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A Guided Tour Through 
the Eighth Editionthe Eighth Edition

Since the fi rst edition, Human Sexuality: Diversity in Contemporary America has 
presented students with a nonjudgmental view of human sexuality while 

encouraging them to become proactive about their own sexual well-being. T is 
sex-positive approach, combined with an integrated exploration of cultural diversity 
and contemporary research, continues today.
 T e new edition emphasizes the importance of affi  rming and supporting 
intimacy, pleasuring, and mutual satisfaction in human sexuality. T is empha-
sis can be found throughout the book but particularly in Chapter 8, Love and 
Communication in Intimate Relationships and Chapter 9, Sexual Expression. 
In addition, students are encouraged to critically assess their own values and 
modes of sexual expression. For instance, T ink About It boxes prompt students 
to evaluate their knowledge of and opinions about high-interest topics in sex-
uality such as sexting or the expanding defi nition of family.

• Expanding Students’ Knowledge 
of Human Sexuality

How many students think they know everything about human sexuality but 
struggle on the fi rst exam? LearnSmart, McGraw-Hill’s adaptive learning sys-
tem, helps students identify what they know—and, more importantly, what 
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they don’t know. Based on Bloom’s Taxonomy, LearnSmart creates a customized 
study plan, unique to every student’s demonstrated needs. With virtually no 
administrative overhead, instructors using LearnSmart are reporting an increase 
in student performance by one letter grade or more.

• Assessing Student Progress

McGraw-Hill’s Connect Human Sexuality off ers a wealth of assignable and 
assessable course materials. Videos, interactivities, and self-assessments engage 
students in human sexuality course concepts. Detailed reporting helps the stu-
dent and instructor gauge comprehension and retention—without adding admin-
istrative load.
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• Chapter-by-Chapter Changes

T e amount of research in gender and gender and queer studies is ever increasing, 
media continues to have a signifi cant impact on sexuality, and the approaches 
and language used to describe these areas are perpetually evolving. T e eighth 
edition of Human Sexuality: Diversity in Contemporary America addresses these 
and many other important changes:

Chapter 1: Perspectives on Human Sexuality

■ Expanded and updated material on media portrayals of sexuality
■ New material on teens “coming out”
■ New research on social networking
■ Added discussion on the sexual revolution and its impact on sexual 

expression

Chapter 2: Studying Human Sexuality

■ Findings of the latest CDC Youth Risk Behavior Survey
■ Results of the latest National Survey of Family Growth study on several 

measures of sexual behavior, sexual attraction, and sexual identity of men 
and women aged 15–44 years

■ T e most recent fi ndings of the American College Health Association 
research on college student sexual behavior

■ Findings of the National Survey of Sexual Health and Behavior, the most 
expansive nationally representative study since 1994

■ New T ink About It box: “Sex Research: A Benefi t to Individuals and 
Society or T reat to Morality?”

Chapter 3: Female Sexual Anatomy, Physiology, 

and Response

■ Expanded discussion on the science behind the G-spot
■ Added theory and discussion around the dual control model
■ Discussion of the circular model of sexual desire and response
■ New research on the brain “in love”

PrefacePreface

yar35317_fm_i-xxxvi.indd Page xxviii  8/10/12  4:03 PM user-f502yar35317_fm_i-xxxvi.indd Page xxviii  8/10/12  4:03 PM user-f502 /Volume/207/es/MH01875/yar35317_disk1of1/0078035317/yar35317_pagefiles/Volume/207/es/MH01875/yar35317_disk1of1/0078035317/yar35317_pagefiles



Preface • xxix

■ New research on “faking orgasm”
■ New T ink About It box: “Sexual Fluidity: Women’s Variable Sexual 

Attractions”

Chapter 4: Male Sexual Anatomy, Physiology, 

and Response

■ Expanded discussion on the sexual health of men
■ New Practically Speaking box: “Male Body Image Self-Consciousness Scale”
■ Updated discussion on low testosterone

Chapter 5: Gender and Gender Roles

■ Updated research and discussion on disorders of sexual development
■ Added discussion on gender bias and violence on college campus
■ Added discussion on nonmedical options for the transgender person
■ New T ink About It box: “T e Purity Standard: Defi ning Women by 

T eir Sexuality”

Chapter 6: Sexuality in Childhood and Adolescence

■ New table on childhood sexual behaviors witnessed by parents
■ New research on “precocious puberty”
■ Introduction to the Report of the APA Task Force on the Sexualization 

of Girls
■ New research on and discussion of what constitutes having “had sex”
■ New research on physiological and psychological satisfaction of fi rst 

 vaginal intercourse
■ New T ink About It box: “Abstinence-Only Versus Comprehensive Sexuality 

Programs: It’s a New Day”
■ New Practically Speaking box: “First Intercourse Reaction Scale”

Chapter 7: Sexuality in Adulthood

■ Expanded discussion on an integrated GLBT identity
■ Updated data on and trends in cohabitation
■ New discussion about online dating
■ Updates on menopause and hormone replacement therapy
■ New research on sexuality among older adults

Chapter 8: Love and Communication in Intimate 

Relationships

■ New research on keeping love alive
■ Added discussion on gender, sexual orientation, and relationship 

 satisfaction
■ New research on the role of oxytocin and relationship satisfaction
■ New self-assessment: “Dyadic Sexual Communication Scale”
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■ New T ink About It box: “Are Gay/Lesbian Couples and Families Any 
Diff erent from Heterosexual Ones?”

■ New research on jealousy
■ Updated data and discussion on infi delity among marital and nonmarital 

couples

Chapter 9: Sexual Expression

■ Expanded discussion on physical characteristics and scent as related to 
sexual attractiveness

■ Updated T ink About It box: “‘Hooking Up’ Among College Students”
■ New research on “mate poaching”
■ Findings of the prevalence of nine sexual behaviors and contextual factors 

and men and women from the National Survey of Sexual Health and 
Behavior

■ New discussion of couple sexual styles
■ New T ink About It box: “Giving and Receiving Pleasurable Touch: 

‘Gears of Connection’”
■ New discussion on health benefi ts of sexual activity
■ New and lifelike positional art

Chapter 10: Variations in Sexual Behavior

■ New Practically Speaking box: “Sexual Sensation Seeking Scale”
■ Expanded discussion of domination and submission
■ New research on noncoercive paraphilias
■ Recent data concerning coercive paraphilias

Chapter 11: Contraception, Birth Control, and Abortion

■ New Practically Speaking box: “Correct Condom Use Self-Effi  cacy 
Scale”

■ New data on unintended pregnancies and outcomes
■ Latest research and updates on all birth control devices
■ Updated discussion of emergency contraception
■ New data on the prevalence and legal status of abortion
■ Updated research on and discussion of the role and impact of abortion 

on males

Chapter 12: Conception, Pregnancy, and Childbirth

■ New discussion of pre-conception care
■ New research on the role of physical activity and obesity in pregnancy 

outcomes
■ New research on Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS)
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■ Update on policies and procedures for pregnancy, delivery, and new 
 mothers and families

■ Updated T ink About It box: “T e Question of Male Circumcision”

Chapter 13: The Sexual Body in Health and Illness

■ Updates on male cosmetic surgery, including a critical look at penis 
enhancement

■ New research on eating disorders among gay, lesbian, and transgender 
individuals

■ New research on the sexual consequences of eating disorders
■ New research on and discussion of the role of binge drinking and sexual 

risk-taking
■ Updated and expanded discussion about recreational drugs and sexual 

behaviors
■ Updated discussion of “natural substances” and sexual performance
■ Updates and recommendations for men’s and women’s sexual health care, 

including use of mammograms and prostate screening

Chapter 14: Sexual Function Diffi  culties, Dissatisfaction, 

Enhancement, and Therapy

■ New research on the prevalence of sexual function diffi  culties
■ New research on changes in sexual desire among men and women from 

12 age groups and intercourse prevalence among long-term couples
■ New T ink About It box: “Sexual Desire: When Sexual Appetites Diff er”
■ Expanded discussion of the role of varied sexual behaviors as related to 

experiencing orgasm
■ Added T ink About It box: “ ‘Good Enough Sex’: T e Way to Lifetime 

Couple Satisfaction”
■ New discussion of developing and maintaining sexual desire
■ Added discussion of ways to deal with discrepancies in sexual desire 

among couples

Chapter 15: Sexually Transmitted Infections

■ Updated information on the prevalence and incidence of major STIs
■ Updated medical information on the major STIs
■ New discussion of concurrent sexual relationships as an STI risk
■ Expanded discussion of the factors contributing to the spread of STIs
■ New information on circumcision and STI prevention
■ Updated information on the HPV vaccination

Chapter 16: HIV and AIDS

■ Updated information on the prevalence and incidence of HIV/AIDS in 
the United States and worldwide
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■ Updated biological information on HIV/AIDS
■ Expanded discussion of the disproportionate impact of HIV/AIDS on 

African Americans, Latinos, and men who have sex with men
■ Updated information on antiretroviral therapy
■ New material on the success of HIV prevention eff orts

Chapter 17: Sexual Coercion: Harassment, Aggression, 

and Abuse

■ New material on stalking
■ Updated information on the prevalence and outcomes of sexual harassment, 

aggression, rape, and child sexual abuse
■ Expanded discussion of the outcomes of anti-gay prejudice and discrimination
■ New public opinion polls on gay and lesbian rights
■ Expanded discussion of antidiscrimination laws

Chapter 18: Sexually Explicit Materials, Prostitution, 

and Sex Laws

■ New material on Internet sex site use by college students and other 
 populations

■ Expanded and new information on the eff ects of sexually explicit materials
■ Added T ink About It box: “Human Traffi  cking: International Child 

and Teen Prostitution”
■ New material on the nature and outcomes of prostitution
■ Updated discussion of same-sex marriage
■ New T ink About It box: “An Expanding Defi nition of ‘Family’? A Trend 

Leading to Further Legalization of Same-Sex Marriage?”
■ Update on recent milestone rulings affi  rming gay rights in the 

United States

• Human Sexuality Teaching and Learning 
Resources Program

Human Sexuality is the centerpiece of a complete resource program for both 
students and instructors. T e following materials have been carefully developed 
by a team of experienced human sexuality instructors to support a variety of 
teaching and learning styles.

Online Learning Center for Instructors T is password-protected website con-
tains the Test Bank, Instructor’s Manual, PowerPoint presentations, and image 
gallery, as well as access to the entire student side of the website. To access 
these resources, please go to www.mhhe.com/yarber8e.

Instructor’s Manual prepared by ANSR, a leading academic supplements 
development company. T is guide begins with general concepts and strategies 
for teaching human sexuality. T e Instructor’s Manual contains a chapter 

yar35317_fm_i-xxxvi.indd Page xxxii  16/08/12  5:07 PM user-f502yar35317_fm_i-xxxvi.indd Page xxxii  16/08/12  5:07 PM user-f502 /Volumes/202/MH01854/whi35279_disk1of1/0078035279/whi35279_pagefiles/Volumes/202/MH01854/whi35279_disk1of1/0078035279/whi35279_pagefiles

www.mhhe.com/yarber8e


Preface • xxxiii

 outline, learning objectives, discussion questions, activities, a list of videos, a 
bibliography, worksheets, handouts, and internet activities for each chapter. T e 
Instructor’s Manual can be accessed on the Online Learning Center.

Test Bank prepared by Tori Bovard, American River College. T e Test Bank 
has been revised and updated by the author of the previous edition’s Test Bank. 
Updated and revised for the new edition, each chapter off ers over 100 ques-
tions, including multiple choice and short answer questions. T ese test items 
are available on the instructors’ Online Learning Center as Word fi les and in 
EZ Test, an easy-to-use electronic test bank that allows instructors to easily edit 
and add their own questions.

PowerPoint Presentations prepared by ANSR, a leading academic supplements 
development company. Available on the Online Learning Center, these presen-
tations cover the key points of each chapter. T ey can be used as-is or modifi ed 
to support an individual instructors’ lectures and style. Digital version of many 
images and fi gures are also available in the Image Gallery.

Online Learning Center for Students includes multiple choice, true/false, and 
fi ll-in the blank practice quizzes to help students prepare for exams. To access 
these resources, go to www.mhhe.com/yarber8e.

McGraw-Hill publishes Annual Editions: Human Sexuality, a collection of 
articles on topics related to the latest research and thinking in human sexuality 
from over 300 public press sources. T ese editions are updated annually and 
contain helpful features, including a topic guide, an annotated table of con-
tents, unit overviews, and a topical index. An instructor’s guide containing 
testing material is also available. ISBN: 0078051177.

For information on any component of the teaching and learning package, 
instructors should contact their McGraw-Hill representative.
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When students fi rst enter a human sexuality class, they may feel uncomfortable, 
nervous, and excited, all at the same time. T ese feelings are not at all uncom-
mon. T is is because the more an area is judged to be “off  limits,” the less 
likely it is to be discussed. Yet sex surrounds us and impacts our lives every 
day from the provocative billboard ad on the highway, to men’s and women’s 
fashions, to prime-time television dramas. People want to learn about human 
sexuality and how to live a healthy life both physically and psychologically. In 
our quest for knowledge and understanding, we need to be intellectually curi-
ous. As writer Joan Nestle observes, “Curiosity builds bridges. . . . Curiosity is 
not trivial; it is the respect one life pays to another.”
 Students begin studying sexuality for many reasons: to gain insight into their 
sexuality and relationships, to become more comfortable with their sexuality, 
to learn how to enhance sexual pleasure, to explore personal sexual issues, to 
dispel anxieties and doubts, to validate their sexual identity, to resolve traumatic 
sexual experiences, and to learn how to avoid STIs and unintended pregnancies. 
Many students fi nd the study of sexuality empowering; they develop the abil-
ity to make intelligent sexual choices based on reputable information and their 
own needs, desires, and values, rather than on stereotypical, haphazard, unreli-
able, incomplete, or unrealistic information or guilt, fear, or conformity. T ose 
studying this subject often report that they feel more appreciative and less 
apologetic, defensive, or shameful about their sexual feelings, attractions, and 
desires.
 Particularly in a country as diverse as the United States, the study of sexuality 
calls for us to be open-minded: to be receptive to new ideas and to various per-
spectives; to respect those with diff erent experiences, values, orientations, ages, 
and ethnicities; to seek to understand what we have not understood before; to 
reexamine old assumptions, ideas, and beliefs; and to embrace and accept the 
humanness and uniqueness in each of us.
 Sexuality can be a source of great pleasure. T rough it, we can reveal our-
selves, connect with others on the most intimate levels, create strong bonds, 
and bring new life into the world. Paradoxically, though, sexuality can also be 
a source of guilt and confusion, anger and disappointment, a pathway to infec-
tion, and a means of exploitation and aggression. We hope that by examining 
the multiple aspects of human sexuality presented in this book, you will come 
to understand, accept, and appreciate your own sexuality and that of others 
and learn how to make healthy sexual choices for yourself.

Letter From the Authors
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2 • Chapter 1  Perspectives on Human Sexuality

“The media, espe-
cially magazines 
and television, has 
had an infl uence on 
shaping my sexual 
identity. Ever since I 
was a little girl, I 
have watched the 
women on TV and 
hoped I would grow 

up to look sexy and beautiful like them. I feel that because of 
the constant barrage of images of beautiful women on TV and 
in magazines young girls like me grow up with unrealistic ex-
pectations of what beauty is and are doomed to feel they have 
not met this exaggerated standard.”

—21-year-old female

“The phone, television, and Internet became my best friends. I 
never missed an episode of any of the latest shows, and I knew 
all the words to every new song. And when Facebook entered 
my life, I fi nally felt connected. At school, we would talk about 
status updates: whom we thought was cute, relationship sta-
tus, and outrageous photos. All of the things we saw were all 
of the things we fantasized about. These are the things we 
would talk about.”

—23-year-old female

“Though I fi rmly believe that we are our own harshest critics, I 
also believe that the media have a large role in infl uencing how 
we think of ourselves. I felt like ripping my hair out every time I 
saw a skinny model whose stomach was as hard and fl at as a 
board, with their fl awless skin and perfectly coifed hair. I 
cringed when I realized that my legs seemed to have an extra 
‘wiggle-jiggle’ when I walked. All I could do was watch the tele-
vision and feel abashed at the diff erences in their bodies com-
pared to mine. When magazines and fi lms tell me that for my 
age I should weigh no more than a hundred pounds, I feel like 
saying, ‘Well, gee, it’s no wonder I fi nally turned to laxatives 
with all these pressures to be thin surrounding me.’ I ached to 
be model-thin and pretty. This fi xation to be as beautiful and 
coveted as these models so preoccupied me that I had no time 
to even think about anyone or anything else.”

—18-year-old female

“I am aware that I may be lacking in certain areas of my sexual 
self-esteem, but I am cognizant of my shortcomings and am 
willing to work on them. A person’s sexual self-esteem isn’t 
something that is detached from his or her daily life. It is inter-
twined in every aspect of life and how one views his or her self: 
emotionally, physically, and mentally. For my own sake, as well 
as my daughter’s, I feel it is important for me to develop and 
model a healthy sexual self-esteem.”

—28-year-old male

S exuality was once hidden from view in our culture: Fig leaves covered 
the “private parts” of nudes; poultry breasts were renamed “white meat”; 

censors prohibited the publication of the works of D. H. Lawrence, James 
Joyce, and Henry Miller; and homosexuality was called “the love that dares 
not speak its name.” But over the past few generations, sexuality has become 
more open. In recent years, popular culture and the media have transformed 
what we “know” about sexuality. Not only is sexuality not hidden from view; 
it often seems to surround us.
 In this chapter, we discuss why we study human sexuality and examine 
popular culture and the media to see how they shape our ideas about sexuality. 
T en we look at how sexuality has been treated in diff erent cultures and at 
diff erent times in history. Finally, we examine how society defi nes various 
aspects of our sexuality as natural or normal.

• Studying Human Sexuality
T e study of human sexuality diff ers from the study of accounting, plant biol-
ogy, and medieval history, for example, because human sexuality is surrounded 
by a vast array of taboos, fears, prejudices, and hypocrisy. For many, sexuality 
creates ambivalent feelings. It is linked not only with intimacy and pleasure 
but also with shame, guilt, and discomfort. As a result, you may fi nd yourself 

Student 
 Voices
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confronted with society’s mixed feelings about sexuality as you study it. You 
may fi nd, for example, that others perceive you as somehow “unique” or “dif-
ferent” for taking this course. Some may feel threatened in a vague, undefi ned 
way. Parents, partners, or spouses (or your own children, if you are a parent) 
may wonder why you want to take a “sex class”; they may want to know why 
you don’t take something more “serious”—as if sexuality were not one of the 
most important issues we face as individuals and as a society. Sometimes this 
uneasiness manifests itself in humor, one of the ways in which we deal with 
ambivalent feelings: “You mean you have to take a class on sex?” “Are there 
labs?” “Why don’t you let me show you?”
 Ironically, despite societal ambivalence, you may quickly fi nd that your 
human sexuality textbook becomes the most popular book in your dormitory 
or apartment. “I can never fi nd my textbook when I need it,” one of our stu-
dents complained. “My roommates are always reading it. And they’re not even 
taking the course!”  Another student observed: “My friends used to kid me 
about taking the class, but now the fi rst thing they ask when they see me is 
what we discussed in class.”  “People borrow my book so often without asking,” 
writes one student, “that I hide it now.”
 As you study human sexuality, you will fi nd yourself exploring topics not 
ordinarily discussed in other classes. Sometimes they are rarely talked about even 
among friends. T ey may be prohibited by family, religious, or cultural teaching. 
For this reason, behaviors such as masturbation and sexual fantasizing are often 
the source of considerable guilt and shame. But in your human sexuality course, 
these topics will be examined objectively. You may be surprised to discover, in 
fact, that part of your learning involves unlearning myths, factual errors, distor-
tions, biases, and prejudices you learned previously. 
 Sexuality may be the most taboo subject you study as an undergraduate, 
but your comfort level in class will probably increase as you recognize that 
you and your fellow students have a common purpose in learning about 
sexuality. Your sense of ease may also increase as you and your classmates get 
to know one another and discuss sexuality, both inside and outside the class. 
You may fi nd that, as you become accustomed to using the accepted sexual 
vocabulary, you are more comfortable discussing various topics. For example, 
your communication with a partner may improve, which will strengthen your 
relationship and increase sexual satisfaction for both of you. (To assess your 
level of sexual satisfaction in a sexual relationship, complete the question-
naires in either or both of the boxes “Communication Patterns and Partner 
Satisfaction” or “T e Passionate Love Scale” found in Chapter 8.) You may 
never before have used the words masturbation, clitoris, or penis in a class 
setting (or any kind of setting, for that matter). But after a while, using these 
and other terms may become second nature to you. You may discover that 
discussing sexuality academically becomes as easy as discussing computer sci-
ence, astronomy, or literature. You may even fi nd yourself, as many students 
do, discussing with your friends what you learned in class while on a bus or 
in a restaurant, as other passengers or diners gasp in surprise or lean toward 
you to hear better!
 Studying sexuality requires respect for your fellow students. You’ll discover that 
the experiences and values of your classmates vary greatly. Some have little sexual 
experience, while others have a lot of experience; some students hold progressive 
sexual values, while others hold conservative ones. Some students are gay, lesbian, 
or bisexual individuals, while the majority are heterosexual people. Most students 

“
 Sexuality is with us from the moment of 
birth to the moment of death. We can 

deny it or defl ect it, we can pretend it’s 
something other than what it is, we can 
refuse to talk about it or act on it, we can do 
all sorts of things regarding our sexuality. 
The only thing we can’t do is get rid of it. 

—Bernie Zilbergeld 
(1939-2002)

Studying Human Sexuality • 3
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4 • Chapter 1 Perspectives on Human Sexuality

are young, others middle-aged, some old—each in a diff erent stage of life and 
with diff erent developmental tasks before them. Furthermore, the presence of 
students from any of the numerous ethnic groups in the United States reminds 
us that there is no single behavior, attitude, value, or sexual norm that encom-
passes sexuality in contemporary America. Finally, as your sexuality evolves as you 
yourself change, you will fi nd that you will become more accepting of yourself 
as a sexual human being. 

practically
speaking

Most individuals would agree that sexuality is a signifi cant 

component of one’s quality of life and well-being and that 

pleasure is a key element for their motivation to have sex. 
Given that one of the goals of this text is to provide information 
and tools for enhancing satisfaction in sexual relationships, em-
phasis on sexual pleasure and pleasuring will occur throughout 
the book, but will be particularly highlighted in Chapters 7, 8, 
and 14. The New Sexual Satisfaction Scale (NSSS) was developed 
as a tool for assessing sexual satisfaction. This measure can be 
used by those who are or have been in sexual relationships 
within the past 6 months or by anyone who might fi nd it infor-
mative and perhaps useful for when they do become involved in 
a sexual relationship. The scale is not specifi c to gender, sexual 
orientation, or relationship status.
 When individuals discover the signifi cance of their own sex-
ual style and share this information with their partners, bonds 
can be strengthened, deeper connections can be made, and 
pleasure can be experienced as a component of holistic health 
and well-being.

Directions

Thinking about your sex life during the past 6 months, please 
rate your satisfaction with the following aspects:

1 � Not at all satisfi ed
2 � A little satisfi ed
3 � Moderately satisfi ed
4 � Very satisfi ed
5 � Extremely satisfi ed

 1. The intensity of my sexual arousal

 2. The quality of my orgasms

 3. My “letting go” and surrender to sexual pleasure during sex

 4. My focus/concentration during sexual activity

 5. The way I sexually react to my partner

 6. My body’s sexual functioning

 7. My emotional opening-up in sex

 8. My mood after sexual activity

 9. The frequency of my orgasms

 10. The pleasure I provide to my partner

 11. The balance between what I give and receive in sex

 12. My partner’s emotional opening-up during sex

 13. My partner’s initiation of sexual activity

 14. My partner’s ability to orgasm

 15. My partner’s surrender to sexual pleasure (“letting go”)

 16. The way my partner takes care of my sexual needs

 17. My partner’s sexual creativity

 18. My partner’s sexual availability

 19. The variety of my sexual activities

 20. The frequency of my sexual activity

Scoring

There are two components of this assessment: the Ego-Centered 
subscale (items 1–10), which measures sexual satisfaction gener-
ated by your personal experiences and sensations, and the 
Partner/Sexual Activity-Centered subscale (items 11–20), which 
measures sexual satisfaction derived from your perception of 
your partner’s sexual behaviors and reactions and the diversity 
and/or frequency of your sexual activities. Scores will range 
between 20 and 100, 10–50 for each of the two subscales with 
the higher scores leaning toward more satisfaction.

Assessing Sexual Satisfaction

SOURCE: Stulhofer, A., Busko, V., & Brouillard, P.  The New Sexual Satisfaction 
Scale and its short form. In T. D. Fisher, C. M. Davis, W. L. Yarber, & S. L. Davis 
(Eds.), Handbook of sexuality-related measures (pp. 530–532). Copyright 2011 
by Routledge. Reprinted by permission of the publisher (Taylor & Francis 
Group, http://www.informaworld.com).
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• Sexuality, Popular Culture, and the Media
Much of sexuality is infl uenced and shaped by popular culture, especially 
the mass media. Popular culture presents us with myriad images of what it 
means to be sexual. But what kinds of sexuality do the media portray for 
our consumption?

Media Portrayals of Sexuality

What messages do the media send about sex to children, adolescents, adults, 
and older people? To men and women and to those of varied races, ethnicities, 
and sexual orientations? Perhaps as important as what the media portray sexu-
ally is what is not portrayed—masturbation, condom use, and older adults’ 
sexuality, for example.
 T e media are among the most powerful forces in young people’s lives 
today (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010). Next to sleeping, young people 
spend more time engaging with the media than any other activity—an aver-
age of 7½ hours per day, 7 days per week (see Figure 1.1). Watching TV, 
playing video games, texting, listening to music, and searching the Internet 
provide a constant stream of messages, images, expectations, and values about 
which few (if any) of us can resist. Whether and how this exposure is related 
to sexual outcomes is complex and debatable, depending on the population 
studied. However, the data that are available may provide an impetus for 
policy makers who are forming media policies, parents who are trying to 
support their children’s identity and learning, and educators and advocates 
who are concerned about the impact of media on youth and who wish to 
underscore the potential impact of media in individuals’ lives. For those con-
cerned about promoting sexual health and well-being, understanding media’s 
prominence and role in people’s lives is essential.

“
 Nature is to be reverenced, not 
blushed at.

—Tertullian 
(c. 155 CE–c. 220 CE)

“
 One picture is worth more than a 
thousand words.

—Chinese proverb

Images of sexuality permeate 

our society, sexualizing our 

environment. Think about the 

sexual images you see or hear in 

a 24-hour period. What messages 

do they communicate about 

sexuality?
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6 • Chapter 1  Perspectives on Human Sexuality

 Mass-media depictions of sexuality are meant to entertain and exploit, not 
to inform. As a result, the media do not present us with “real” depictions of 
sexuality. Sexual activities, for example, are usually not explicitly acted out or 
described in mainstream media, nor is interracial dating often portrayed. T e 
social and cultural taboos that are still part of mainstream U.S. culture remain 
embedded in the media. T us, the various media present the social context of 
sexuality; that is, the programs, plots, movies, stories, articles, newscasts, and 
vignettes tell us what behaviors are appropriate (e.g., kissing, sexual inter-
course), with whom they are appropriate (e.g., girlfriend/boyfriend, partner, 
heterosexual), and why they are appropriate (e.g., attraction, love, to avoid 
loneliness).
 Probably nothing has revolutionized sexuality the way that access to the 
Internet has. A click on a website link provides sex on demand. T e Internet’s 
contributions to the availability and commercialization of sex include live 
images and chats, personalized pages and ads, and links to potential or virtual 
sex partners. T e spread of the web has made it easy to obtain information, 
solidify social ties, and provide sexual gratifi cation.
 T e music industry is awash with sexual images too. Contemporary pop 
music, from rock ’n’ roll to rap, is fi lled with lyrics about sexuality mixed with 
messages about love, rejection, violence, and loneliness. In fact, 37% of popu-
lar songs refer to sexual activity, and 66% (mostly rap) include degrading sex 
(Primack, Gold, Schwarz, & Dalton, 2008). Because of censorship issues, the 
most overtly sexual music is not played on the radio, but can easily be streamed 
through the Internet.
 Magazines, tabloids, and books contribute to the sexualization of our society 
as well. For example, popular romance novels and self-help books disseminate 
ideas and values about sexuality. And each month, 63% of teens read a maga-
zine for fun, with boys preferring sports and activity magazines and girls prefer-
ring those on fashion and celebrities (Chartier, 2008).
 Men’s magazines have been singled out for their sexual emphasis. Playboy, 
Penthouse, and Maxim, with their Playmates of the Month, Pets of the Month, 
and other nude pictorials, are among the most popular magazines in the world. 

“
Would you like to come back to my place 
and do what I’m going to tell my friends 

we did anyway?

—Spanky

• FIGURE 1.1

 Media Use Over Time.
(Source: Rideout, V. J., Foehr, U. G., & 
Roberts, D. F. (2010). Generation M2: 
Media in the lives of 8 to 18 year olds, A 
Kaiser Family Foundation Study, 
January 2010. Copyright © 2010 
This information was reprinted with 
permission from the Henry J. Kaiser 
Family Foundation. The Kaiser Family 
Foundation, a leader in health policy 
analysis, health journalism and 
communication, is dedicated to fi lling 
the need for trusted, independent 
information on the major health issues 
facing our nation and its people. The 
Foundation is a non-profi t private 
operating foundation, based in 
Menlo Park, California.)

Among all 8- to 18-year-olds, average amount of time (hours : minutes) 
spent with each medium in typical day

 2009 2004 1999

TV content 4:29 3:51 3:47

Music/audio 2:31 1:44 1:48

Computer 1:29 1:02 :27

Video games 1:13 :49 :26

Print :38 :43 :43

Movies :25 :25 :18

TOTAL MEDIA EXPOSURE 10:45 8:33 7:29

Multitasking proportion 29% 26% 16%

TOTAL MEDIA USE 7:38 6:21 6:19
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Women’s magazines such as 

Cosmopolitan, Vogue, and 

Glamour use sex to sell their 

publications. How do these 

magazines diff er from men’s 

magazines such as Men’s Health, 
Playboy, and Maxim in their 

treatment of sexuality?

Sports Illustrated’s annual swimsuit edition sells more than 5 million copies, 
twice as many as its other issues. But it would be a mistake to think that only 
male-oriented magazines focus on sex.
 Women’s magazines such as Cosmopolitan and Redbook have their own sexual 
content. T ese magazines feature romantic photographs of lovers to illustrate 
stories with such titles as “Sizzling Sex Secrets of the World’s Sexiest Women,” 
“Making Love Last: If Your Partner Is a Premature Ejaculator,” and “Turn on 
Your Man with Your Breasts (Even If T ey Are Small).” Preadolescents and 
young teens are not exempt from sexual images and articles in magazines such 
as Seventeen and YM. Some of the men’s health magazines have followed the 
lead of women’s magazines, featuring sexuality-related issues as a way to sell 
more copies.
 Advertising in all media uses the sexual sell, promising sex, romance, popu-
larity, and fulfi llment if the consumer will only purchase the right soap, 
 perfume, cigarettes, alcohol, toothpaste, jeans, or automobile. In reality, not 
only does one not become “sexy” or popular by consuming a certain product, 
but the product may actually be detrimental to one’s sexual well-being, as in 
the case of cigarettes or alcohol.
 Media images of sexuality permeate a variety of areas in people’s lives. T ey 
can produce sexual arousal and emotional reactions, increase sexual behaviors, 
and be a source of sex information. Studies examining the impact of exposure 
to sexual content in media have found modest but signifi cant associations, 
particularly as they relate to adolescents’ sexual beliefs and early sexual initiation 
(Strasburger, Jordan, & Donnerstein, 2010). Longitudinal studies link heavy 
exposure to sexual content in mainstream media with more rapid progression 
of sexual activity (Bleakley et al., 2008), earlier sexual behavior  (Collins et al., 
2004), greater risk for an unplanned pregnancy (Chandra et al., 2008), and 
STIs (Wingood et al., 2001). T is may be because of media’s pervasive and 
consistent message: Sex is normative and risk-free (Strasburger et al., 2010). 
(See Figure 1.2 for the proportions of media time spent by 8- to 18-year-olds.)

Sexual images are used to 

sell products. What ideas are 

conveyed by this advertisement? 

How does its appeal diff er 

according to whether one is 

male or female?
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Television

Among all types of media, television has been the most prevalent, pervasive, 
and vexing icon, saturating every corner of public and private space, shaping 
consciousness, defi ning reality, and entertaining the masses. Between ages 
8 and 18, the average youth spends nearly 5 hours a day watching TV 
and movies. By the time an American teenager fi nishes high school, he 
or she will have spent more time in front of a television screen than in 
the classroom or sleeping. At the same time, most of the consumption of 
media leaves the majority of young people outside the purview of adult 
comment and with few messages or images that demonstrate the risks and 
responsibilities that accompany sexuality (Kunkel, Eyal, Finnerty, Biely, & 
Donnerstein, 2005).
 While the frequency of TV viewing has been increasing, so has been the 
number of sexual references in programs. In fact, television shows geared toward 
teenagers have more sexual content than adult-oriented shows (Kunkel et al., 
2005). Television is a major source of information about sex for teenagers, 
contributing to many aspects of young people’s sexual knowledge, beliefs, and 
behavior. Reporting on the health eff ects of media on children and adolescents, 
Strasburger and colleagues (2010) state that “virtually every Western country 
makes birth control available to adolescents, including allowing birth control 
advertisements in the media, but the major U.S. television networks balk at 
airing ads for contraception” (p. 760).
 In the accumulated volume of media research, media content does not 
refl ect the realities of the social world; rather, the media images of women 
and men refl ect and reproduce a set of stereotypical and unequal but chang-
ing gender roles (Kim, Sorsoli, Collins, et al., 2007). For example, women 
wearing skimpy clothing and expressing their sexuality to attract attention 
underscores the objectifi cation of women seen in many genres of media. And 
men’s messages are equally unilateral, which is that they should accumulate 
sexual experience with women by any means possible. Sexist advertising and 
stereotypical roles in comedy series and dramas may take subtle (or not so 
subtle) forms that, over time, may have an eff ect on the way some women 
and men view themselves. For example, studies examining the eff ects of tele-
vision have shown a positive correlation between television viewing self-
image, and healthy development, particularly among girls and young women 
(American Psychological Association [APA], 2007). While it is apparent that 
exposure to television does not aff ect all people in the same way, it is clear 

“
The vast wasteland of TV is not 
interested in producing a better 

mousetrap but in producing a worse mouse.

—Laurence Coughlin

Reality shows, such as The 
Bachelorette, frequently highlight 

idealized and sexual themes. 

What are some of the most 

popular reality shows? Do they 

diff er according to ethnicity?
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Among all 8- to 18-year-olds, proportion of media time spent with:• FIGURE 1.2

 Media Time. (Source: Rideout, V. J., 
Foehr, U. G., & Roberts, D. F. (2010). 
Generation M2: Media in the lives of 8 to 
18 year olds, A Kaiser Family Foundation 
Study, January 2010.  Copyright © 
2010 This information was reprinted 
with permission from the Henry J. 
Kaiser Family Foundation. The Kaiser 
Family Foundation, a leader in health 
policy analysis, health journalism and 
communication, is dedicated to fi lling 
the need for trusted, independent 
information on the major health issues 
facing our nation and its people. 
The Foundation is a non-profi t private 
operating foundation, based in Menlo 
Park, California.)
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that the sexual double standard that does exist taps into our national ambiv-
alence about sex, equality, morality, and violence.
 Unlike the fi lm industry, which uses a single ratings board to regulate all 
American releases, television has been governed by an informal consensus. In 
1997, networks began to rely on watchdog standards and practices depart-
ments to rate their shows; however, these divisions have few, if any, hard-and-
fast rules (Robson, 2004). While the Federal Communication Commission 
(FCC) does not off er clear guidelines about what is and is not permissible on 
the airwaves, the agency does permit looser interpretations of its decency stan-
dards for broadcasts between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. Additionally, in 2006, the 
television industry launched a large campaign to educate parents about TV 
ratings and the V-chip, technology that allows the blocking of programs based 
on their rating category. Because of the vulnerability that parents still feel 
about their children becoming involved in sexual situations before they are 
ready, the majority (65%) say they “closely” monitor their children’s media 
use (Rideout, 2007).

Music and Game Videos MTV, MTV2, VH1, BET, and music Internet 
programs are very popular among adolescents and young adults. Young peo-
ple report watching these programs 2½ hours per day (Kaiser Family Founda-
tion, 2010).
 Unlike audio-recorded music, music videos play to the ear and the eye. 
Young female artists such as Alicia Keys and Rihanna have brought energy, 
sexuality, and individualism to the young music audience. Music videos have 
also objectifi ed and degraded women by stripping them of any sense of power 
and individualism and focusing strictly on their sexuality. Male artists such as 
Eminem, Drake, and Jay-Z provide young audiences with a steady dose of 
sexuality, power, and rhythm.
 Video games that promote sexist and violent attitudes toward women have 
fi lled the aisles of stores across the country. Pushing the line between obscenity 
and amusement, games often provide images of unrealistically shaped and sub-
missive women mouthing sexy dialogues in degrading scenes. Men, in contrast, 
are often revealed as unrealistic, violent fi gures whose primary purpose is to 
destroy and conquer. T ough many of these video games are rated “M” (mature) 
by the Entertainment Software Ratings Board, they are both popular with and 
accessible to young people.

Feature-Length Films

From their very inception, motion pictures have dealt with sexuality. In 1896, a 
fi lm titled T e Kiss outraged moral guardians when it showed a couple stealing 
a quick kiss. “Absolutely disgusting,” complained one critic. “T e performance 
comes near being indecent in its emphasized indecency. Such things call for police 
action” (quoted in Webb, 1983). Today, in contrast, fi lm critics use “sexy,” a word 
independent of artistic value, to praise a fi lm. “Sexy” fi lms are movies in which 
the requisite “sex scenes” are suffi  ciently titillating to overcome their lack of 
aesthetic merit.
 What is clear is that movies are not that dissimilar from television in their 
portrayal of the consequences of unprotected sex, such as unplanned pregnancies 
or STIs, including HIV/AIDS. In an analysis of 87 movies, 53 of which had 
sex episodes, there was only one suggestion of condom use, which was the only 

“
Of the delights of this world man cares 
most for is sexual intercourse, yet he has 

left it out of his heaven.

—Mark Twain 
(1835–1910)

Confi dent female icons such as 

Rihanna refl ect mainstream 

culture’s acceptance of assertive 

women.
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