments about at urge to purse a sexual relationship with a member of the opposite sex.  It seems that gender roles in regards to sex may be beginning to change.  In the three hours of television watched, it appeared that women were just as likely to be the sexual aggressor as the male characters.  In fact, women characters engaged in twice as much sexual behavior as the male characters; however, most sexual behaviors were engaged in simultaneously by a male and a female.  It would appear that sexual promiscuity and openness is promoted and accepted by both genders.  


Though there were little to no significant differences between the male and female characters dealings with sex, age played a large role.  In Desperate Housewives, a show about adult characters, sexual content was much less.  There were only 7 sexual comments and 5 sexual behaviors throughout the entire show.  Compared to Gossip Girl, a show about teenagers, which had 14 sexual comments and 16 sexual behaviors, these numbers seem incredibly low.  It was, however, Greek, a television program about college students that had the largest amount of sexual content: 23 behaviors and 20 comments.  This depiction seems to coincide with data discussed in lecture.  Over 50% of teens are virgins before the age of 18.  After age eighteen, the age when most teenagers enter college, 75% of young adults admit to having had intercourse.  In addition to having the most frequent sexual actions and statements, it was those under the age of 25 who had the most explicit sexual behavior and comments.  For example, in Greek there was nudity and simulated oral sex versus Desperate Housewives which only had passionate kissing.  Generally was sex was discussed in Desperate Housewives it was between marital partners while in Gossip Girl and Greek it was not.  The shows centered around teenage took a more pleasure centered approach to sex while the coupling of adults was marked by love.  This may send the message that sex is most frequently an act of pleasure, not an act of love, and should be engaged in often by young adults.


In my opinion, sex in the media is not innately a bad thing.  Often parents may give the basic facts about sex but are reluctant to discuss topics like pleasure and sexual excitement with their children.  Often churches and schools teach abstinence only; however, teenagers will still engage in the natural rite of passage that is sex and need to be armed with some knowledge.  I believe that the media could do a better job of being a training ground for such experience.  I am glad that men and women are coming to be equal participants of sexual behavior; however, I feel there are other issues that still need to be addressed.  The potential risk of sex should be discussed.  When characters on television shows engage in sex acts it should be made clear that the couple is using protection.  The emotional value of sex should be addressed and the characters having sex should be of appropriate age.  In addition, I believe that mixing sex with alcohol or drugs sends the wrong message youths.  It could lead them to participate is rash behavior while under the influence that they may later regret.  Sexual content on shows should be dealt with in a respectful, tasteful manner.


Sex sells.  There is no doubt about it.  That is why sex makes up such a large part of the material in the media.  It fascinates us, entices us, and entertains us; however, the sexual content on television must be kept in perspective.  Just because the characters on Gossip Girl can have sex without a condom and not get pregnant, doesn't mean that teen pregnancy never occurs.  Just because everyone on Greek is having sex doesn't mean that the viewer should be having sex.  Most often on these television shows it is characters under the age of 25 who are engaging in sexual behavior and sexual comments.  This also tends to be the age group who in real life is the least informed and most rash about sexual decisions.  These types of shows may heavily influence viewers’ choices and attitudes about sex; however, such media cannot and should not be eliminated.  Whether or not adolescents view such types of shows, they will eventually engage in intercourse.  A restructuring of such media could truly be beneficial in preparing and educating teens about sex.  Something as simple as stressing the importance of using a condom during sex could make a big difference.  If a teenager sees a favorite television character making smart decisions about sex, it may increase the likelihood that she chooses to protect herself.  With a few small changes sex in the media could be used as a tool for social change.  
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