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PREFACE
Many people don’t know this, but my curiosity regarding adolescent sexuality in the United
States (US) and the Netherlands began well before I started my Ph.D. in the Spring of 2008.
It began a few years before that, in the Fall of 2004, during my first year of my Master’s
program at Wake Forest University. That semester I enrolled in a Health Communication
course, and one of the topics we discussed was adolescent sexual health in the US
compared to other Western developed nations. Through a video produced by Youth
Incentives and the Rutgers Nisso Groep, I learned that the US ranked as having the highest
teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease rates of all Western developed countries,
while the Netherlands ranked as having some of the lowest teen rates – in fact, as one of
the top three countries with the lowest rates. That video left a big impression on me that
day, with all sorts of questions about how adolescent sexuality is approached in the US
versus the Netherlands for such a stark difference to exist between these two nations. I had
no idea that my curiosity would subsequently take me on the trajectory that it did:
researching sexual behaviors and norms among US college students for my Master’s thesis;
investigating the same among Dutch university students as a Fulbright Scholar; and
ultimately leading me to pursue a Ph.D. at the Amsterdam School of Communication
Research to study a topic that I am genuinely interested in. It’s funny how something so
small as one video in one course on one day can be the beginning to years of research, an
international move to the Netherlands, and the pursuit of a Ph.D. Yet that was where it all
began, and where I found my inspiration for the last few years. And so I’m reminded:
Inspiration is just about everywhere – as long as you’re looking for it.

Suchi Pradyumn Joshi
Amsterdam, 2012
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INTRODUCTION
Adolescence is commonly viewed as one of the most important periods of sexual
development (e.g., Bay-Cheng, Robinson, & Zucker, 2009; Tolman & McClelland, 2011).
Consequently, scientific researchers have devoted much attention to adolescent sexual
socialization – that is, the process by which knowledge, attitudes, and values about sexuality
are acquired” (Ward, 2003, p. 348). Topics that are important to adolescent sexuality which
researchers have focused on include, but are not limited to, the dangers associated with sex,
condom and contraceptive use, unplanned pregnancy, the spread of sexually transmitted
diseases (STDs), the positive aspects of sex such as desire and pleasure, and the emergence
of a hook-up culture (e.g., Carpenter, 2001; Elliott, 2010; Garner, Sterk, & Adams, 1998;
Heldman & Wade, 2010; Tolman, 2002). While some researchers have focused on the
moral, physical, and psychological ramifications of these sexual topics, others have focused
primarily on what and where young people learn about sexuality. Even though many
adolescents learn about sex-related topics from parents, peers, and sex education programs,
no source is perhaps more pervasive in educating young people about sex than the media.
The media have consistently been recognized as one of the most prominent
information sources for adolescent sexual socialization (for a review, see Ward, 2003).
Considering that young people (ages 8 to 18 years) spend almost 8 to 10 hours a day
consuming entertainment media (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010), it is no surprise that the
media have been referred to as a ‘sexual super peer’ for adolescents (Brown, Halpern, &
L’Engle, 2005). In fact, while parents and peers are important sources of sexual information,
teenagers themselves have cited the media as one of their most vital sources for
information about sex (Ward, 2003). Media such as television, movies, magazines, and the
Internet offer young people a plethora of information about romantic relationships, sex,
and sexual health (Brown et al., 2005).
Of the media sources available for information about sex, teen magazines have been
recognized as being particularly popular among adolescents, especially for teenage girls (e.g.,
Kaiser Family Foundation, 2004; Roberts & Foehr, 2004). The dominant role of teen
magazines as an information source for sex and romantic relationships is hardly unexpected.
Teen magazines are read by millions of adolescents worldwide (Walsh-Childers, Treise, &
Gotthoffer, 1997). Teen magazines also place a heavy emphasis on sex (Wright, 2009), and
the focus on sex-related topics within teen magazines has only grown over the years
(Carpenter, 2001; Clarke, 2009; Garner et al., 1998) Moreover, teen magazines are tailored
to cover a variety of sex-related topics that are directly relevant to young people, and the
coverage of these topics is notably more in-depth in teen magazines than in other media
(APA, 2007; Durham, 1996, 1998; Garner et al., 1998; Walsh-Childers, Gotthoffer, & Lepre,
2002; Ward, 2003). In addition, the sexual information in teen magazines is easily available

2

│

Introduction

to young people as they can be found at supermarkets, magazine stands, public libraries, or
sent directly to a subscriber’s home (Ward, 2003). Due to this accessibility, many teen
readers rely on magazines as a “sounding board” and “close confidant,” especially when it
comes to sexual topics (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2004, p. 2).
Given the importance of teen magazines in the sexual socialization of adolescents,
they remain an understudied medium. Three major gaps in the literature still exist. First,
although some sex-related topics in teen magazines have been studied through various
content analyses (Carpenter, 2001; Clarke, 2009; Farvid & Braun, 2006), our knowledge
base of these topics is on the surface level and is therefore severely limited. Second, the
majority of studies on how teen magazines cover sex-related topics have been conducted
from a single-country perspective (e.g., Carpenter, 1998; Clarke, 2009; Garner et al., 1998).
Consequently, as of late, the need to study the cultural contingency of adolescent sexuality
has been emphasized (Halpern, 2010; Tolman & McClelland, 2011), especially because it
has been well-documented that the experience of sex and sexuality varies by country (e.g.,
Ford & Beach, 1951; Frayser, 1985; Gregersen, 1986; Hofstede, 1998). Third and lastly, no
study to date has directly linked the sex-related content of teen magazines to how young
people think or feel about sex. As a result, we have yet to know if and how the sex-related
content from teen magazines is linked to young people’s views on sex.
In response to these three lacunae, this dissertation has three main goals. The first
goal is to delve deeper into important sex-related topics by content analyzing sex-related
material in teen magazines. For instance, two of the most popular themes that past studies
have identified in teen and women’s magazines are sexual desire and the dangers associated
with sex (e.g., Carpenter, 1998; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Schalet, 2000, 2004; Tolman, 2002),
but no research to date has examined the gender- and culture-specific nature of sexual
desire and danger coverage in teen magazines in one single study. Moreover, despite the
important role of virginity loss and pregnancy to adolescent sexuality, our knowledge of
how teen magazines cover these two topics is scarce. For instance, while the coverage of
virginity loss in teen magazines has been studied (Carpenter, 2001), it remains unclear how
often and with what tone virginity loss appears in teen magazines. In addition, pregnancy
has never been studied in its own right but only in the broader context of the dangers
associated with sex (e.g., Clarke, 2009; Garner et al., 1998; Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008).
Furthermore, research in the last decade has suggested that young people increasingly
engage in more casual forms of sex through ‘hook-ups,’ where committed relationships and
love are not necessarily present (e.g., Grello, Welsh, & Harper, 2006; Heldman & Wade,
2010; Stinson, 2010). Nevertheless, no study to date has investigated how teen magazines
cover issues related to a hook-up culture.
The second goal of this dissertation is to investigate the teen magazine coverage of
the above-mentioned topics of sexual desire, sexual danger, virginity loss, pregnancy, and a
hook-up culture from a cross-national comparative perspective. The majority of content
analyses of the sex-related material in magazines have been exclusively from the United
States (US); however, it is commonly accepted that issues related to sex and sexuality are for
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a large part dependent on culture (Ford & Beach, 1951; Gagnon & Simon, 1973). As a
result, findings from research conducted in one country may not apply to another country.
Cross-national research is therefore acknowledged to be an “essential antidote to naive
universalism” (Gurevitch & Blumler, 1990, p. 308) and a crucial “escape from
ethnocentrism” (Dogan & Pelassy, 1984, p. 5). More importantly, cross-national research
helps to establish differences between cultures and explain those differences through
meaningful factors in which two cultures may vary (Przeworski & Teune, 1970). To initially
fill the gap of cross-national comparative research in the field of adolescent sexual
socialization research, this dissertation focuses on the coverage of the aforementioned
topics in the most popular teen girl magazines from the US and the Netherlands. We chose
the US and the Netherlands because these two countries are similar in terms of wealth,
education standards, and are democratically governed, highly developed nations (Schalet,
2000); however, the US and the Netherlands differ substantially on sex-related issues
(Hofstede, 1998; Schalet, 2000). Therefore, these two countries lend themselves to a
meaningful cross-national comparison of sex-related content in teen girl magazines. We
chose to study teen girl magazines because out of all the teen magazines available on the
market, the top three in each country are teen girl magazines, which are teen magazines
specifically targeted at a female readership.
The third and final goal of this dissertation is to link the sex-related content from US
and Dutch teen girl magazines to the sexual attitudes of young people in the US and the
Netherlands. By doing so, we are able to examine whether the reading of teen magazines is
linked to young people’s sexual socialization. Moreover, this dissertation is able to indicate
whether the associations found between teen magazine reading and young people’s sexual
attitudes are culturally contingent. After all, we cannot fully grasp the role of teen
magazines in young people’s sexual socialization of a particular country without comparing
it to the role that such magazines play in the sexual socialization of youth of another
country (Ford & Beach, 1951; Gagnon & Simon, 1973).
While this dissertation primarily addresses researchers of adolescent sexual
socialization, it also has practical benefits for parents, health educators, government
officials, and magazine editors. In terms of scientific research, the combination of content
analysis and survey research allows for a more in-depth understanding of teen girl
magazines and their association with the sexual attitudes of young people. Not only are we
able to understand what sex-related content is present in US and Dutch teen girl magazines
and how this content is culturally contingent, but we are also able to comprehend how this
content is linked to the way that US and Dutch young people think and feel about sex.
Practically speaking, parents, health educators, government officials, and magazine editors
are better able to understand how cultural factors influence the ways in which adolescent
sexuality is covered in the media, and how sex-related content for adolescents varies by
country. Furthermore, parents, health educators, government officials, and magazine
editors may be able to gain insight into how teen magazines are linked to the sexual
attitudes of US and Dutch young people today. This can facilitate more meaningful sex
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talks between parents and teens, provide valuable information for health educators and
government officials when developing sex education programs, and allow magazine editors
to create more teenager-relevant publications.
Outline of Dissertation Chapters
The chapters of this dissertation are written as individual studies and can also be read
in this fashion. In a consecutive manner, each chapter builds on the next and contributes to
the overall research aim of studying adolescents and sexualized media from a cross-national
comparative perspective through the medium of teen magazines. More specifically, the four
chapters of this dissertation address two important issues: (a) sex-related content within the
most popular US and Dutch teen girl magazines, and (b) how these teen magazines may be
linked to any fear of sex held by US and Dutch young people. All four chapters in this
dissertation are either published manuscripts or submitted for publication. Thus, the
content of each chapter in this dissertation is equal to the published or submitted
manuscripts.
Chapter 1: Sexual Desire and Danger in US and Dutch Teen Girl Magazines
The first chapter focuses on the depiction of sexual desire and danger in US and
Dutch teen girl magazines. Sexual desire and the dangers associated with sex are two of the
most popular themes identified in teen and women’s magazines (for a review, see Ward,
2003). Sexual desire refers to strong, embodied, passionate feelings of sexual wanting, as well
as knowing, listening to, and taking into account one’s own bodily sexual feelings through
pleasure (Tolman, 2000). Sexual danger is conveyed through sexual risks and the negative
physical/health consequences of sex, such as men’s aggression, women’s sexual
victimization, unwanted pregnancy, STDs, and rape (e.g., Garner et al., 1998; Johnson,
Gotthoffer, & Lauffer, 1999; Kim & Ward, 2004). While the gender-specific nature of
sexual desire and danger have been investigated (e.g., Carpenter, 1998; Farvid & Braun,
2006; Tolman, 2002), no research to date has examined the extent to which the coverage of
desire and danger in teen girl magazines is both gender- and culture-specific. This lack of
research is striking because the experience of sex and sexuality are known to vary by gender
(e.g., Schlenker, Caron, & Halteman, 1998; Taylor, 2005; Willemsen, 1998) and by country
(e.g., Ford & Beach, 1951; Frayser, 1985; Gregersen, 1986; Hofstede, 1998).
In response to these shortcomings, the study in Chapter 1 examines, through a
cross-national comparative quantitative content analysis of US and Dutch teen girl
magazines, whether sexual desire is mentioned more for boys and sexual danger is
portrayed more for girls in the coverage. Furthermore, this study investigates whether
sexual desire is depicted more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than in the US
magazines, and if sexual danger is mentioned more often in the US teen girl magazines than
in the Dutch magazines. Finally, this chapter probes further by investigating how
differences in sexual desire and danger vary for boys and girls by country. The study in this
chapter relies on the sexual scripts framework and Hofstede’s cultural dimension of
masculinity/femininity as theoretical bases.
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Chapter 2: Virginity Loss and Pregnancy in US and Dutch Teen Girl Magazines
The second chapter of this dissertation investigates two topics which are extremely
relevant to adolescent sexuality: virginity loss and unplanned pregnancy. Virginity loss is
almost universally recognized as a turning point for teenagers as they enter adulthood
(Carpenter, 2005) because a teenager’s first coital experience often shapes successive sexual
experiences and attitudes (Billy, Landale, Grady, & Zimmerle, 1988; Carpenter, 2001).
Moreover, pregnancy is often considered a negative consequence of virginity loss
(Carpenter, 2001, 2005). In fact, in countries such as the US, the importance of maintaining
one’s virginity is often stressed to teenagers, especially to teenage girls, in order to prevent
the risk of pregnancy (Tolman, 2002). Despite the importance of these two topics to
adolescent sexuality, content analyses of virginity loss and pregnancy-related coverage
within teen girl magazines remain scarce. The only cross-national study to date has shown
that German teen girl magazines approach virginity loss positively while US teen girl
magazines often take a negative stance toward virginity loss (Carpenter, 2001). All the while,
little remains known about the coverage of pregnancy in teen magazines.
To address these two important topics, this chapter delves deeper into Hofstede’s
cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity by using specific factors derived by Hofstede
to explain the differences between the coverage of virginity loss and pregnancy in US and
Dutch teen girl magazines. Specifically, this study uses the factors of (a) sex education, (b)
accessibility to contraceptives, and (c) parental attitudes about teenage sex to address
questions related to the occurrence, tone, and association with negative consequences for
both virginity loss and pregnancy in US and Dutch teen girl magazines.
Chapter 3: The Hook-Up Culture in US and Dutch Teen Girl Magazines
The third chapter is devoted to a topic which has recently attracted both public and
scholarly attention in the US: the so-called ‘hook-up culture’ (e.g., Bogle, 2008; Heldman &
Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010). In a hook-up culture, the predominant form of engaging in
sexual relations is through casual sexual encounters with ‘no strings attached’ (Stinson,
2010). Although hooking-up as a relational form of sex among young people is not
something new (e.g., Armstrong, England, & Fogarty, 2009; Bogle, 2008), scholars tend to
agree that the progressively normative character of US young people engaging in casual sex
marks the trend of hooking-up as a sub-cultural practice to hooking-up as the sexual
mainstream culture of today (Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010).
One reason that is often cited for the advent of a hook-up culture is the way sexual
relations are depicted in the media (Heldman & Wade, 2010). It is striking, then, that we
have limited knowledge about the frequency with which casual sex is featured in the media.
Much of the existing research focuses exclusively on the hook-up culture among college
students (Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010), and no studies have
investigated how the hook-up culture is depicted in media that are specifically targeted at
teenagers, such as teen magazines. This lack of research is surprising because casual sex not
only occurs amongst college students, but also among adolescents (e.g., Levinson, Jaccard,
& Beamer, 1995; Manning, Longmore, & Giordano, 2005; Manning, Giordano, &
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Longmore, 2006). Moreover, existing research on the hook-up culture focuses almost
exclusively on the US. Therefore, we have no way of knowing whether hooking-up is
strictly a US phenomenon or one that transcends cultures.
To address these shortcomings, the first goal of this chapter is to analyze the extent
to which the hook-up culture (i.e., the relational context of sex, emotional context of sex,
specific sexual activities, and contraceptives) is presented within teen girl magazines. The
second goal of this study is to examine the coverage from a cross-cultural comparative
perspective. In order to do this, we use Hofstede’s dimension of masculinity/femininity
through the two specific factors of (a) sex education and (b) the distinction between sex
and love. More specifically, this study asks whether sex within a casual relational context is
mentioned more often in the US teen girl magazines and if sex within a committed
relational context is mentioned more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines. This study
also investigates whether sex within the emotional context of love occurs more often in the
Dutch teen girl magazines than in the US teen girl magazines, and how often sexual
activities such as petting, oral sex, anal sex, and coital sex are mentioned. Lastly, this study
investigates the occurrence and tone towards condoms and birth control pills in both the
US and Dutch teen girl magazines.
Chapter 4: Teen Magazine Reading & Fear of Sex for US and Dutch Young People
The fourth and final chapter of this dissertation examines the link between reading
teen magazines and fear of sex. Specifically, this study aims to find out whether fear of sex
is differentially related to reading teen girl magazines in the US and the Netherlands by
investigating (a) the general reading of teen magazines, (b) sexual risk and sexual pleasure
content in teen magazines, and (c) young people’s religiosity. In order to do so, this study
concentrates on linking the cross-national content analysis data from Chapter 1 (Joshi,
Peter, & Valkenburg, 2011) to cross-national survey research data of US and Dutch young
people’s teen magazine reading and fear of sex.
This chapter responds to several gaps in the field of adolescent sexual socialization
research. Existing research typically focuses on cognitive aspects such as adolescents’ sexual
beliefs and attitude, whereas more emotional aspects like adolescents’ fear of sex have not
been investigated. Moreover, most of the current research has taken place in the US,
making the existing knowledge base rather culturally biased. Various researchers have also
indicated that more attention needs to be paid to individual differences (i.e., an individual’s
religiosity level) in the link between media coverage and young people’s sexual socialization
(Brown, 2009; Malamuth & Huppin, 2005; Ward, 2003).
Using cultivation theory, this chapter asks several important questions. Specifically,
the study in Chapter 4 examines whether a cultural conditionality of cultivation is present
regarding teen girl magazines and fear of sex for US and Dutch readers. Furthermore, this
study examines whether specific messages about sexual risk or sexual pleasure are linked to
any fear of sex that may occur for US and Dutch young people. Lastly, this study
investigates whether individual differences such as religiosity play a factor in young people’s
fear of sex when reading teen magazines, and if this varies by country.
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CHAPTER 1

Scripts of Sexual Desire and Danger in US and Dutch Teen Girl Magazines:
A Cross-National Content Analysis

Abstract
This comparative quantitative content analysis investigates how US and Dutch teen girl
magazines cover sexual desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and pleasure) and sexual danger (i.e.,
sexual risk, and negative physical/health consequences of sex). Relying on the sexual scripts
framework and Hofstede’s cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity, we examine (a)
how the coverage varies for boys and girls, (b) how it differs between the United States and
the Netherlands, and (c) how gender differences vary by country. The sample comprised
627 sex-related feature stories from all 2006-2008 issues of three US (i.e., Seventeen,
CosmoGirl! United States edition, and Teen) and three Dutch teen girl magazines (i.e., Fancy,
CosmoGirl! Netherlands edition, and Girlz!). Overall, sexual wanting occurred more
frequently in the US magazines than in the Dutch magazines. In the US coverage, boys’
sexual wanting received more attention than girls’ sexual wanting, whereas in the Dutch
coverage sexual wanting was depicted equally often for boys and girls. The depiction of
sexual pleasure did not vary by gender in either country’s magazines, but was generally
more visible in the Dutch magazines than in the US magazines. Content about sexual risks
and the negative consequences of sex were associated with girls more than with boys, and
were primarily depicted in the US magazines rather than in the Dutch magazines.
Implications are discussed in terms of US and Dutch teen magazine coverage of sexual
desire and danger, and the cultural contingency of the Heterosexual Script.

This chapter is published as: Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2011). Scripts of
sexual desire and danger in US and Dutch teen girl magazines: A cross-national content
analysis. Sex Roles, 64, 463-474.
This chapter won the Top Paper Award at the Etmaal van de Communicatiewetenschap Conference in
Gent, Belgium in 2010.
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The media are consistently acknowledged as an important influencer of adolescents’
sexual socialization (APA, 2007; Brown, L’ Engle, Pardun, Guo, Kenneavy, & Jackson,
2006; Epstein & Ward, 2008; Peter & Valkenburg, 2007; Prinstein, Meade, & Cohen, 2003;
Ward, 2003). Of the media adolescents refer to as sources of information about sex and
sexuality, teen magazines are particularly important (Carpenter, 1998; Garner, Sterk, &
Adams, 1998; Ward, 2003) because they offer a variety of easily accessible information
about sex. As a result, various content analyses of topics related to sex and sexuality in
popular teen and women’s magazines have been conducted in numerous countries, such as
the United States (US), Germany, New Zealand, Australia, and the Netherlands (Carpenter,
1998, 2001; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Firminger, 2006; Garner et al., 1998; Hust, Brown,
L’Engle, 2008; Schlenker, Caron, & Halteman, 1998; Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008;
Willemsen, 1998). Two of the most popular themes that past studies have identified in teen
and women’s magazines are sexual desire and the dangers associated with sex (for a review,
see Ward, 2003). According to Tolman (2000), sexual desire refers to strong, embodied,
passionate feelings of sexual wanting, as well as knowing, listening to, and taking into account
one’s own bodily sexual feelings through pleasure. The notion of sexual danger is conveyed
through sexual risks and negative physical/health consequences of sex, such as men’s aggression,
women’s sexual victimization, unwanted pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs),
and rape (e.g., Garner et al., 1998; Johnson, Gotthoffer, & Lauffer, 1999; Kim & Ward,
2004).
Past research has studied the gender-specific nature of sexual desire and danger
through content analyses of teen magazines in the US, New Zealand, and Australia, and
through interviews with parents and teenagers in the US and the Netherlands (e.g.,
Carpenter, 1998; Farvid & Braun, 2006; Schalet, 2000, 2004; Tolman, 2002). However, no
research to date has investigated, in one single study, the extent to which the coverage of
desire and danger in teen girl magazines is both gender- and culture-specific. This lack of
research is striking because it is well-documented that the experience of sex and sexuality
varies both by gender (e.g., Schlenker et al., 1998; Taylor, 2005; Willemsen, 1998) and by
country (e.g., Ford & Beach, 1951; Frayser, 1985; Gregersen, 1986; Hofstede, 1998a).
Therefore, it is the main goal of the present study to investigate, with a cross-national
comparative quantitative content analysis, how the coverage of sexual desire and danger in
teen girl magazines may differ by gender and between countries. By comparing the
coverage in the US and the Netherlands, two countries that differ in their approach to
adolescent sexuality, this study may help put earlier, single-culture research into perspective.
Specifically, our comparative approach may help us to understand whether current
conclusions about teen magazine coverage may be culturally biased.
Gender Differences for Desire and Danger
Many previous content analyses have used the sexual scripts framework to
investigate the representation of adolescent sexuality in teen magazines and other media
(e.g., Carpenter, 1998, 2001; Kim & Ward, 2004). The sexual scripts framework posits that
sexual matters are not universal, but are shaped by sociocultural processes. Sociocultural
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processes determine what is considered sexual and how individuals behave sexually (Simon
& Gagnon, 1984). As a result, what is considered sexual for adolescents may vary according
to social groups (e.g., gender) and/or cultures (e.g., countries). The sexual scripts
framework thus provides the conceptual basis for expecting the depiction of desire and
danger in teen magazines to differ by gender and country.
The sexual scripts framework distinguishes between three types of scripts: cultural
scripts, which correspond to the collective level of society; interpersonal scripts, which
relate to small-group interactions; and intrapsychic scripts, which are associated with
individual dimensions of society (Bowleg, Lucas, Tschann, 2004; Hynie, Lydon, Coté, &
Wiener, 1998). Because teen magazines exist at the collective level of society, they create
and maintain cultural scripts (Carpenter, 2001) by informing adolescents about when, where,
with whom, why, and how to engage in sexual interactions (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, &
Micheals, 1994). One of the most important cultural scripts, especially in the US, is the
Heterosexual Script which outlines romantic encounters and sexual interactions for boys
and girls (e.g., Hyde & Oliver, 1993; Kim et al., 2007; Tolman, 2002). Two crucial parts of
the Heterosexual Script are sexual desire and danger.
Studies from the US, Australia, and New Zealand indicate that sexual desire in the
Heterosexual Script has been framed with a strong emphasis on men’s and boys’ sexual
ability and performance (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Kilmartin, 1999). Men are positioned as
actively pursuing sexual relationships, guided by their sexual wants, and treating women as
sexual objects (e.g., Diamond, 2005; Fine, 1988; Lerum & Dworkin, 2009). In contrast,
women’s sexuality is typically portrayed as passive, with women not prioritizing their own
sexual wants (e.g., Clarke & Hatfield, 1989; McCormick, 1979; McCormick, Brannigan, &
LaPlante, 1984; Tolman, 1994, 2002). This is also true for girls’ sexuality. US-based research
has shown that girls’ experience of sexual wants and pleasure is often considered deviant
behavior (Tolman, 1994, 2002).
Within research on sexual desire, pleasure is an important concept because it is
inherent to experiencing and acting out one’s own sexual desire (Tolman, 2002).
Consequently, researchers have increasingly paid attention to the experience of pleasure in
sexual relationships (Kim & Ward, 2004; Tolman, 2002; Walsh-Childers, Gotthoffer, &
Lepre, 2002). For example, in-depth interviews with US teenage girls have revealed that the
absence of pleasure during sex is normal, and the experience of pleasure is a problem
(Tolman, 2002). Moreover, Australian girls attested to faking orgasms regularly to appease
their partners (Roberts, Kippax, Waldby, & Crawford, 1995), while acknowledging the
importance of their male partner experiencing pleasure. These findings echo what Michelle
Fine (1988) calls “the missing discourse of desire,” which highlights that dominant notions
of adolescent sexuality often avoid girls’ sexual wants and pleasure (Tolman, 2002).
Content analyses of women’s magazines on sexual desire have accordingly revealed
an emphasis on men’s sexuality. For example, an analysis of six consecutive issues of the
Australian edition of Cosmopolitan and the New Zealand edition of Cleo has shown that
men’s pleasure during sex was prioritized (Epstein & Ward, 2008; Farvid & Braun, 2006).
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This prioritization of men’s sexual pleasure is often linked to the lack of women’s sexual
desire. As a content analysis from the US has shown, young women are taught by
magazines to subordinate their own interests (Kim & Ward, 2004).
Sexual danger usually arises within the Heterosexual Script through the “male sexual
drive” (Hollway, 1989). This notion implies that when the male sexual drive takes
precedence, men’s sexuality becomes uncontrollable, and dangerous situations can occur
for women and girls (Kim, et al., 2007). In US magazines, women are positioned
simultaneously as sex objects and as victims of men’s uncontrollable sexual urges
(Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008). Men do not appear to be as endangered as women, creating
a double-standard within US magazines, which is consistent with stereotypical and
traditional gender roles (Taylor, 2005).
In the discussion of sexual danger, the risks and negative consequences of sex play a
central role. It is therefore important to note gender differences for these risks and negative
consequences of sex. For example, content analyses of US teen girl magazines have
revealed that STDs are portrayed as a sexual risk mainly for girls, even though both boys
and girls are equally susceptible to contracting diseases (Carpenter, 1998; Hust et al., 2008;
Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008). Moreover, US magazines stress the negative consequences of
sex from a women’s point of view (Hust et al., 2008). As Carpenter (2001) found in her
content analysis of US and German teen magazines, sex is treated as something physically
painful for girls, for instance by focusing on the negative physical aspects of virginity loss.
In addition, unwanted pregnancies are portrayed as a negative consequence of women’s
sexuality (Hust et al., 2008). Boys, in contrast, are generally not depicted as experiencing or
being responsible for the negative consequences of sex (Kim et al., 2007; Kunkel, Eyal,
Finnerty, Biely, & Donnerstein, 2005).
Country Differences for Desire and Danger
The logic of cross-national comparative research requires that, when little is known
about a particular subject, similar countries be chosen (e.g., Mackie & Marsh, 1995).
Generally, if differences between similar countries occur, they can only logically result from
characteristics in which the countries differ. Thus, when little is known about a subject, and
differences occur between dissimilar countries, more potential explanations exist than when
differences occur between similar countries.
As outlined above, we know little about how, in a cross-national comparative
perspective, teen girl magazines cover the topics of desire and danger. Consequently, when
the coverage of desire and danger is compared, two similar countries should be chosen. The
US and the Netherlands are two countries similar in terms of wealth, as well as education
standards, and are democratically governed, highly developed nations (Schalet, 2000).
Moreover, in terms of more abstract cultural differences outlined in Hofstede’s (2001) five
dimensions of national culture, the US and the Netherlands score closely on four of the five
dimensions (i.e., individualism vs. collectivism; uncertainty avoidance; power distance; and
long-term vs. short-term orientation). However, the US and the Netherlands differ in terms
of the masculinity/femininity dimension, with the US being a rather masculine society and
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the Netherlands being a rather feminine society (Hofstede, 1998b, 2001).
In a masculine society, men are supposed to be “assertive, tough, and focused on
material success; women are supposed to be more modest, tender, and concerned with the
quality of life” (Hofstede, 1998a, p. 6). Conversely, in a feminine society, “both men and
women are supposed to be modest, tender, and concerned with the quality of life”
(Hofstede, 1998a, pp. 6-7). Because the masculinity/femininity dimension is related to the
definition of gender roles and to the cultural construction of (adolescent) sexuality
(Hofstede, 1998b), two countries that differ in this dimension, such as the US and the
Netherlands, offer adequate comparison units for the purpose of this study.
In an attempt to categorize different sexual norms and behaviors along the
masculinity/ femininity dimension, Hofstede (1998b) has suggested that masculine and
feminine societies differ, amongst other things, in the moral values attached to sex and how
sex is experienced. Masculine societies often hold moralistic attitudes toward sexuality and
associate sex with guilt and negative outcomes rather than with pleasure and positive
outcomes. Conversely, feminine societies approach sexuality in a matter-of-fact way and
highlight the enjoyment and positive experiences of sex. For example, conservative
populations within the US often emphasize sex as something a man and woman should
experience within a marriage (Luker, 2006). Moreover, sex before marriage and/or
promiscuity is frequently discouraged by emphasizing the dangers associated with sex. Sex
is often portrayed as a risky or disease-ridden activity (Luker, 2006; Schalet, 2000). This
moralistic approach to sex and the emphasis on danger also applies to how adolescent
sexuality is approached in the US. The risks of sex are often used in sex education programs
as a reason not to have sex or to remain abstinent (Pinkleton, Austin, Cohen, Chen, &
Fitzgerald, 2008). Similarly, US parents consider teen sexuality to be disruptive and
emphasize the negative consequences of sex (Carpenter, 2001; Herzog, 2008) by drawing
comparisons between teen sex and drug use, excessive drinking, and vandalism (Luker,
2006; Schalet, 2000).
In the Netherlands, by contrast, sex is largely approached as a normal part of life,
which holds true for adolescents as well (Schalet, 2000). Dutch parents do not usually view
teenage sex as dangerous. Although teenagers are educated and made aware of the risks
associated with sex, the negative consequences are rarely used as a reason not to have sex.
Moreover, sexual maturation does not tend to elicit fear among teens, parents, healthcare
providers, and policy-makers in the Netherlands (Schalet, 2000). Dutch adults tend to
believe that adolescents have their own sexual desires and are able to express them by
engaging in responsible sex, usually within loving, committed relationships (Schalet, 2000).
Because teen girl magazines reflect cultural differences in how adolescent sexuality is
approached (Carpenter, 2001), the differences between masculine and feminine societies
may also affect how magazines cover sexual desire and danger. As a result, we expect
adolescents’ sexual desire to be portrayed more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than
in the US coverage. In contrast, sexuality will more often be associated with danger in the
US teen girl magazines than in the Dutch teen girl magazines.
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Gender Differences for Desire and Danger by Country
As a cultural script, the Heterosexual Script may differ by country. Consequently, if
the coverage in teen girl magazines reflects the Heterosexual Script, then the expected
gender differences in the depiction of desire and danger may further vary between countries.
Technically speaking, gender and country, as predictors of differences in the coverage, may
interact with each other.
Hofstede’s (1998a, 2001) cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity predicts
gender differences to be smaller in feminine societies than in masculine societies.
Accordingly, feminine societies have been shown to distinguish between male and female
sexual roles less strongly than masculine societies (Hofstede, 1998b). This may also apply to
adolescent sexuality. Both Dutch parents and teenagers consider sexuality and sexual urges
to be a normal part of adolescence, regardless of gender (Schalet, 2000, 2004). In fact, both
teenage girls and boys in the Netherlands consider sex to be fun and fulfilling, and hardly
think of sex as something scary or dangerous (de Graaf, Meijer, Poelman, &
Vanwesenbeeck, 2005). However, in the US, boys’ sexuality and desire is encouraged and
girls’ sexuality and desire is discouraged – unless it benefits the boys involved (Stibbe, 2004;
Taylor, 2005).
US-based content analyses have noticed this gender disparity within teen magazines
(e.g., Durham, 1998). Sexual activity is more acceptable for US boys than for US girls. Also,
the risks and negative consequences of sex are hardly stressed for US boys, whereas they
are prominent reasons for why US girls should not have sex (Martin, 1996). Thus, in a
feminine country such as the Netherlands, we expect that teen girl magazines may not
depict stark differences between boys’ and girls’ sexual desire and danger. In contrast, teen
girl magazines in a masculine country such as the US may depict greater gender disparities
for sexual desire and danger.
The Present Study
Through a quantitative content analysis, this study investigates the three most
popular teen girl magazines in the United States and the Netherlands. We used general
linear models and logistic regressions to analyze how the coverage of sexual desire and
danger (a) varies for girls and boys, (b) differs between the United States and Netherlands,
and (c) how gender differences vary by each country. Because adolescent sexuality is
typically gendered (e.g., Epstein & Ward, 2008; Diamond, 2005; Lerum & Dworkin, 2009;
Taylor, 2005), we hypothesize:
H1a:
H1b:

Sexual desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and pleasure) will be mentioned more
often for boys than for girls in teen girl magazines.
Sexual danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative physical/health consequences
of sex) will be mentioned more often for girls than for boys in teen girl
magazines.
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Adolescent sexuality is approached differently in masculine countries like the US and
feminine countries like the Netherlands, in terms of the moral values attached to sex and
how sex is experienced (Hofstede, 1998b). Thus, we expect that the coverage of sexual
desire and danger will also differ between these two countries. Specifically, we hypothesize:
H2a:
H2b:

Sexual desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and pleasure) will be mentioned more
often in Dutch teen girl magazines than in US teen girl magazines.
Sexual danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative physical/health consequences
of sex) will be mentioned more often in US teen girl magazines than in
Dutch teen girl magazines.

Finally, we anticipate that gender differences in the coverage of sexual desire and
danger may depend on whether a country is a masculine society, such as the US, or a
feminine society, such as the Netherlands. Therefore, we hypothesize:
H3a:

H3b:

A greater gender difference for sexual desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and
pleasure) will be depicted in US teen girl magazines than in Dutch teen girl
magazines (i.e., both Dutch and US boys are portrayed as experiencing
more sexual desire than girls, but the difference in the portrayal of sexual
desire between boys and girls will be greater in the US than in the
Netherlands).
A greater gender difference for sexual danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative
physical/health consequences of sex) will be depicted in US teen girl
magazines than in Dutch teen girl magazines (i.e., both Dutch and US girls
are portrayed as experiencing more sexual danger than boys, but the
difference in the portrayal of sexual danger between girls and boys will be
greater in the US than in the Netherlands).
Method

Sample
We conducted a quantitative content analysis of the US teen girl magazines Seventeen,
CosmoGirl! United States edition, and Teen, as well as the Dutch teen girl magazines Fancy,
CosmoGirl! Netherlands edition, and Girlz!. These magazines were chosen because they are
the most popular and widely read teen magazines in the US and the Netherlands, and
consequently may serve as a point of orientation for other similar magazines in the two
countries (Carpenter, 1998; Carpenter, 2001). We opted for magazines from the years 2006,
2007, and 2008 because we wanted to obtain a comprehensive picture of the current
depictions of sexual desire and danger in teen girl magazines. At the time of data collection,
2008 was the last full-year publication available for each magazine.
The unit of analysis was a feature story. A feature story is a nonfiction story that
intends to inform or amuse the reader through standard articles, interviews, quotes,
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sidebars, fillers, or question and answer pieces (Q&A). To qualify as a feature story, a
nonfiction story had to be presented as one semantic unit; indicated by content, colors, a
frame around the story, and separate headlines. A total of 2496 (753 US and 1743 Dutch)
feature stories comprised the sample. The number of feature stories differed between the
two countries because of different publication schemes.
All feature stories were analyzed for whether they explicitly mentioned or made
references to sex (e.g., masturbation; oral, anal and/or coital sex) or sexual activities (e.g.,
“we did it,” “it happened”). Of the 753 US feature stories, 162 (21.5%) stories were sexrelated. Of the 1743 Dutch feature stories, 465 (26.7%) stories were sex-related. The greater
absolute number of sex-related stories in the Dutch coverage versus the US coverage
results from more feature stories in the Dutch magazines.
Procedure
The codebook used for this study consisted of new items because existing scales
either did not exist or were not suitable for our purposes. Most of the items were tested in a
pilot study (Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2010), and elicited good validity and inter-coder
reliability. The full codebook can be obtained upon request from the first author. To make
sure the items and answer categories were culturally relevant and applicable to both US and
Dutch magazines, all items in the codebook were pre-tested with a subsample of articles
from the US and Dutch magazines. Pre-testing was completed by the principle investigator,
a native American-English speaker, and a research assistant, a native Dutch speaker.
Three native American-English speakers served as coders for the US teen magazines,
and five native Dutch speakers served as coders for the Dutch teen magazines. We only
accepted native speakers as coders because the idiosyncratic meanings attached to sex in
each language may be difficult for non-native speakers to identify and understand. The
coders were trained by the principle investigator and research assistant. Before coder
training started, the coder trainers did an inter-trainer reliability test. This step is crucial in
cross-national comparative content analyses to preclude artifacts in the coding as a result of
the trainers’ idiosyncratic understanding of the codebook (Peter & Lauf, 2002). The intertrainer reliability test showed very high agreement between the trainers. The average intertrainer reliability for the codebook was 95.2% (Cohen’s Kappa = .87).
Coder training took place separately for each country team, and occurred over the
course of two days. All categories of the codebook were explained and exemplified with
five magazine articles. After the training was completed, coders were asked to code five
additional articles alone at home. The results were checked by the trainers to see whether
the coders sufficiently understood the codebook, and to clarify potential misunderstandings
of the categories. Subsequently, an inter-coder reliability test was conducted, separately for
the US and Dutch groups, with seven randomly sampled stories from the US or the Dutch
magazines. To make sure that the coders’ understanding had not changed during the course
of the coding, we conducted an intra-coder reliability test four weeks after the inter-coder
reliability test. In that test, the coders had to code the same stories used in the inter-coder
reliability test. The specific inter-coder and intra-coder reliabilities are reported below.
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Desire. For the investigation of sexual desire, the girls and/or boys in the stories
had to be depicted as sexual beings. In line with our conceptual definition, sexual desire was
operationalized with two indicators: sexual wanting and pleasure. We operationalized sexual
wanting by assessing whether the boy and girl in the story were depicted as having their
own sexual wishes. We asked, separately for boys and girls, “Is/are the boy(s)/girl(s) in the
story depicted as sexual beings (e.g., a person who has or thinks about sex) who have their
own sexual desires or wants (e.g., sexual appetite, sexual urges, an expressed sexual wish)?”
Categories included “yes,” “no,” and “not mentioned.” Because the focus of this study was
on the presence of sexual wanting for boys and girls, we collapsed the latter two categories
into one category for the statistical analysis. The average inter-coder reliability for girls’
sexual wanting was 91.8% (Cohen’s Kappa = .85) for the US group, and 89.0% (Cohen’s
Kappa = .81) for the Dutch group. For girls’ sexual wanting, the average intra-coder
reliabilities were 91.7% (Cohen’s Kappa = .85) for both the US and Dutch groups. The
average inter-coder reliability for boys’ sexual wanting was 91.8% (Cohen’s Kappa = .85)
for the US group, and 89.0% (Cohen’s Kappa = .81) for the Dutch group. For boys’ sexual
wanting, the average intra-coder reliability was 91.7% (Cohen’s Kappa = .85) for the US
group and 81.2% (Cohen’s Kappa = .75) for the Dutch group.
We operationalized pleasure by assessing whether sex was depicted as a pleasurable
activity. More specifically, sexual pleasure referred to sex being depicted as something
delightful, pleasant, enjoyable, and/or one or more partners in the story enjoying the act of
giving or receiving sexual pleasure. The depiction of sex as pleasurable was assessed
separately for girls and boys in the story. Categories included “yes,” “no,” and “not
mentioned.” Because we were interested in the presence of sexual pleasure for boys and
girls, we combined “no” and “not mentioned” into one category for the statistical analysis.
The average inter-coder reliabilities for girls’ pleasure were 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0)
for both the US and Dutch groups. For girls’ pleasure, the average intra-coder reliability
was 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the US group, and 91.7% (Cohen’s kappa = .85) for
the Dutch group. The average inter-coder reliability for boys’ pleasure was 91.8% (Cohen’s
Kappa = .85) for the US group, and 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the Dutch group.
For boys’ pleasure, the average intra-coder reliability was 90.3% (Cohen’s Kappa = .83) for
the US group, and 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the Dutch group.
Danger. Sexual danger was operationalized with two indicators: sexual risk and
negative physical/health consequences of sex. We measured sexual risk by assessing
whether sex was depicted as something dangerous (e.g., sexual abuse, rape, men’s
aggression), dirty (e.g., if a person has sex he/she are no longer “pure”), and/or diseaseridden (e.g., if a person has sex he/she is likely to contract STDs). Categories to choose
from were, “sex is dirty, dangerous, and/or disease-ridden for…”: “only boy(s),” “only
girl(s),” “both boy(s) and girl(s),” and “no one/ not mentioned.” For the purpose of our
analysis, we recoded the categories, separately for boys and girls, into “sex is a risk,” and
“sex is not a risk/not mentioned.” The average inter- and intra-coder reliabilities for sexual
risk, for girls and boys, for the US and Dutch groups were 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0).
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We operationalized the negative physical/health consequences of sex by coding
whether the stories referred to any harmful outcomes during or after intercourse (e.g.,
feeling bodily pain or unwell during or after sex, unwanted pregnancy). This was assessed
separately for girls and boys. Categories to choose from were “positive,” “negative,” “both
positive and negative,” and “not mentioned.” Because the focus was on negative
physical/health consequences of sex, we recoded the categories into “exclusively negative”
and “not exclusively negative/not mentioned” for the statistical analysis. The average interand intra-coder reliabilities for negative physical/health consequences of sex, for girls and
boys, for the US and Dutch groups were 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0).
Data Analysis
Two characteristics of our data affected the statistical analysis. First, all of our
dependent variables were dummy variables. Second, in our coding, country (US vs.
Netherlands) was a between-subjects factor (i.e., assessed between stories) and gender was a
within-subjects factor (i.e., assessed within a story). This particularly complicated the
analysis of the interaction effects between country and gender predicted in H3a and H3b.
Logistic regression can accommodate both the dummy character of the dependent variables
and, when estimated with robust standard errors, the different levels of analysis and thus
nested structure of our variables. However, logistic regression does not lend itself to an easy
understanding of our results. General linear models (GLMs), in contrast, can be more
intuitively understood, especially in our case where the means of our dummy variables
(coded as 0 and 1) can be interpreted as proportions (and percentages when multiplied by
100). Nevertheless, dummy dependent variables may violate some assumptions of GLMs.
Because we wanted to analyze our data most rigorously without sacrificing
presentational accessibility, we decided to analyze our data with both GLMs and logistic
regressions (with robust standard errors). We present the mean scores that resulted from
the GLMs in Tables 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3. The relevant coefficients of the logistic regressions,
along with the robust standard errors and odds ratios, are reported in the text. In the case
where the results of the logistic regression and the GLM deviated (which occurred only
once), we relied on the findings from the logistic regression because it accounts for dummy
dependent variables more adequately than a GLM.
Results
Descriptive Results
Table 1.1 shows the gender differences for the indicators of sexual desire (i.e., sexual
wanting, and pleasure) and danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative physical/health
consequences). Forty-six percent of all stories (i.e., Dutch and US stories combined)
depicted sexual wanting for boys and 40% depicted it for girls. Twenty-one percent of the
stories depicted pleasure for girls and boys. Nine percent of the stories portrayed sexual risk
for boys and 33% of the stories depicted it for girls. For the negative physical/health
consequences of sex, 7% of the stories included negative consequences for boys and 31%
of the stories included them for girls.
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Table 1.1 Gender differences for sexual desire and danger
Boys

Girls

M (SD)

M (SD)

(N)

(N)

Sexual Desire
Sexual wanting
Pleasure

.46 (.50)a

.40 (.49)b

(N = 627)

(N = 627)

.21 (.38)

.21 (.36)

(N = 627)

(N = 627)

.09 (.29)a

.33 (.47)b

(N = 627)

(N = 627)

.07 (.26)a

.31 (.46)b

(N = 626)

(N = 626)

Sexual Danger
Sexual risk
Negative physical/health
consequences of sex

Note. Mean values are between 0 and 1. Significant differences at a level of p < .001 are
indicated by different subscripts.

Table 1.2 indicates the country differences for the indicators of sexual desire and
danger. Fifty-eight percent of the US stories and 38% of the Dutch stories included sexual
wanting. Ten percent of the US stories and 25% of the Dutch stories dealt with pleasure.
Thirty-two percent of the US stories and 18% of the Dutch stories involved some kind of
sexual risk. Lastly, the negative physical/health consequences of sex were depicted in 25%
of the US stories and in 17% of the Dutch stories.
Table 1.2 Country differences for sexual desire and danger
US

Dutch

M (SD)

M (SD)

(N)

(N)

Sexual Desire
Sexual wanting
Pleasure

.58 (.37)a

.38 (.35)b

(N = 162)

(N = 465)

.10 (.25)a

.25 (.32)b

(N = 162)

(N = 465)

.32 (.33)a

.18 (.28)b

(N = 162)

(N = 465)

.25 (.32)a

.17 (.27)b

(N = 161)

(N = 465)

Sexual Danger
Sexual risk
Negative physical/health
consequences of sex

Note. Mean values are between 0 and 1. Significant differences at a level of p < .01 are
indicated by different subscripts.
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Gender Differences
Hypothesis 1a stated that sexual desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and pleasure) would be
mentioned more often for boys than for girls in the teen girl magazines. We conducted one
GLM and logistic regression for sexual wanting, and another separate GLM and logistic
regression for sexual pleasure. The GLM for sexual wanting revealed a main effect for
gender, F(1, 625) = 15.36, p < .001, which was confirmed in the logistic regression (B = 0.25, SE = 0.11, Odds Ratio [OR] = 0.78, p < .001; boys coded 0). Overall, more stories
portrayed sexual wanting for boys than for girls (for descriptives, see Table 1.1). The GLM
for sexual pleasure revealed no main effect for gender, F(1, 625) = 0.14, ns, and is in line
with the logistic regression (B = 0.03, SE = 0.13, OR = 1.03, ns). The mean of the stories
depicting sexual pleasure for boys was not significantly different from that for girls. Thus,
Hypothesis 1a was supported for sexual wanting, but not for sexual pleasure.
Hypothesis 1b posed that sexual danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative
physical/health consequences of sex) would be mentioned more often for girls than for
boys. The GLM for sexual risk revealed a main effect for gender, F(1, 625) = 138.38, p
< .001, which was confirmed by the logistic regression (B = 1.62, SE = 0.15, OR = 5.01, p
< .001). Overall, more stories portrayed sexual risk for girls than for boys. The GLM for
negative physical/health consequences of sex also revealed a main effect for gender, F(1,
624) = 136.88, p < .001, which was supported by the logistic regression (B = 1.79, SE =
0.18, OR = 6.01, p < .001). More stories portrayed negative physical/health consequences
of sex for girls than for boys. Therefore, Hypothesis 1b was supported both for sexual risk
and the negative physical/health consequences of sex.
Country Differences
Hypothesis 2a posited that sexual desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and pleasure) would be
mentioned more often in the Dutch teen magazines than in the US teen magazines. We
conducted one GLM for sexual wanting and another GLM for sexual pleasure (for
descriptives, see Table 1.2), along with the pertinent logistic regression analyses. The GLM
for sexual wanting demonstrated a main effect for country, F(1, 625) = 36.56, p < .001. The
main effect suggested that sexual wanting occurred more often in the US stories than in the
Dutch stories, and was confirmed in the logistic regression analysis (B = -0.81, SE = 0.14,
OR = 0.44, p < .001, US coded as 0). The GLM for sexual pleasure also demonstrated a
main effect for country, F(1, 625) = 25.73, p < .001, which was supported in the logistic
regression (B = 1.02, SE = 0.22, OR = 2.79, p < .001). Overall, sexual pleasure occurred
more often in the Dutch stories than in the US stories. Therefore, Hypothesis 2a was not
supported for sexual wanting, but it was supported for sexual pleasure.
Hypothesis 2b stated that sexual danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative physical/
health consequences of sex) would be mentioned more often in the US teen magazines
than in the Dutch coverage. In line with the logistic regression analysis (B = -0.85, SE =
0.17, OR = 0.43, p < .001), the GLM for sexual risk demonstrated a main effect for country,
F(1, 625) = 26.75, p < .001. Sexual risk occurred more often in the US stories than in the
Dutch stories. The GLM for the negative physical/health consequences of sex also showed
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a main effect for country, F(1, 624) = 10.13, p < .01, which was confirmed by the logistic
regression analysis (B = -0.55, SE = 0.16, OR = 0.58, p < .001). The negative
physical/health consequences of sex occurred more often in the US stories than in the
Dutch stories. Thus, Hypothesis 2b was supported both for sexual risk and the negative
physical/health consequences of sex.
Gender Differences by Country
Hypothesis 3a asserted that there would be a greater gender difference for sexual
desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and pleasure) in the US magazines than the Dutch magazines.
Both for sexual wanting and for sexual pleasure, one GLM and one logistic regression were
conducted. The means that were tested in the GLMs can be found in Table 1.3.
Table 1.3 Gender differences by country for sexual desire and danger
US

Dutch

Boys

Girls

Boys

Girls

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

(N)

(N)

(N)

(N)

.70 (.46)

.46 (.50)

.38 (.49)

.38 (.48)

(N = 162)

(N = 162)

(N = 465)

(N = 465)

.12 (.33)

.09 (.28)

.24 (.43)

.26 (.44)

(N = 162)

(N = 162)

(N = 465)

(N = 465)

.15 (.36)

.48 (.50)

.07 (.26)

.28 (.45)

(N = 162)

(N = 162)

(N = 465)

(N = 465)

Sexual Desire
Sexual wanting
Pleasure
Sexual Danger
Sexual risk
Negative physical/health
consequences of sex

.11 (.31)

.40 (.49)

.06 (.24)

.28 (.45)

(N = 161)

(N = 161)

(N = 465)

(N = 465)

Note. Mean values are between 0 and 1. The interaction effect between gender and country for
sexual wanting is significant at p < .001.

The GLM for sexual wanting showed a significant interaction effect between gender and
country, F (1, 625) = 15.93, p < .001, which was in line with the findings of the logistic
regression analysis (B = 0.99, SE = 0.25, OR = 2.70, p < .001). This interaction effect
qualified the aforementioned main effects found for sexual wanting and indicated two
things. First, the difference between boys’ and girls’ sexual wanting only occurred in the US
coverage, t(161) = 4.93, p < .001 but not in the Dutch coverage, t(464) = -0.07, ns. Second,
the higher percentages of sexual wanting in the US coverage (i.e., the main effect for
country) was largely due to the high scores of sexual wanting for US boys. Neither the
logistic regression (B = 0.50, SE = 0.34, OR = 1.65, ns) nor the GLM for sexual pleasure, F
(1, 625) = 1.38, ns, showed a significant interaction effect between gender and country.
Thus, for sexual pleasure, the difference between boys’ and girls’ sexual pleasure in the US

24

│

Chapter 1

coverage did not differ from that in the Dutch coverage. In conclusion, Hypothesis 3a was
supported for sexual wanting but not for sexual pleasure.
Hypothesis 3b stated that there would be a greater gender difference for sexual
danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative physical/health consequences of sex) in the US
magazines than the Dutch magazines. The GLM for sexual risk showed a significant
interaction effect between gender and country, F (1, 625) = 6.48, p < .05. However, this
interaction effect was not significant in the logistic regression analysis, (B = -0.01, SE =
0.31, OR = 1.01, ns). Thus, we concluded that gender differences in the portrayal of sexual
risk did not vary between the US and the Dutch magazines. For the second indicator,
negative physical/health consequences of sex, neither the logistic regression (B = 0.09, SE
= 0.34, OR = 1.09, ns) nor the GLM, F (1, 624) = 2.79, ns, showed a significant interaction
effect between gender and country. This lack of an interaction effect indicates that the
difference between boys and girls in the US coverage was not significantly different from
that in the Dutch coverage. In conclusion, Hypothesis 3b was neither supported for sexual
risk nor for the negative physical/health consequences of sex.
Discussion
This study extends existing research on sexual desire and danger in adolescent
sexuality through a cross-national quantitative content analysis of the depiction of sexual
desire and danger in US and Dutch teen girl magazines (e.g., Herzog, 2008; Kim & Ward,
2004; Tolman, 2002). Relying on the sexual scripts framework and Hofstede’s (1998a, 2001)
cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity, we investigated how the depiction of sexual
desire and danger differs between girls and boys, as well as between countries. We were also
interested in whether potential gender differences for sexual desire and danger varies
between countries.
Gender Differences
In line with previous research on the Heterosexual Script, distinct differences
emerged in how boys’ and girls’ sexual wanting was covered, but these differences varied
by country. Sexual wanting occurred more often for boys than for girls in the US coverage,
whereas no gender difference emerged in the Dutch coverage. Thus, similar to earlier USbased research (e.g., Lerum & Dworkin, 2009; Tolman, 2002), our study also finds
traditional notions of adolescent sexuality in the coverage of contemporary US teen girl
magazines. While girls are not depicted as being asexual, boys’ sexual wanting is still the
main focus of the US coverage. In line with what Fine (1988) revealed more than 20 years
ago, a missing discourse of desire for girls still lingers and is present in today’s US teen girl
magazines.
In contrast to what previous research suggests (Kim & Ward, 2004; Tolman, 2002),
no gender difference emerged for the depiction of sexual pleasure. Boys’ and girls’ sexual
pleasure received approximately the same amount of coverage. This finding suggests a
more gender-egalitarian tendency in the coverage of pleasure. It seems that the
Heterosexual Script, as reflected in the teen girl magazine coverage we investigated, may be
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evolving to include girls’ sexual pleasure rather than focusing solely on boys’ pleasure. Thus,
while our findings for sexual wanting confirm Fine’s (1988) missing discourse of desire, our
findings concerning pleasure do not. This unexpected finding awaits replication in other
contexts to be tested for its robustness. That said, our finding suggests that it may be worth
conceptualizing desire by taking into account various dimensions of desire, such as wanting
and pleasure.
Sexual danger, both in terms of sexual risks and the negative physical/health
consequences of sex, occurred more often for girls than for boys. Overall, our findings
mirror previous research on the danger discourse of women’s sexuality (Kim, et al., 2007;
Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008). Specifically, this finding fits the traditional notions of gender
mentioned earlier, where boys in contrast to girls enjoy sex without risks and negative
consequences (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Hyde & Oliver, 1993). However, it is also possible
that the focus on girls’ sexual danger emerged because the coverage of teen girl magazines
is geared towards a girl readership. Thus, a selection bias inherent to our sample may
explain why sexual danger is emphasized more for girls than for boys.
Country Differences
In contrast to predictions derived from Hofstede’s (1998a, 1998b, 2001) cultural
dimension of masculinity/femininity, sexual wanting occurred more often in the US
magazines than in the Dutch magazines. There are two possible explanations for this
unexpected finding. First, as Schalet (2000) points out, sex in the Netherlands is strongly
associated with love and is rarely stigmatized. In contrast, the stigmatization of sex in the
US (Schalet, 2000) may turn sex more into a forbidden fruit, especially for US teenagers.
Consequently, the appeal of sex may be higher for US adolescents than for Dutch
adolescents, and this is reflected in the teen magazine coverage of sexual wanting. A second
explanation for the unexpected country difference is that sexual wanting is linked with the
notion of sex as a competitive achievement (Hofstede, 1998b). According to that notion,
sexual wanting is associated with winning an ego-boosting contest rather than establishing a
relationship. Hofstede (1998b) considers the achievement orientation toward sex as more
typical of masculine societies, such as the US, than of feminine societies, such as the
Netherlands.
Coinciding with Hofstede’s (1998b) notions of a feminine society, the Dutch
magazines focused more often on sexual pleasure than the US magazines. It is typical of a
feminine society that parents and teenagers feel that sex is something to be enjoyed (Schalet,
2000, 2009). Our results show that this emphasis on the pleasure of sex also applies to the
coverage of teen girl magazines and adolescent sexuality. To our knowledge, Hofstede’s
cultural dimension of masculinity has hardly been applied in research on media and
adolescents’ sexual socialization. Our results seem to be a promising starting point for more
cross-national comparative research on the issue. However, it is important to note that
masculinity/femininity is a country-level concept that is not able to detect and explain
within-country differences and individual behavior. Both the US and Netherlands contain
regions and groups of people that may not fit the country-level classification of a masculine
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or feminine society, and our results should not be used for stereotypical simplifications of
these two countries.
In terms of sexual danger, the focus of US magazines on the risks and consequences
of sex reflected differences between masculine and feminine societies. Specifically, this
focus mirrors the predominant message delivered to teenagers in many US schools, namely
that the safest kind of sex is to not have sex at all (Luker, 2006). Thus, the US coverage
partly subscribes to the underlying assumptions of abstinence-only programs by creating a
danger discourse that surrounds adolescent sexuality, while the Dutch coverage reflects the
more positive approach to adolescent sexuality in the Netherlands.
Overall, the coverage of sexual wanting, sexual risk, and the negative consequences
of sex occurred more often in the US than in the Netherlands. Specifically, US adolescents
were more frequently portrayed as having distinct sexual wants, but simultaneously they
were more often cautioned about the risks and consequences of sex than Dutch adolescents.
Our comparative analysis thus extends Tolman’s (2002) finding on ambivalence in US
adolescent girls’ sexuality. Compared to the Netherlands, US teen girl magazines seem to
contain more sexually ambivalent messages – that is, mixed messages about sex and
sexuality – for both boys and girls, albeit to varying degrees.
Although our comparative analysis points to country differences in the coverage of
teen girl magazines, we should emphasize that these findings may be related to certain
peculiarities of the magazines. Teen girl magazines are typically made for a national market
with a clearly defined target group. Consequently, country differences may be less
surprising for teen girl magazines than for other media, such as television or the Internet.
As a matter of fact, (sexual) content on television or the Internet is likely to be similar
between the US and the Netherlands, largely due to an extensive flow of US-produced
material to the Netherlands (Ter Bogt, Engels, Bogers, & Klosterman, 2010). Moreover,
Internet pornography, a globalized sexual genre, seems to affect US and Dutch adolescents
similarly (Brown & L’Engle, 2009; Peter & Valkenburg, 2010). For a better understanding
of country differences and similarities, it is essential to pay more attention to sexual content
in media other than teen girl magazines.
Gender Differences by Country
Our comparative perspective also enables us to analyze how gender differences in
the depiction of desire and danger varies between the US and Dutch coverage. For sexual
wanting, we found a difference between boys and girls in the coverage of the US magazines
but not in that of the Dutch magazines. These country-dependent gender differences
illustrate that the US-based Heterosexual Script, as any cultural script, is culturally
contingent. However, because existing research has been exclusively single-country research,
this important property of the Heterosexual Script has not yet been documented. The
Heterosexual Script has been developed mainly in US research (e.g., Kim et al., 2007;
Tolman, 2002) and has hardly been applied to non-US research. Our findings suggest that,
in the coverage of sexual wanting in teen girl magazines, heterosexuality is constructed
differently in the Netherlands than in the US. Our country-dependent gender differences in
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the coverage of sexual wanting are also in line with Hofstede’s (1998a, 1998b) concept of
feminine societies in which gender differences are generally less distinct than in masculine
societies. Thus, more comparative research on this gender difference may not only help us
further develop the Heterosexual Script concept, but may allow us to better understand the
cultural contingency of adolescent sexual socialization.
Simultaneously, however, it is remarkable that gender differences in the coverage of
pleasure and sexual danger, in particular, did not vary between the two countries. Dutch
magazines generally portrayed pleasure more often, and danger less often, than US
magazines. Still, in both countries, gender differences were either absent, as for pleasure, or
followed traditional lines, as for sexual danger. The finding that, in both countries, pleasure
was depicted as often for boys as for girls could be attributed to US gender roles shifting
towards more gender equality (Bolzendahl & Myers, 2004; Risman & Schwartz, 2002). In
addition, the similar gender differences in the US and Dutch coverage of sexual danger puts
an interesting spin on the construction of adolescent sexuality in the US and the
Netherlands. Teen girl magazines in feminine societies such as the Netherlands seem to
attribute positive aspects of adolescent sexuality, such as sexual desire, equally to boys and
girls. However, when it comes to the negative aspects of adolescent sexuality, girls seem to
be much more affected than boys, in the magazine coverage of both feminine and
masculine societies. This gender difference is very much in line with the Heterosexual
Script. Thus, the Heterosexual Script and the gender differences it entails seem to depend
on the cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity only for the positive aspects of
sexuality, but not for the negative aspects.
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CHAPTER 2

Virginity Loss and Pregnancy in US and Dutch Teen Girl Magazines:
A Content-Analytic Comparison

Abstract
Using Hofstede’s cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity, this quantitative content
analysis investigates the coverage of virginity loss (i.e., occurrence, tone, and association
with negative consequences) and pregnancy (i.e., occurrence, tone, and negative
consequence of sex) in 2496 feature stories from all 2006-2008 issues of three US and three
Dutch teen girl magazines. Stories about virginity loss and pregnancy occurred equally often
in the US and Dutch magazines. Pregnancy was attached with a negative tone in both the
US and Dutch coverage. Virginity loss, however, was portrayed with a positive tone more
often in the Dutch coverage than in the US coverage. In addition, pregnancy was depicted
as a negative consequence of sex more often in the US coverage than in the Dutch
coverage. Implications are discussed in terms of differences in adolescent sexual
socialization in the United States and the Netherlands.

This chapter is accepted for publication as: Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (in
press). Virginity loss and pregnancy in US and Dutch teen girl magazines: A contentanalytic comparison. Youth & Society.
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Teen magazines play an important role in adolescent sexual socialization. Not only
are teen magazines tailored to cover a variety of topics about sex that are relevant to young
people (APA, 2007; Durham, 1996, 1998; Garner, Sterk, & Adams, 1998; Walsh-Childers,
Gotthoffer, & Lepre, 2002; Ward, 2003), but they also cover sexual issues in ways that
address adolescents more directly than other media (Ward, 2003). In fact, many teen
readers rely on magazines as a “sounding board” and “close confidant” (Kaiser Family
Foundation, 2004, p. 2). As a result, they are popular among many adolescents, with about
six out of ten teenagers reading them (Roberts & Foehr, 2004). Moreover, teen magazines
are easily available at supermarkets, magazine stands, and public libraries (Ward, 2003).
Given the importance of teen magazines for adolescents, the coverage of sex-related
topics in teen magazines has received considerable research attention (e.g., Bleakley,
Hennessy, Fishbein, & Jordan, 2008; Carpenter, 1998, 2001; Durham, 1998; Farvid &
Braun, 2006; Firminger, 2006; Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008; Taylor, 2005; Willemsen, 1998).
Two sex-related topics that teen girl magazines traditionally cover are virginity loss and
pregnancy (Carpenter, 2001; Clarke, 2009; Hust, Brown, & L’ Engle, 2008). These two
topics are central to adolescent sexuality because a teenager’s first coital experience often
shapes successive sexual experiences and attitudes (Billy, Landale, Grady, & Zimmerle,
1988; Carpenter, 2001). Moreover, pregnancy is often considered a negative consequence of
virginity loss (Carpenter, 2001, 2005). Thus, in countries such as the United States (US), the
importance of maintaining one’s virginity is often stressed to teenagers in order to prevent
the risk of pregnancy (Tolman, 2002).
Despite the important role of virginity loss and pregnancy in adolescent sexuality,
our knowledge about how teen magazines cover these two topics is limited. Only one study
to date has dealt with the coverage of virginity loss in teen magazines (Carpenter, 2001).
The coverage of pregnancy has never been studied in its own right, but only in the broader
context of the dangers associated with sex (e.g., Clarke, 2009; Garner, et al., 1998;
Stankiewicz & Rosselli, 2008). We also know little about the extent to which the coverage
of these two topics may differ between cultures, as existing research shows a strong bias
towards the analyses of US magazines. Because approaches to (adolescent) sexuality are
culturally dependent (Ford & Beach, 1951; Simon & Gagnon, 1984), the coverage of teen
magazines is likely to vary between countries. Cross-cultural comparative research may
deepen our understanding of the potential limitations of single-country research and shed
light on how virginity loss and pregnancy are covered in different cultures. Therefore, it is
the goal of this study to (a) explore the largely neglected topic of virginity loss and
pregnancy in the coverage of teen magazines, (b) describe potential country differences in
the coverage of these two topics, and (c) explain such differences from a cross-cultural
comparative perspective.
Country Differences, Virginity Loss and Pregnancy
Against the backdrop of Hofstede’s (2001) dimensions of national culture, two
countries that are useful to compare in terms of teenage virginity loss and pregnancy are the
US and the Netherlands. Based on extensive cross-national empirical research, Hofstede

Virginity Loss and Pregnancy

│

35

(2001) has identified five specific dimensions of national culture in which countries differ.
These five dimensions include: power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
individualism/collectivism, masculinity/femininity, and long-term/short-term orientation.
According to Hofstede’s research (2001), the US and the Netherlands are similar on four of
the five dimensions but differ substantially on the masculinity/femininity dimension, with
the US being a masculine society and the Netherlands being a feminine society. In
masculine societies, men are usually defined as “assertive, tough, and focused on material
success; women are […] more modest, tender and concerned with the quality of life”
(Hofstede, 1998a, p. 6). By contrast, feminine societies are usually marked by both men and
women being modest, tender, and focused on the quality of life (Hofstede, 1998a).
The difference between the US and the Netherlands in only the masculinity/
femininity dimension is desirable for cross-national comparative research for two reasons.
First, with regards to the logic of comparative research (Dogan & Pelassey, 1984; Mackie &
Marsh, 1995), the dissimilarity of the US and the Netherlands in only the masculinity/
femininity dimension generally facilitates the explanation of potential differences in the
coverage of virginity loss and pregnancy in US and Dutch teen magazines. If the coverage
differs between the US and the Netherlands, we can conclude that it is related to the
masculinity/femininity dimension (i.e., the one dimension in which these two countries
substantially differ). Such insights can also help us make better sense of existing research
that has found country differences in the coverage of teen magazines. For example,
Carpenter’s (2001) pioneering work on the coverage of virginity loss in one US (Seventeen)
and one German teen magazine (Bravo) showed that the coverage in the US and Germany
differed along the predictable lines of liberalism in adolescent sexuality. However, for
Hofstede’s (2001) aforementioned general dimensions in which countries differ (and which
can explain sexual liberalism), Carpenter’s comparison of the US and Germany produced
inconclusive results. As Hofstede (2001) has shown, the US and Germany differ in terms of
individualism (i.e., the degree to which people look after only themselves and their family)
and uncertainty avoidance (i.e., the degree to which people feel threatened by uncertainty).
As a result, it remains unclear which of these two dimensions, or both jointly, explain the
differences that Carpenter found in the coverage of the US and German teen magazines.
The second advantage of the masculinity/femininity dissimilarity between the US
and the Netherlands is that it helps us derive specific factors which allow us to explicate
more precisely why country differences in the coverage of virginity loss and pregnancy may
occur.1 As previous research suggests (Hofstede, 1998b; Schalet, 2000; Joshi, Peter, &
Valkenburg, 2011), the masculinity/femininity dimension is linked to three factors that are
directly relevant to virginity loss and pregnancy. These three factors are sex education,
accessibility to contraceptives, and parental attitudes about teenage sex.
With regards to sex education, many US public high schools teach teenagers to
abstain from sex until marriage (e.g., Herzog, 2008; Luker, 2006). This focus on abstinence
is typical of masculine societies (Hofstede, 1998b). In contrast, schools in the Netherlands
teach students that virginity loss before marriage is permissible. Dutch sex education
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emphasizes that love, and not necessarily marriage, should be present, and that virginity loss
is something normal for teenagers (Schalet, 2000, 2011). The Dutch approach is typical of a
feminine society (Hofstede, 1998b).
As abstinence is the primary form of sex education offered to young people in the
US (e.g., Herzog, 2008; Luker, 2006), teenagers are often not consistently informed about
contraceptives (Luker, 2006; Tolman, 2002). Moreover, contraceptives are sometimes
difficult to obtain in the US (Luker, 2006). This lack of information about, and accessibility
to, contraceptives usually results in low contraceptive use among sexually active US
teenagers (Carpenter, 2005; Luker, 2006; Tolman, 2002). In contrast, Dutch teenagers are
typically educated about contraceptives in schools. Contraceptives – notably birth control
pills – are more affordable and accessible in the Netherlands than in the US (Schalet, 2000,
2010). As Hofstede (1998b, p. 165) has shown, this difference between the US and the
Netherlands coincides with the differences between feminine and masculine societies.
Regarding parental attitudes toward adolescent sexuality, the conservative and
religious right of the US consider teenage sexuality to be problematic and disruptive
(Schalet, 2000, 2010). Many US parents discourage sex before marriage by emphasizing the
dangers, risks, and diseases associated with sex (Luker, 2006; Schalet, 2000). The attitudes
toward adolescent sex of many US parents reflect the moralistic approach to sexuality that
is characteristic of masculine societies (Hofstede, 1998b). In feminine societies, matter-offact attitudes toward adolescent sexuality prevail (Hofstede, 1998b, p. 175). For example,
Dutch parents usually approach teenage sex as a normal part of life (Schalet, 2000, 2010).
Love relationships and the “social responsibility of teenagers […] make their sexuality a
‘normal’ phenomenon” (Schalet, 2000, p. 76). Moreover, although Dutch teenagers are
made aware of the risks associated with sex, parents in the Netherlands hardly use the
negative consequences of sex as a reason for teenagers not to have sex (Schalet, 2000).
In conclusion, the masculinity/femininity dimension, and the specific factors derived
from it, such as sex education, accessibility to contraceptives, and parental attitudes toward
adolescent sexuality, may help to explain differences in the US and Dutch approaches to
adolescent sexuality. To a certain extent, teen magazines usually mirror the prevailing
cultural norms regarding adolescent sexuality (Carpenter, 2001; Schalet, 2010). Therefore,
potential differences in the coverage of virginity loss and pregnancy in US and Dutch teen
magazines may generally reflect the differences between the two countries in the
masculinity/femininity dimension. Specifically, such differences may be predicted on the
basis of how the two countries vary in terms of sex education, accessibility to
contraceptives, and parental attitudes toward adolescent sexuality.
Virginity loss and teen magazines. Virginity loss is almost universally accepted as
a turning point for teenagers as they enter adulthood (Carpenter, 2005). It is therefore not
surprising that previous research has revealed that a substantial portion of sex-related
material in teen magazines deals with virginity loss (Carpenter, 2001, 2005). However,
cross-national comparative content analyses of virginity loss are scarce. The only
comparative study to date showed that, in both the US and the German coverage, virginity

Virginity Loss and Pregnancy

│

37

loss was mentioned predominantly within the context of a loving relationship (Carpenter,
2001). In both countries, losing one’s virginity was depicted as a gradual experience through
the addition of new sexual activities over time. Nevertheless, the German coverage
approached virginity loss positively and emphasized the pleasures rather than the risks of
sex. The US coverage often took a negative stance toward virginity loss. In addition, the US
coverage frequently emphasized the risks and dangers of having sex to discourage female
readers from losing their virginity, while discussions about pleasure rarely occurred.
Carpenter (2001) was the first to address the coverage of virginity loss in teen
magazines from a cross-national comparative perspective. Nevertheless, several important
questions remain unaddressed. First, and most generally, we do not know how often
virginity loss is covered in teen magazines, and to what extent the occurrence of virginity
loss differs by country. Second, the tone of virginity loss coverage and the potential country
differences of tone have not been a main focus of Carpenter’s study, but have been
investigated within the context of broader questions. Finally, it is unclear how often
negative consequences are associated with virginity loss, and whether country differences
for these negative consequences exist. Investigating the negative consequences of virginity
loss is particularly important, as they are frequently used in the US to discourage
adolescents from having sex (Schalet, 2000).
Our hypotheses focus on how virginity loss is portrayed in US and Dutch teen girl
magazines in terms of occurrence, tone, and the negative consequences associated with
virginity loss. We anticipate virginity loss to occur more often in the Dutch teen magazines
than in the US teen magazines (H1a). After all, sex seems to be more normalized and
openly discussed in the Netherlands than in the US (Schalet, 2000, 2010). Furthermore, due
to its comprehensive sex education curricula and easy accessibility to contraceptives, we
expect the Dutch coverage of virginity loss to be more positive than the US coverage (H1b).
Finally, because the US approach to virginity loss focuses more strongly on the risks and
dangers of adolescent sex than the Dutch approach, we believe virginity loss will be
associated with negative consequences more often in the US magazines than in the Dutch
magazines (H1c).
Pregnancy and teen magazines. Although teenage pregnancy constitutes an
important topic in adolescent sexuality (Clarke, 2009; Hust et al., 2008), little is still known
about the coverage of pregnancy in teen magazines. Interviews with US teenagers on the
subject typically reveal a strong fear of pregnancy (Carpenter, 2005; Thompson, 1995;
Tolman, 2002). Moreover, in the US, teen pregnancy is often mentioned as a reason not to
have sex (Schalet, 2000). Consistently high teenage pregnancy rates in the US have also
made teen pregnancy a public health concern and a social problem (Amy & Loeber, 2007;
Schalet, 2011; UNICEF, 2001). In the Netherlands, teen pregnancy is not as much of a
public health concern or a social problem as it is in the US (van Loon, 2003; Schalet, 2000).
As a result, the Dutch do not fear pregnancy in the same way as people in the US (Schalet,
2000, 2010). Dutch teenagers are aware that sexual activity may lead to pregnancy, but it is
rarely used as a reason not to have sex because there is a common understanding that
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proper contraceptive use will protect against any unwanted consequences of sex (Schalet,
2010).
Given the scarcity of previous research on how teen magazines cover pregnancy, we
formulate hypotheses on the same three indicators identified as important for the coverage
of virginity loss – that is, the occurrence of pregnancy in magazine coverage, the tone
attached to it, and the explicit mention of pregnancy as a negative consequence of sex.
Contraceptives are more easily available for Dutch adolescents than for US adolescents, and
teen pregnancy is not as much of a public health concern in the Netherlands as it is in the
US. Thus, we expect the US teen magazines to cover pregnancy more frequently than the
Dutch teen magazines (H2a). In addition, teen pregnancy is more feared in the US than in
the Netherlands, and conveyed to adolescents as a reason not to have sex. Therefore, we
expect the US teen magazines to depict teenage pregnancy with a negative tone more often
than the Dutch teen magazines (H2b). Finally, due to difficulties in obtaining
contraceptives in the US (Luker, 2006), US teenagers are more likely to get pregnant than
Dutch teenagers. We therefore expect pregnancy to be treated as a negative consequence of
sex more often in the US coverage than in the Dutch coverage (H2c).
Method
Sample
We conducted a quantitative content analysis of the US teen girl magazines Seventeen,
CosmoGirl! United States edition, and Teen, and the Dutch teen girl magazines Fancy,
CosmoGirl! Netherlands edition, and Girlz!. These magazines were chosen because they are
the most popular teen magazines in the US and the Netherlands, and serve as a point of
orientation for other teen girl magazines in both countries (Carpenter, 1998, 2001).
Compared to Carpenter’s (2001) study, which investigated only one teen magazine per
country, the broad selection of magazines in this study provides a more encompassing
overview of how teen magazines cover virginity loss and pregnancy in different countries.
We opted for magazines from 2006, 2007, and 2008 because we wanted to obtain a
comprehensive picture of the most up-to-date coverage of virginity and pregnancy.
The unit of analysis was a feature story. A feature story is a nonfiction story that
intends to inform or amuse the reader through standard articles, interviews, quotes,
sidebars, fillers, or question and answer pieces. To qualify as a feature story, a story had to
be presented as one semantic unit defined by homogenous content, colors, a frame around
the story, and separate headlines. There were 753 US and 1743 Dutch feature stories which
made up the total sample of 2496 feature stories.
All feature stories were analyzed for whether they explicitly mentioned virginity (loss)
and pregnancy. Of the 2496 feature stories, 115 (4.6%) stories were virginity-related, and
131 (5.2%) stories were pregnancy-related. Of the 115 stories about virginity, 36 (31.3%)
stories were from the US magazines and 79 (68.7%) stories were from the Dutch magazines.
Of the 131 pregnancy-related stories, 38 (29%) stories were from the US coverage and 93
(71%) stories were from the Dutch coverage.
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Procedure
The codebook for this study was an extension of a codebook used in a previous
content analysis of US teen girl magazines (Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2010). Three native
American-English speakers served as coders for the US teen magazines, and five native
Dutch speakers served as coders for the Dutch teen magazines. The coders were trained by
the principle investigator and a research assistant. Before coder training started, the coder
trainers took an inter-trainer reliability test to preclude artifacts in the coding as a result of
the trainers’ idiosyncratic understanding of the codebook (Peter & Lauf, 2002). The intertrainer reliability test showed very high agreement between the trainers (average intertrainer reliability was 95.2%, Cohen’s Kappa = .87).
Coder training took place separately for each country team, and occurred over the
course of two days. Each team was trained for a total of seven hours and each coder coded
five articles at home. Once coder training was completed, an inter-coder reliability test was
conducted separately for the US and Dutch groups with seven randomly sampled stories
from both the US and Dutch magazines. To make sure the coders’ understanding had not
changed during the course of coding, we conducted an intra-coder reliability test four
weeks after the inter-coder reliability test. The inter- and intra-coder reliabilities were
generally very good (see below).
Virginity loss. Virginity loss was operationalized with three indicators: occurrence,
tone, and negative consequences associated with virginity loss. We operationalized
occurrence by assessing whether virginity loss was mentioned in the story. Categories
included “yes” and “no.” The average inter-coder reliabilities for occurrence were 100%
(Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for both the US and Dutch groups. For occurrence, the average
intra-coder reliability was 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the US group, and 95.8%
(Cohen’s Kappa = .90) for the Dutch group.
We measured tone by asking, “How is virginity loss mentioned in the story?”
Categories included “positively (e.g., virginity loss is a good thing, etc.),” “negatively (e.g.,
teens are too young for sex),” “both positively and negatively mentioned,” and “neither
positively nor negatively (i.e., neutrally) mentioned.” For the purpose of our analysis, we
recoded the categories into “positively,” “negatively,” and “both positively and negatively,
and neutrally mentioned.” The average inter-coder reliabilities for tone were 100% (Cohen’s
Kappa = 1.0) for the US and Dutch groups. For tone, the average intra-coder reliability was
100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the US group, and 95.8% (Cohen’s Kappa = .90) for the
Dutch group.
We assessed the negative consequences associated with virginity loss by asking, “Are
the anticipated consequences of virginity loss positive (e.g., you are popular once you lose
your virginity), or negative (e.g., you can get pregnant if you lose your virginity)?”
Categories to choose from were “positive,” negative,” “neutral,” “any combination of more
than one of the above,” and “not mentioned.” Because the focus of this study was on the
distinct consequences of virginity loss, we excluded the categories “neutral,” “any
combination of more than one of the above,” and “not mentioned,” and recoded the
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remaining categories as “exclusively positive” and “exclusively negative.” The average intercoder reliabilities for negative consequences were 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the US
and Dutch groups. The average intra-coder reliability was 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for
the US group, and 95.8% (Cohen’s Kappa = .90) for the Dutch group.
Pregnancy. The pregnancy coverage was coded in terms of occurrence, tone, and
negative consequence of sex. We investigated occurrence by assessing whether pregnancy
was mentioned in the story. Categories included “yes” and “no.” The average inter-coder
reliability for occurrence was 95.2% (Cohen’s Kappa = .89) for the American group, and
100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the Dutch group. For occurrence, the average intra-coder
reliability was also 95.2% (Cohen’s Kappa = .89) for the American group, and 100%
(Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the Dutch group.
We operationalized tone by asking, “How is pregnancy mentioned in the story?”
Categories included “positively (e.g., teen pregnancy teaches responsibility),” “negatively
(e.g., teens are too young to become parents),” “both positively and negatively mentioned,”
and “neither positively nor negatively (i.e., neutrally) mentioned.” For the purpose of our
analysis, we recoded the categories into “positively,” “negatively,” and “both positively and
negatively, and neutrally mentioned.” The average inter- and intra-coder reliabilities for
tone were 95.2% (Cohen’s Kappa = .89) for the US group, and 100% (Cohen’s Kappa =
1.0) for the Dutch group.
We assessed negative consequence of sex by asking, “Is pregnancy treated as a
negative consequence of sex?” Categories to choose from included “yes” and “no.” The
average inter- and intra-coder reliabilities for negative consequence of sex were 95.2%
(Cohen’s Kappa = .89) for the US group, and 100% (Cohen’s Kappa = 1.0) for the Dutch
group.
Results
Virginity Loss
Hypothesis 1a stated that virginity loss would be mentioned more often in the Dutch
teen girl magazines than the US teen girl magazines. Table 2.1 indicates the country
differences for each indicator of virginity loss and pregnancy, showing both the absolute
figures and pertinent percentages. Because our data were of the nominal level, chi-square
analyses were conducted to test for country differences in virginity loss and pregnancy
between the US and Dutch magazines. Virginity loss occurred in 4.8% of the US stories
and 4.5% of the Dutch stories. There was no significant difference, χ²(1, N= 2496) = 0.07,
φ = .005, ns. Hypothesis 1a was not supported.
Hypothesis 1b posed that virginity loss would be depicted with a positive tone more
often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than in the US teen girl magazines. Of the stories
about virginity loss, 2.8% of the US and 16.5% of the Dutch stories mentioned virginity
loss with a positive tone. Accordingly, 27.8% of the US and 13.9% of the Dutch stories
mentioned virginity loss with a negative tone. This difference was significant, χ²(2, N= 115)
= 6.37, Cramer’s V = .236, p < .05. Hypothesis 1b was therefore supported.
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Table 2.1 Virginity loss and pregnancy in US and Dutch teen girl magazines
US magazines

Dutch magazines

Ratio

Percentage

Ratio

Percentage

36/753

4.8

79/1743

4.5

Virginity Loss
Occurrence
Positive tone

1/36

2.8*

13/79

16.5*

17/36

47.2**

11/79

13.9**

Occurrence

38/753

5.1

Negative tone

29/38

76.3

53/93

57.0

Negative consequence of sex

35/38

92.1**

49/93

52.7**

Negative consequences
Pregnancy

93/1743

5.3

Note. The figures in each cell represent the ratio of relevant stories for a specific indicator to the
number of base stories, and the pertinent percentage. For instance, with regard to the occurrence of
virginity loss, 36 out of 753, or 4.8%, of the US stories mentioned virginity loss (see row "Occurrence").
Of these 36 stories, one, or 2.8%, had a positive tone toward virginity loss (see row "Positive tone").
* p< .05. ** p<.001.

Hypothesis 1c stated that virginity loss would be linked to negative consequences
more often in the US magazines than in the Dutch magazines. Of the stories about virginity
loss, 47.2% of the US stories and 13.9% of the Dutch stories linked virginity loss with
negative consequences. A significant difference between the Dutch and US stories was
found, χ²(1, N= 115) = 14.89, φ = .360, p < .001. Thus, Hypothesis 1c was supported.
Pregnancy
Hypothesis 2a predicted that pregnancy would be mentioned more often in the US
teen girl magazines than in the Dutch teen girl magazines. Pregnancy was mentioned in
5.1% of the US and 5.3% of the Dutch stories, which did not differ significantly, χ²(1, N=
2496) = 0.06, φ = .005, ns. Hypothesis 2a was not supported.
Hypothesis 2b stated that pregnancy would be depicted with a negative tone more
often in the US coverage than the Dutch coverage. Of the stories about pregnancy, 76.3%
of the US stories and 57.0% of the Dutch stories mentioned pregnancy with a negative tone,
and 2.6% of the US and 8.6% of the Dutch stories mentioned pregnancy with a positive
tone. Overall, the difference between the US coverage and the Dutch coverage was not
significant, χ²(2, N= 131) = 4.59, Cramer’s V = .187, ns. Therefore, Hypothesis 2b was not
supported.
Hypothesis 2c posed that pregnancy would be depicted as a negative consequence of
sex more often in the US teen girl magazines than in the Dutch teen girl magazines. Of the
stories about pregnancy, 92.1% of the US and 52.7% of the Dutch stories treated
pregnancy as a negative consequence of sex. This difference was significant, χ²(1, N= 131)
= 17.75, φ = .369, p < .001. Hypothesis 2c was supported.
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Discussion
Teen magazines typically deal with topics related to adolescent sexuality (e.g., APA,
2007; Durham, 1998; Ward, 2003), so it can be expected that they cover virginity loss and
pregnancy. Against the backdrop of Hofstede’s cultural dimension of
masculinity/femininity and specific country differences in sex education, accessibility to
contraceptives, and parental attitudes toward adolescent sexuality, our study investigated
how the coverage of virginity loss and pregnancy differed between US and Dutch teen girl
magazines.
Virginity Loss
The US and Dutch teen magazines did not differ in how often they covered virginity
loss. Generally, virginity loss was rarely mentioned in the teen magazines of both countries.
This surprising finding suggests a modification of the general assumption that the
normalization of adolescent sexuality (Schalet, 2000, 2010) causes an increase in the
coverage of virginity loss. It may be that in countries such as the Netherlands, where
adolescent sexuality is normalized, virginity loss has become such an integral part of
adolescent sexual development that it is hardly worth reporting. In countries such as the US,
where adolescent sexuality is not yet fully normalized, virginity loss may be an issue that is
harder to report. As a result, teen magazines from these two countries resemble each other
in how often they cover virginity loss, but perhaps for different reasons.
In line with our expectations, the Dutch magazines mentioned virginity loss with a
positive tone more often than the US magazines. The US magazines rarely mentioned any
positive aspects of virginity loss. This finding reflects Hofstede’s (2001) distinction between
the Netherlands as a feminine society and the US as a masculine society. Masculine societies
such as the US hold more “moralistic attitudes about sexuality” (e.g., abstinence until
marriage), where “premarital sex [is] socially acceptable at a later age, or not at all” and
“information on contraception is limited” (p. 175). In contrast, feminine societies such as
the Netherlands have “matter-of-fact attitudes about sexuality,” where “premarital sex [is]
socially acceptable at an early age” and “contraceptives and information [are] freely
available” (Hofstede, 1998b, p. 175).
US teen magazines attached significantly more negative consequences to virginity
loss than Dutch teen magazines. This finding is in line with previous findings about a
stronger normalization of teen sex in the Netherlands than in the US (Schalet, 2000, 2010),
but it also merges with Hofstede’s (2001) masculinity/femininity dimension. In masculine
societies, sex can easily be associated with exploiting your sexual partner; girls often report
negative feelings about their first sexual experience, and sexual harassment is a sensitive
issue (Hofstede, 1998b). In contrast, sex is largely seen as a relationship between partners in
feminine societies. Moreover, “girls do not report negative feelings about first sex” and
“unwanted intimacies are not such a big issue” (Hofstede, 1998b, p. 175). Thus, the
material that US and Dutch adolescents consume from these magazines seems to reflect the
differences that Hofstede outlines between masculine and feminine societies.
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Pregnancy
Contrary to our expectations, pregnancy was mentioned equally often in the teen
magazine coverage of the US and the Netherlands. This finding does not coincide with the
greater number of teenage pregnancies in the US than the Netherlands (UNICEF, 2001).
Our results also contradict Hofstede’s (2001) masculinity/femininity dimension, as well as
specific country differences, such as the type of sex education programs and accessibility to
contraceptives, which suggested that pregnancy would be less of an issue in the
Netherlands. One explanation for this unexpected result may be that teen pregnancy
generally presents a serious incident, with well-documented repercussions and adverse longterm effects (Amy & Loeber, 2007; Thompson, 1995). Moreover, magazine editors in the
US and Netherlands may have the same ultimate goal, which is to create publications that
people will purchase and read. If teen pregnancy is an important topic in both countries,
then the coverage of teen pregnancy is likely to occur equally often in the US and Dutch
magazines. Thus, the similarity of the US and Dutch coverage not only reflects the general
seriousness of teen pregnancy but also the popularity of the topic, regardless of cultural
differences.
This explanation may also apply to our second unexpected finding: US and Dutch
magazines both covered teen pregnancy with a negative slant. In feminine societies, such as
the Netherlands, girls may have more agency in sexual relations (Hofstede, 1998b) and
teenage sex may be more normalized than in masculine societies such as the US. However,
these cultural differences do not translate into a different evaluation of pregnancy in the
coverage of teen magazines. According to the coverage of both the US and Dutch
magazines, teenage pregnancy is generally equated with failure. Therefore, future research
should focus less on the tone of the coverage and more on the reasons for why teen
pregnancy is portrayed negatively in magazine coverage, especially because consumption of
this information may impact teens’ impressions of how a society deals with teen pregnancy
(Gerbner, 1998). In a masculine society, with its emphasis on morals and norms, becoming
pregnant as a teenager may be seen as a sign of lacking morals. Feminine societies, however,
emphasize (female) sexual agency, so teenage pregnancy may point to a lack of sexual selfefficacy.
A difference did emerge between the coverage of the US and the Netherlands in
whether pregnancy was depicted as a negative consequence of sex. US magazines portrayed
pregnancy as a negative consequence of sex more often than the Dutch magazines. This
finding resonates with the higher prevalence of moralistic attitudes in a masculine society,
such as the US, compared to a feminine society, such as the Netherlands (Hofstede, 1998b).
This finding is in line with a danger discourse of adolescent sexuality in the US, which
emphasizes pregnancy as a potential negative consequence of sex (Schalet, 2000, 2011). In
the Netherlands, adolescent sex is not necessarily linked to the prospect of teenage
pregnancy. For example, although Dutch parents are aware of pregnancy as a potential risk
of adolescent sexual activity, they do not use the risk of pregnancy as a reason for teens to
abstain from sex (Schalet, 2000, 2010). The Dutch magazine coverage reflects this same
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stance, with about half of the Dutch stories not portraying pregnancy as a negative
consequence of sex, and half of the stories depicting it as a negative consequence of sex.
Limitations and Future Research
Our study is one of the first to investigate both the coverage of virginity loss and
pregnancy in teen girl magazines from a cross-national comparative perspective, but has
some limitations. First, we focus only on the most popular teen magazines and only
investigate the years 2006 to 2008. Although existing research indicates no major changes
in the coverage of teen magazines as a whole (Carpenter, 1998, 2001), our results cannot
automatically be generalized to other teen magazines and time periods. Second, we cannot
preclude that the country differences result, at least partly, from different business models
and editorial policies of the teen magazines. Future research should investigate this issue
more elaborately. The US and Dutch teen magazines must compete in a media market that
is increasingly dominated by the Internet, which may result in similar business models and
editorial policies in both countries. Therefore, we believe that cultural factors affect the
coverage in teen magazines more strongly than economic considerations. Finally, some
industry experts suggest that the Web is one of the biggest threats to teen magazines, while
others say that vacillating between the print and online arenas is becoming more common
for teen magazine readers (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2004). As a result, many teen
magazines have created an online version of their publication to maintain readers’ interests
in between issues by offering at least 50 percent new content online which is not found in
their print version (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2004). Future research should conduct a
content analysis of similarities and differences between the print version of teen magazines
and their Internet counterparts.
In conclusion, similar to earlier research (Carpenter, 2001), our study has shown that
the coverage of virginity loss and pregnancy in teen magazines partly reflects more general
cultural differences. Whereas existing studies have only described such cross-national
differences in the coverage, we have shown that they may be related to Hofstede’s (2001)
cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity, and by extension to more specific country
characteristics such as sex education, access to contraceptives, and the normalization of
adolescent sexuality. Generally speaking, the masculinity/femininity dimension provides a
good predictor of whether virginity loss is associated with negative consequences,
pregnancy is a negative consequence of sex, and how positively virginity loss is portrayed.
These results could point to a relationship between the masculinity/femininity dimension
and a risk discourse of adolescent sexuality (Schehr, 2005; Schalet, 2011). With a pragmatic
attitude towards sexuality and greater female empowerment, adolescent sexuality is more
pleasure-oriented and less risk-oriented in feminine societies than in masculine societies.
We believe that conceptualizing adolescent sexuality in terms of a pleasure or risk discourse,
and comparing it along the masculinity/femininity dimension, may be key to understanding
how and why cultures differ in their acceptability of adolescent sexual activity.
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Note
Typically, country differences in teenage pregnancy rates have been related to the
uncertainty avoidance dimension. Countries low in uncertainty avoidance have more teen
pregnancies than countries high in uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1998b). Both the US
and the Netherlands are low in uncertainty avoidance, but differ greatly in their teenage
pregnancy rates. The Netherlands has one of the lowest teen birth rates among developed
nations, while the US has the highest (UNICEF, 2001). As a result, the crucial explanation
for this difference between the US and the Netherlands may lie in the
masculinity/femininity dimension rather than in the uncertainty avoidance dimension. As
Hofstede’s (1998b) research has shown “[t]eenage pregnancies in industrialized nations
occur most in countries that combine weak uncertainty avoidance with masculinity”
(p. 154).
1
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CHAPTER 3

‘No Strings Attached?’ A Cross-Cultural Content Analytic Comparison
of the Hook-Up Culture in US and Dutch Teen Girl Magazines

Abstract
Through a quantitative content analysis, this study investigates the presence of a hook-up
culture – that is, casual sexual encounters with ‘no strings attached’ – in US and Dutch teen
girl magazines. Using Hofstede’s cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity, the hook-up
culture (i.e., the relational context of sex, emotional context of sex, specific sexual activities,
and occurrence and tone of contraceptives) was examined in 2496 stories from all issues of
the three most popular US (i.e., Seventeen, CosmoGirl! United States edition, and Teen) and
Dutch teen magazines (i.e., Fancy, CosmoGirl! Netherlands edition, and Girlz!) from the years
2006-2008. With regard to the relational context of sex, stories about casual sex occurred
more often in the US magazines, and the Dutch magazines focused more on committed sex.
The Dutch teen girl magazines also emphasized sex within the emotional context of love
more often than the US magazines. In terms of sexual activities, coital sex was mentioned
more often in the US coverage, while petting was mentioned more frequently in the Dutch
magazines. Contraceptives such as condoms were covered more positively in the US
magazines than the Dutch magazines. Overall, using Hofstede’s dimension of
masculinity/femininity, the hook-up culture seems to be more visible in the US teen girl
magazines for the occurrence of casual sex and lack of love stories, whereas a hook-up
culture does not emerge in the Dutch magazines due to the presence of committed sex and
love-related articles.

This chapter is submitted for publication as: Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M.
(2012a). ‘No strings attached?’: A cross-cultural content analytic comparison of the hook-up
culture in US and Dutch teen girl magazines.
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The exploration of romantic relationships is an important developmental component
of adolescence (e.g., Manning, Giordano, & Longmore, 2006; Sullivan, 1953). During this
time, most young people engage in their first sexual experiences (Kaiser Family Foundation,
2003). Previous research has indicated that three-fourths of teenagers in the United States
(US) have sex for the first time within a committed romantic relationship (e.g., Elo, King, &
Furstenburg, 1999). Nevertheless, recent research reveals that more than three-fifths of
sexually active US teens eventually engage in sex within a more casual context, where
relational bonding and love are not necessarily present (Manning, Longmore, & Giordano,
2005). In response to this profound change in US young people’s sexual relations, several
scholars as of late have pointed to the emergence of a ‘hook-up culture’ in the US (e.g.,
Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010). In a hook-up culture, the
predominant form of engaging in sexual relations is the hook-up – that is, casual sexual
encounters with ‘no strings attached’ (Grello, Welsh, & Harper, 2006; Stinson, 2010). While
hooking-up as a relational form of sex among young people is not new (Armstrong,
England, & Fogarty, 2009; Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010), scholars tend to agree
that the increasingly normative character of casual sex among US young people today
marks the move from hooking up as a sub-cultural practice to hooking-up as the sexual
mainstream culture of today in the US (Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson,
2010).
One reason that is often cited for the emergence of a hook-up culture is the
portrayal of sexual relations in the media (Heldman & Wade, 2010; Mansson & LofgrenMartenson, 2007). For instance, Mansson and Lofgren-Martenson (2007) have suggested
that young people may learn a particular script from sexual media content in which a
committed relationship and emotional bonding are no longer necessary prerequisites to sex.
Against this backdrop, it is striking that we have little up-to-date knowledge about the
frequency with which casual sex is featured in the media. In fact, few studies have
investigated if casual sex is portrayed in the media, and more specifically in media that are
targeted to teenagers such as teen magazines. This lack of research is surprising considering
that casual sex is not only limited to college students and young adults, because it also
occurs among teenagers (e.g., Grello et al., 2006; Levinson, Jaccard, & Beamer, 1995;
Manning et al., 2005; Manning et al., 2006). Therefore, the first goal of this study is to fill
this research gap by analyzing the extent to which a hook-up culture is present within teen
magazines.
A second shortcoming in research on the hook-up culture is that it focuses almost
exclusively within a Western cultural context, specifically that of the US. As a result, much
of the reasoning in the literature is influenced by a US approach to sexuality (Bogle, 2008;
Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010). However, it has been previously acknowledged
that anything related to sex and sexuality is affected by cultural factors (Ford & Beach, 1951;
Gagnon & Simon, 1973). Consequently, findings that have been established in the US may
not apply to another country, even if it is another Western country. Therefore, cross-
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cultural research is considered an “essential antidote to naive universalism” (Gurevitch &
Blumler, 1990, p. 308) and an important “escape from ethnocentrism” (Dogan & Pelassy,
1984, p. 5). Most importantly, cross-cultural research not only helps establish differences
between cultures, but it also helps explain them through substantive factors in which
cultures differ (Przeworski & Teune, 1970). Thus, it is the second goal of this study to
investigate the teen magazine coverage of a hook-up culture from a cross-national
comparative perspective, as findings from the US may not be generalizable to other
Western countries.
To address these two shortcomings in the existing literature, we focus the present
study on how US and Dutch teen girl magazines cover issues related to casual sex. As will
be outlined later, the US and the Netherlands lend themselves well to a meaningful crosscultural comparison. These two countries are both post-industrialized Western countries
which are similar in many respects (Hofstede, 1998, 2001), but differ substantially in how
sex in general and adolescent sexuality in particular are approached (Hofstede, 1998; Schalet,
2000, 2011). We content analyze teen magazines for several reasons. First, almost six out of
every ten teenagers read teen magazines, making them one of the most popular media
consumed by teenagers today (Nielsen Report, 2009; Roberts & Foehr, 2004). Second, teen
magazines are known to address sexual issues more directly and in-depth than other media
(Ward, 2003). Third, because the content in teen magazines is specifically targeted at a
teenage audience, they are acknowledged as having an important influence on their sexual
socialization (e.g., APA, 2007; Berne & Huberman, 2000; Daves, 1995; Durham, 1996, 1998;
Garner, Sterk, & Adams, 1998). We focus on teen girl magazines not only for their
popularity, but also because previous research has indicated that profound changes in
young people’s sexuality can be attributed to changes in female sexual behavior (Kim &
Ward, 2004; Robinson, Ziss, Ganza, Katz, & Robinson, 1991; Scott, 1998). Some scholars
have suggested that this may apply to the hook-up culture as well (Heldman & Wade, 2010).
Consequently, a content analysis of teen girl magazines may inform research about the
emergence of a hook-up culture. Throughout this present study, we use the term ‘hook-up
culture’ as an analytical concept and do not imply that (young) people who engage in casual
sex are morally or otherwise wrong.
The Hook-Up Culture and its Coverage
There is a general consensus that the emergence of a hook-up culture, at least in the
US, can be described by changes along two indicators, namely the relational context of sex
and the emotional context of sex (Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010).
The relational context of sex refers to whether sex takes place within a committed or noncommitted (i.e., casual) relationship. The emotional context of sex refers to whether
affection and love are present or absent when people engage in sex. In addition to these
two indicators, Heldman and Wade (2010) have recently added two more indicators to the
description of a hook-up culture: the specific sexual activities involved when hooking-up,
and the use of contraceptives (or lack thereof). As described below, these four indicators
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have been studied to some extent in teen magazines – but primarily in the coverage of the
US.
Relational context of sex. In a hook-up culture, the dominant relational context of
sex is of a casual nature. Casual sexual encounters involve people engaging in oral sex, anal
sex, or coital sex with someone they are not dating or in a romantic relationship with.
Moreover, there is an understanding that no commitment is involved and should not be
expected from either partner (Fielder & Carey, 2010; Owen, Rhoades, Stanley, & Fincham,
2010). Casual sex can take place as a one-time occurrence or can occur multiple times with
the same partner, but the premise of no commitment remains intact (Heldman & Wade,
2010).
Past content analyses of US and Dutch teen magazines have focused on sex-related
topics such as virginity, pregnancy, prevention of sexually transmitted infections (STIs),
sexual danger, and sexual pleasure (Carpenter 2001; Hust, Brown, & L’Engle, 2008; Joshi,
Peter, & Valkenburg, 2011, in press); however, very few studies to date have analyzed
content about the relational context of sex (i.e., casual and committed sex) within teen
magazines. A content analysis by Taylor (2005) on US ‘lad magazines’ found that the most
common relational context of sex in these magazines was serious dating relationships but
the next most common was sex with strangers (i.e., a form of casual sex). Similarly,
Carpenter (1998) investigated the relational context of sex within the US teen girl magazine
Seventeen from the years 1974 to 1994 and found that committed sex generally occurred
more frequently than casual sex; however, there was a steady increase of casual sex stories
from 1974 to 1994. Casual sex did not occur at all in the sex-related stories from 1974,
occurred in 3.4% of the stories mentioning sex in 1984, and was identified in 13% of the
sex stories from 1994 (Carpenter, 1998). This rise in casual sex stories over the years which
Carpenter (1998) identifies in her study suggests that teen girl magazines from today may
depict even more casual sex stories than previous years.
Emotional context of sex. Regarding the emotional context of sex, love is typically
not present between sexual partners in a hook-up culture. Accordingly, nine out of ten
young people report that their main motivation for hooking-up is physical pleasure (Garcia
& Reiber, 2008). However, other research has found that the potential of forming a
committed relationship and an emotional bond over time with a casual sex partner may also
be a reason to engage in casual sex (Armstrong et al., 2009; Bogle, 2008). Thus, while most
hook-ups are thought of as ‘no strings attached’ encounters, they may turn into another
way of starting a committed loving relationship (Heldman & Wade, 2010).
The emotional context of sex (i.e., the presence or absence of love) has rarely been
explored in content analyses of teen magazines. Carpenter’s (1998) study is one of the only
content analyses to date which has investigated the topic of love. In Seventeen magazine,
from 1974 to 1994, sex depended on the presence of love. For instance, one article from
the February 1994 issue of Seventeen claimed that “all kinds of sexual activity are more
enjoyable when you’re in a loving, trusting, committed relationship” (Carpenter, 1998, p.
64). Similarly, a content analysis by Jackson (2005a) of letters written to an advice column
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of a teen magazine between the years of 1997 and 2002, found that sex within a love
relationship was consistently promoted in the coverage. These findings suggest that love is
an important aspect of the teen magazine coverage of sex. However, these findings are
from the 1990’s and early 2000’s. The hook-up culture is said to have emerged in the late
1990’s and into the 2000’s – essentially, within the last decade ( Heldman & Wade, 2010).
Therefore, we do not know whether, and to what extent, love or the emotional context of
sex appears in the most recent teen magazine coverage, especially given the emergence of a
hook-up culture.
Sexual activities. Over the years, the normative sexual activities that young people
engage in, especially within a hook-up culture, have seemed to change. Consequently, the
scope of what constitutes sex seems to be undergoing a transformation (Heldman & Wade,
2010). In recent years, less than half (47%) of high school students in the US reported
having coital sex, whereas more than half (55%) of 15 to 19 year olds reported having oral
sex (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006). Oral sex is notably becoming more popular than
coital sex among US teenagers (e.g., Gindi, Ghanem, & Erbelding, 2008; Kaiser Family
Foundation, 2006; Lindberg Duberstein, Jones, & Santelli, 2008), perhaps because many US
young people believe that oral sex is more acceptable than coital sex, is less of a threat to
their values and beliefs (Halpern-Felsher, Cornell, Kropp, & Tschann, 2005), and is often
not considered to be ‘real’ sex (Heldman & Wade, 2010). In addition, 10% of US teenagers
between the ages of 15 and 19 have engaged in anal sex (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006).
All the while, young people seem to still be engaging in softer forms of sexual activity such
as petting or intimate touching (Heldman & Wade, 2010). This is expected, especially
because sexual intimacy among teenagers is considered a progressive experience (Schalet,
2000, 2011; Tolman, 2002). Overall, these findings suggest that young people in the US
today may be partaking in a more diverse spectrum of sexual activities than previous years.
A recent content analysis of US teen and women’s magazines seems to mirror the
trend of decreased coital sex and increased oral sex, with oral sex not being thought of as
sex. The investigation revealed that oral sex is considered a “popular pastime” among
teenagers and is believed to be a type of abstinence (Clarke, 2009, p. 423). Based on these
changing norms among young people, a broader range of sexual activities – from petting to
coital sex – may be expected to occur in the current coverage of teen girl magazines.
Nevertheless, much remains unknown with regard to the coverage of specific sexual
activities within US teen girl magazines, and how said coverage would compare to that of
another country.
Contraceptives. The hook-up culture involves more unplanned sexual encounters
than planned sex (Heldman & Wade, 2010). As a result, these unplanned encounters are
less likely to involve protection in the form of contraceptives (MacDonald & Hynie, 2008).
While it has been noted that US young people have been using condoms more frequently
during coital sex (Roberts, 2005), in recent years, sex within a hook-up culture seems to
point to a decreased use of condoms – especially for oral and anal sex (Fielder & Carey,
2010; Leichliter, Chandra, Liddon, Fenton, & Aral, 2007; Lewis, Granato, Blayney,
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Lostutter, & Kilmer, 2011). There is also some evidence that high rates of unprotected oral
and anal sex have led to an increase in STIs (MacDonald & Hynie, 2008). Moreover,
researchers and the general public have expressed concern that unprotected coital sex in
casual encounters may place US teens at a higher risk for unplanned pregnancy (e.g., Ford,
Sohn, & Lepowski, 2001; Ott, Adler, Millstein, Tschann, & Ellen, 2002), especially if they
are not using birth control pills.
In terms of magazine content related to contraceptives, condoms and birth control
pills have hardly been directly addressed in teen magazines. The few existing US content
analyses suggest a strong focus on abstinence instead (Clarke, 2009; Jackson, 2005b). If
contraceptives are mentioned, it is usually with a negative tone or as an afterthought to the
dangers of becoming pregnant or contracting a STI (Clarke, 2009; Jackson, 2005b). More
specifically, the potential risks of a condom breaking or ‘the pill’ being ineffective seem to
be recurring themes in the content of teen magazines (Clarke, 2009; Jackson, 2005b). These
results suggest a rather low visibility of contraceptives in the coverage of teen girl
magazines, at least within the US. Furthermore, when contraceptives are covered, it is
usually with a somewhat negative slant by focusing on the ineffectiveness of condoms and
the pill.
Hofstede’s Dimension of Masculinity/Femininity and the US and the Netherlands
The few content analyses, outlined above, of the various aspects of the hook-up
culture in teen magazines have nearly all been conducted in the US (for exceptions, see
Jackson 2005a, 2005b). Moreover, very few studies exist on how different countries cover
sex-related information in teen magazines (for exceptions, see Carpenter, 2001; Joshi et al.,
2011, in press). This scarcity of research not only limits our knowledge of cultural variations
in the depiction of different aspects of the hook-up culture, but it also impairs our
understanding of which cultural factors may underlie such variations. Consequently, we are
currently unable to put into perspective the findings from existing US content analyses on
the hook-up culture. More importantly, we lack a theoretically evocative set of explanations
to make sense of the US coverage.
A country that lends itself to a meaningful comparison with the US is the
Netherlands. Based on Hofstede’s (2001) extensive cross-cultural empirical research,
countries can be classified along five dimensions: power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
individualism/collectivism, masculinity/femininity, and long-term/short-term orientation.
Hofstede (2001) shows that the US and the Netherlands are similar on four of these five
dimensions but differ on the masculinity/femininity dimension, with the US being a
masculine society and the Netherlands being a feminine society (Hofstede, 1998). The
masculinity/femininity dimension focuses on the extent to which a society stresses
achievement or nurturance in a relationship. Societies high in masculinity emphasize
acquisition of wealth and differentiated gender roles: “Men are supposed to be assertive,
tough, and focused on material success; women are supposed to be more modest, tender,
and concerned with the quality of life” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 297). By contrast, feminine
societies stress caring behaviors and more fluid gender roles that overlap. In a feminine
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society, “both men and women are supposed to be modest, tender, and concerned with the
quality of life” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 297). Because the masculinity/femininity dimension is
the only dimension where the US and the Netherlands differ, it is also most likely to be the
key determinant for any general differences between the US and the Netherlands regarding
sexual matters. More specifically, the masculinity/femininity dimension allows for the
derivation of specific factors that may explain any differences in the US and Dutch teen
magazine coverage in terms of a hook-up culture – that is, the relational context of sex,
emotional context of sex, specific sexual activities, and occurrence and tone toward
contraceptives.
One specific factor which Hofstede (1998) outlines in the masculinity/femininity
dimension is the distinction between sex and love in the US and the Netherlands. This
distinction is particularly important in explaining the potential country differences in the
coverage of the relational and emotional context of sex. Masculine societies such as the US
hold a “wide distinction between sex and love,” and sex can easily be associated with
exploitation (Hofstede, 1998, p. 175). As a result, love can be far removed from casual sex,
as this type of sex often occurs outside of a romantic relationship. However, in feminine
cultures like the Netherlands, there is “little distinction between sex and love,” and sex is
seen as a relationship between partners (Hofstede, 1998, p. 175). Love is an essential
component of sexual relationships and makes sexuality a ‘normal’ phenomenon for
teenagers in the Netherlands (Schalet, 2000, p. 76). Taking into consideration that the US
and the Netherlands approach adolescent sexual socialization differently with regards to sex
and love, we expect the teen magazine coverage of the relational and emotional contexts of
sex to differ in these two countries. Thus, we hypothesize the following:
H1:

H2:

Sex within a casual relational context will be mentioned more often in the
US teen girl magazines than the Dutch teen girl magazines, and sex within
a committed relational context will be mentioned more often in the Dutch
teen girl magazines than the US teen girl magazines.
Sex within the emotional context of love will be mentioned more often in
the Dutch teen girl magazines than the US teen girl magazines.

Another specific factor in which the US and the Netherlands differ, as outlined in
Hofstede’s masculinity/femininity dimension, is sex education programs. This difference is
particularly important in explaining potential country differences in the coverage of sexual
activities and the use of contraceptives. In masculine societies like the US, there is a strong
taboo against discussing sex and sexual issues openly, and information on contraceptives is
limited (Hofstede, 1998, p. 175). Although sex education programs vary in different regions
of the US, and comprehensive sex education programs do exist in some states, the greater
part of the US curricula do not address sexual activities and sex-related issues as openly as
other countries, especially in comparison to feminine societies such as the Netherlands
(Schalet, 2000). Most sex education programs in the US teach adolescents that no sex is safe
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sex, and the longer one abstains from sex, the better (Luker, 2006). Moreover, many US
youth are not consistently instructed about contraceptives because of abstinence-only
education, and contraceptives – notably birth control pills – are expensive (Schalet, 2000).
In contrast, in feminine cultures such as the Netherlands, talking about sex openly is
generally accepted, and information about contraceptives is freely available (Hofstede, 1998,
p. 175). The majority of Dutch schools have a comprehensive approach to sex and openly
discuss sex and sexuality. Although Dutch schools have the freedom to tailor their own sex
education curricula, most programs in the Netherlands are similar in terms of their goals
and methods, and teach teenagers that sex is a normal part of life and should be an
enjoyable experience (Drenth & Slob, 1997; Schalet, 2000, 2010). Moreover, most Dutch
youth are encouraged by parents, schools, and healthcare providers to use contraception. In
the Netherlands, there is a positive tone towards using contraceptives, thus making
condoms and birth control pills easily available and affordable (Braeken, Rademakers, &
Reinders, 2002; Schalet, 2000). Taking into consideration that these two countries have
different approaches to sex education with different levels of openness to sexual issues as
outlined by Hofstede (1998), we expect the teen girl magazine coverage of sexual activities
and contraceptives to mirror these approaches. Specifically, we hypothesize:
H3:

H4a:

H4b:

Specific sexual activities such as petting, oral sex, anal sex, and coital sex
will be mentioned more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than the
US teen girl magazines.
Contraceptives (i.e., birth control pills and condoms) will be mentioned
more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than the US teen girl
magazines.
Contraceptives (i.e., birth control pills and condoms) will be mentioned
with a positive tone more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than the
US teen girl magazines.
Method

Sample
We conducted a quantitative content analysis of the US teen girl magazines Seventeen,
CosmoGirl! United States edition, and Teen, and the Dutch teen girl magazines Fancy,
CosmoGirl! Netherlands edition, and Girlz! from the years 2006, 2007, and 2008. The unit of
analysis was a feature story. A total of 2496 feature stories passed the initial screening for
coding. Seven hundred and fifty-three feature stories were from the US teen girl magazines
and 1743 feature stories were from the Dutch teen girl magazines. The number of feature
stories differed between the magazines of the two countries because of different
publication schemes. We analyzed only those stories that were sex-related because the aim
of this study was to investigate content pertaining to a hook-up culture. Of the 753 US and
1743 Dutch feature stories, 162 (21.5%) US and 465 (26.7%) Dutch stories were related to
sex. For a rationale of why these particular magazines and years were chosen for this study,
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as well as a more detailed definition of a feature story, please refer to Chapter 1 or 2.
Procedure
The same coding procedure as explained in Chapters 1 and 2 was used for this study.
For a detailed description of the coding procedure, coder training, inter-trainer reliability,
and inter- and intra-coder reliability tests for this study, please see Chapter 1 or 2. The intercoder and intra-coder reliabilities were generally very good (see below).
Relational context of sex. We assessed the relational context of sex by asking,
“What type of sex is portrayed in the story?” Categories included “casual sex,” “committed
sex,” “other,” and “type of sex not mentioned.” Because the focus of this study was on the
specific type of sex that was mentioned in the story, we excluded the category “type of sex
not mentioned” from the analysis. The average inter- and intra-coder reliabilities were
100% (Cohen’s kappa = 1.0) for both the US and Dutch groups.
Emotional context of sex. We assessed the emotional context of sex by asking, “In
the story, is there an emphasis on love with regards to sex?” Categories to choose from
included “yes” and “no.” The average inter- and intra-coder reliabilities were 100%
(Cohen’s kappa = 1.0) for both the US and Dutch groups.
Sexual activities. We assessed the presence of sexual activities in the stories by
asking, “Are any of the following activities explicitly mentioned: petting (i.e., heavy touching,
hand jobs); oral sex; anal sex; and coital sex?” For each activity, categories to choose from
included “yes” and “no.” The average inter-coder reliability was 100% (Cohen’s kappa =
1.0) for the US group. The average inter-coder reliability was 95.2% (Cohen’s Kappa = .87)
for the Dutch group. The average intra-coder reliabilities were 100% (Cohen’s kappa = 1.0)
for both the US and Dutch groups.
Contraceptives. We assessed the occurrence of contraceptives (i.e., birth control
pills and condoms) with the questions, “Are birth control pills explicitly mentioned in the
story?” and “Are condoms explicitly mentioned in the story?” Categories to choose from
included “yes” and “no.” The average inter-coder reliabilities were 100% (Cohen’s kappa =
1.0) for both the US and Dutch groups. The average intra-coder reliabilities were 100%
(Cohen’s kappa = 1.0) for the US group and 95.2% (Cohen’s Kappa = .87) for the Dutch
group. For the tone toward contraceptives we asked, “In the story, how are birth control
pills explicitly mentioned?” and “In the story, how are condoms explicitly mentioned?”
Categories included “positively,” “negatively,” “both positively and negatively,” “neither
positively nor negatively (i.e., neutrally),” and “not mentioned.” Because the focus of this
study was exclusively on positive and negative tones, we excluded the categories “both
positively and negatively,” “neither positively nor negatively (i.e., neutrally),” and “not
mentioned” from the analysis. The average inter- and intra-coder reliabilities were 100%
(Cohen’s kappa = 1.0) for the US and Dutch groups.
Results
Because our data were of the nominal level, chi-square analyses were conducted to
test for country differences between the US and Dutch magazines for the relational context
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of sex, emotional context of sex, specific sexual activities, and contraceptives. Of the 2496
feature stories, 627 (25.1%) stories were about sex. One hundred and sixty-two (26%) of
the 627 sex-related stories were from the US teen girl magazines and 465 (74%) of the 627
sex stories were from the Dutch teen girl magazines. There were more sex-related stories in
the Dutch coverage than the US coverage due to the larger number of feature stories in the
Dutch magazines. This, however, did not pose a problem in the interpretation of data
because we examined the percentages of specific messages within the corpus of data for
each country. The percentages described below refer to this subsample of sex-related
stories. Table 3.1 indicates the country differences by showing both the absolute figures and
pertinent percentages.
Table 3.1 Hook-up culture in US and Dutch teen girl magazines
US magazines
Ratio

Percentage

Casual

54/162

Committed

25/162

Dutch magazines
Ratio

Percentage

(33.3%)***

78/465

(16.8%)***

(15.4%)***

187/465

(40.2%)***

26/162

(16.0%)**

132/465

(28.4%)**

Petting

26/162

(16.0%)**

139/465

(29.9%)**

Oral sex

19/162

(11.7%)

42/465

(9.0%)

Anal sex

6/162

(3.7%)

5/465

(1.1%)

Relational Context of Sex

Emotional Context of Sex
Love
Sexual Activity

Coital sex

115/162

(71.0%)***

251/465

(54.0%)***

Contraceptives occurrence
Birth control pills

21/162

(13.0%)

89/465

(19.1%)

Condoms

41/162

(25.3%)

127/465

(27.3%)

Birth control pills

17/18

(94.4%)

49/57

(86.0%)

Condoms

32/34

(94.1%)**

68/91

(74.7%)**

Contraceptives positive tone

Note. The figures in each cell represent the ratio of relevant stories for a specific indicator to the
number of base stories, and the pertinent percentage. The asterisks represent significant
differences between US and Dutch teen girl magazines for each of the indicators.
** p < .01. *** p < .001.

Hypothesis 1 stated that sex within a casual relational context would be mentioned
more often in the US teen girl magazines than in the Dutch teen girl magazines, and sex
within a committed relational sex would be mentioned more often in the Dutch teen girl
magazines than in the US teen girl magazines. As Table 3.1 shows, casual sex was
mentioned in 33.3% of the US sex-related stories and in 16.8% of the Dutch stories about
sex. Conversely, committed sex was mentioned in 15.4% of the US stories about sex and
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40.2% of the Dutch sex stories. This difference was significant, χ²(2, N= 627) = 39.42,
Cramer’s V = .279, p < .001. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.
Hypothesis 2 posed that sex within the context of love would be mentioned more
often in the Dutch magazines than in the US magazines. Table 3.1 shows that love was
mentioned in 16% of the US stories about sex and 28.4% of the Dutch sex stories. This
difference was significant, χ²(1, N= 627) = 10.25, φ = .129, p < .01. Hypothesis 2 was
supported.
Hypothesis 3 predicted that specific sexual activities such as petting, oral sex, anal
sex, and coital sex would be mentioned more often in the Dutch magazines than in the US
magazines. As shown in Table 3.1, petting was mentioned in 16% of the US stories that
dealt with sex and 29.9% of the Dutch stories about sex. A significant difference between
the US and Dutch stories was found for petting, χ²(1, N= 627) = 11.59, φ = .137, p < .01.
Oral sex was referred to in 11.7% of the US sex-related stories and 9% of the Dutch sexrelated stories. This difference was not significant, χ²(1, N= 627) = 0.821, φ = .037, ns. Anal
sex occurred in 3.7% of the US stories about sex and 1.1% of the Dutch stories about sex.
This difference was not significant, χ²(1, N= 627) = 4.61, φ = .087, ns. Finally, coital sex
occurred in 71% of the US stories that dealt with sex and 54% of the Dutch stories about
sex. This difference was significant, χ²(1, N= 627) = 15.69, φ = .160, p < .001. Thus,
Hypothesis 3 was supported only for petting.
Hypothesis 4a stated that contraceptives (i.e., birth control pills and condoms) would
be mentioned more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than in the US magazines. Birth
control pills were mentioned in 13% of the US stories about sex and 19.1% of the Dutch
sex-related stories. This difference was not significant, χ²(1, N= 627) = 1.40, φ = .048, ns.
Condoms were mentioned in 25.3% of the US sex-related stories and 27.3% of the Dutch
sex-related stories. This difference was also not significant, χ²(1, N= 627) = 0.186, φ = .017,
ns. Thus, contraceptives were mentioned equally often in the US and Dutch coverage.
Hypothesis 4a was not supported.
Hypothesis 4b posed that contraceptives (i.e., birth control pills and condoms)
would be mentioned with a positive tone more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than
in the US teen girl magazines. Of the 21 US stories and 89 Dutch stories about birth
control pills, only 18 of the US stories and 57 of the Dutch stories mentioned the tone
towards birth control pills. Out of the 41 US stories and 127 Dutch stories that mentioned
condoms, 34 US stories and 91 Dutch stories included the tone towards condoms. As
shown in Table 3.1, 94.4% of the US and 86% of the Dutch stories mentioned birth
control pills positively. This difference was not significant, χ²(1, N= 75) = 2.06, φ = .182, ns.
In contrast to our expectations, condoms were mentioned with a positive tone more often
in the US stories (94.1%) than in the Dutch stories (74.7%). This difference was significant,
χ²(1, N= 125) = 6.88, φ = .250, p < .01. Thus, Hypothesis 4b was not supported.
Discussion
In the past several years, researchers have started to investigate young people’s
increasing tendency to have sex within a casual context. Because casual sex seems to have
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become a popular form of engaging in sexual relations among young people, various
scholars have described this change as the emergence of a new sexual culture, the so-called
‘hook-up culture’ (e.g., Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010). This study
tries to fill two gaps in existing research on the hook-up culture. First, although portrayals
of sex in the media have often been related to the emergence of a hook-up culture (e.g.,
Heldman & Wade, 2010), little is known about how sexual relations are depicted in the
media; notably, in media that are targeted at adolescents such as teen magazines. Second,
the concept of a hook-up culture and relevant research has a strong US focus, and a
broader, cross-cultural comparative perspective has been missing. As a result, researchers
have been unable to put the existing US research into perspective, and lack a deeper
understanding of the cultural factors that may be associated with media depictions of a
hook-up culture.
Against this backdrop, our study focuses on how US and Dutch teen girl magazines
depict the four indicators along which the hook-up culture has been conceptualized
(Heldman & Wade, 2010) – that is, the relational context of sex, the emotional context of
sex, specific sexual activities, and the occurrence and tone of contraceptives. Our results
partly point to a cultural contingency of the extent to which the dimensions of the hook-up
culture are present in teen girl magazines. Moreover, our findings suggest that differences in
the teen magazine coverage of the US and the Netherlands may be related to broader
differences between these countries according to Hofstede’s (2001) masculinity/femininity
dimension.
Relational and Emotional Context of Sex
Regarding the relational context of sex, stories about casual sex occurred more often
in the US teen girl magazines than in the Dutch magazines. At the same time, committed
sex was portrayed more often in the Dutch teen girl magazines than in the US magazines.
Regarding the emotional context of sex, sex occurred more often within the context of love
in the Dutch teen girl magazines than in the US magazines. These findings merge with
Hofstede’s (1998) distinction between masculine and feminine societies. In feminine
societies such as the Netherlands, sex is strongly tied to committed relationships. Moreover,
there is very little distinction between sex and love in feminine societies. In masculine
societies, by contrast, a committed relationship is not a necessary prerequisite for having
sex, and a clear distinction between sex and love is made (Hofstede, 1998). Our study is the
first to show that the masculinity/femininity distinction not only applies to sexual relations
amongst people, but is also partially reflected in the coverage of a hook-up culture in
magazines that are targeted at teenage girls. Apparently, broader cultural factors have great
potential for explaining national differences in adolescent sexuality and should generally be
explored in more depth by future researchers.
Against the backdrop of this recently developed concept of a hook-up culture (e.g.,
Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson, 2010), our findings provide several new
insights. First, the hook-up culture has predominantly been described and researched
among US college students. Our study shows that, in terms of the relational and emotional
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contexts of sex, a hook-up culture is also visible in US teen girl magazines, which are
typically read by girls several years younger than college students. It is important to note
that in the US coverage, the hook-up culture was not only depicted through casual sex
being the predominant relational form of sex, but that it also manifested itself through the
infrequent occurrence of committed sex and sex within the context of love (see Table 3.1).
Second, the hook-up culture is often said to have emerged in the late 1990s or early 2000s
(Heldman & Wade, 2010). We do not have data that span both of these decades. However,
together with Carpenter’s (1998) study, which showed that casual sex occurred in the
coverage of Seventeen magazine at a sizable level in the 1990s, our study points to a further
development of this tendency in the coverage of US teen girl magazines in the 2000s. Third,
previous research on the hook-up culture suggests that it is mainly a US phenomenon. Our
results seem to support this assertion as far as teen girl magazines are concerned. In terms
of casual sex and a lack of emotional involvement, teen girl magazines in the US show
patterns for a hook-up culture more than another Western country, notably the
Netherlands. However, our analyses only covered a short period of time, and the depiction
of sexual relations in the Netherlands could also become more casual in due time. Future
researchers may therefore find it an interesting task to investigate the further development
of these processes.
Our findings about the visibility of the hook-up culture in US teen girl magazines
may invite moral evaluations. Given that earlier research has shown the cultural and
historical variability of the relational and emotional contexts of sex (e.g., Foucault,
1976/1990; Giddens, 1992; Wouters, 2004), a more useful starting point for academic
discussions may be to investigate the emergence of a hook-up culture and its visibility in
teen girl magazines as primarily a socio-sexual change. In this context, it may be more
interesting to interpret our findings in terms of the overall consistency of sexual messages
that young people receive in a given culture. In the Netherlands, sex education programs
and parents typically stress that sex is normal and acceptable for teenagers, as long as it is
within a committed relationship (Schalet, 2000, 2010). This approach to adolescent sexuality
is largely reflected in the coverage of Dutch teen girl magazines. Thus, a consistent message
about sex seems to be delivered to teenage girls in the Netherlands via sex education
programs and teen girl magazines. In the US, by contrast, the majority of sex education
programs, as well as many parents, emphasize the importance of sexual abstinence to
teenagers (Luker, 2006; Schalet, 2000, 2011). This approach to adolescent sexuality conflicts
with what US girls may read in teen girl magazines. In turn, rather ambivalent messages
about sex seem to be delivered to adolescent girls in the US (Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg,
2010). This sexual ambivalence has been noted in how US girls experience and think about
sex (Tolman, 2002) and deserves further attention, preferably from a cross-cultural
perspective.
Sexual Activities and Contraceptives
In terms of specific sexual activities, petting (i.e., heavy touching, hand jobs) was the
only sexual activity that occurred more often in the Dutch coverage than in the US
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coverage. In contrast, coital sex occurred more often in the US teen girl magazines than in
the Dutch teen girl magazines. The occurrence of oral sex and anal sex content did not
differ in the Dutch and US magazines. These findings suggest that sexual activities, such as
oral and anal sex, which are often considered typical of a hook-up culture, are hardly visible
in the coverage of teen girl magazines. A simple explanation may be that sexual activities
such as oral and anal sex might be deemed age-inappropriate by the editors of teen girl
magazines in both countries. Country differences in the teen magazine coverage of petting
and coital sex elude clear interpretations. One speculation may be that masculine societies
consider only coital sex to be ‘real’ sex, whereas feminine societies may have a broader
definition of sex which includes softer activities like petting. For instance, scholars have
noted a difference between the meaning of “sex” and “sexual relations” in the US (Bogle,
2008, p. 27). In addition, researchers have found that US youth are more likely to believe
that only coital sex constitutes ‘real’ sex (Bogart, Cecil, Wagstaff, Pinkerton, & Abramson,
2000; Halpern-Felsher et al., 2005; Sanders & Reinisch, 1999). As a result, it may be that
when it comes to the coverage of sex in US teen girl magazines, the focus is on coital sex
rather than on other sexual activities because of cultural and generational definitions of sex
in the US which differ from those of the Netherlands.
Contraceptives such as birth control pills and condoms were mentioned equally
often in the US and Dutch teen girl magazines. One explanation for these unexpected
findings could be that, regardless of how both cultures approach adolescent sex,
contraceptives occur equally often in the coverage because the risk of becoming pregnant
or contracting a STI is still present. Thus, because the magazines choose to cover sex, it is
important for them to include content on contraceptives so that their teen readers are
educated about how to prevent unwanted pregnancy and STIs.
Almost all of the stories in the US and Dutch magazines address birth control pills
positively. Interestingly, condoms were mentioned more positively in the US stories than in
the Dutch stories. Although this finding seems to be at odds with what scholars have
described as typical of the hook-up culture in the US, it may still be related to it. For
instance, while previous research indicates that decreased use of condoms – especially
during oral and anal sex – is characteristic of a hook-up culture (Fielder & Carey, 2010;
Lewis et al., 2011), magazine publishers may be taking social responsibility by portraying
condoms in a positive light. As shown through this study, sex in a casual context occurs
relatively frequently in the US magazine coverage. For the publishers of US teen girl
magazines, this may be a strong reason to include a positive tone toward condoms,
especially because condoms are the only way to prevent both STIs and unwanted
pregnancy in casual sexual encounters. Condoms may therefore be more important in, and
cater to, a hook-up culture, at least from the point of view of the publishers of teen
magazines. While condoms are also mentioned in the Dutch teen girl magazines, the
aforementioned reason may be why condoms are mentioned with a positive tone more
often in the US magazines than in the Dutch magazines.
A second, more practical explanation for the more positive tone towards condoms in
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the US coverage may have to do with the availability of contraceptives in these two
countries. In the US, birth control pills are more expensive and harder to obtain than in the
Netherlands (Luker, 2006; Schalet, 2000, 2010). As a result, condoms become more
important as a means of contraception for US teenagers (Luker, 2006). Teen girl magazines
in the US may be aware of this, and consequently respond to US teenagers’ greater
dependency on condoms with a more positive tone towards condoms.
Limitations and Future Research
Our study is the first to investigate the hook-up culture within teen girl magazines
and from a cross-national perspective, but has some limitations. First, we investigated only
four aspects of the hook-up culture. Although existing research indicates that the relational
context of sex, emotional context of sex, sexual activities, and contraceptives are four major
aspects of the current hook-up culture (Bogle, 2008; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Stinson,
2010), future research may want to consider investigating other factors of the hook-up
culture, such as the emotional consequences of hook-ups. Second, although teen magazines
are widely read, adolescents are exposed to a plethora of media and sexual content on a
daily basis. Future research may consider studying various aspects of the hook-up culture in
other media, such as on television and the Internet, to find any (in)consistencies that may
exist between teen magazines and the sexual content of other media of a specific country,
but also between different countries. In conclusion, our findings of the rather frequent
portrayal of casual, relatively unaffectionate sex in US teen girl magazines may invite
speculations about how this content affects the readers of these magazines. We caution
researchers against premature extrapolations from these findings. Future researchers should
carefully test with rigorously chosen experimental or longitudinal survey research whether
and how content on the hook-up culture in teen magazines influences the sexual attitudes
and behaviors of young people. This study is therefore a strong starting point for
prospective investigations on how teen magazine content on the hook-up culture informs
adolescent sexual socialization.
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CHAPTER 4

Teen Magazine Reading and Fear of Sex:
A Comparison of US and Dutch Young People

Abstract
The aim of this study is to investigate, from a cross-national comparative perspective, if
teen magazine reading is associated with fear of sex and whether this differs by young
people’s religiosity. We linked data from a quantitative cross-national content analysis of the
three most popular US (i.e., Seventeen, CosmoGirl! United States edition, and Teen) and Dutch
teen magazines (i.e., Fancy, CosmoGirl! Netherlands edition, and Girlz!) to a survey held
among 315 Dutch and 175 US female college students. As expected on the basis of
cultivation theory, frequent reading of teen magazines was associated with more fear of sex
for US respondents but not for Dutch respondents. When delving deeper into specific
content within the teen magazines, exposure to specific messages about sexual risk and
sexual pleasure were not linked to fear of sex for US or Dutch respondents. However, US
respondents with lower levels of religiosity showed a positive association between exposure
to specific messages about sexual risk and fear of sex, while no association was present for
highly religious US respondents or Dutch respondents with high or low levels of religiosity.
Both for US and Dutch respondents, there was no association between exposure to specific
messages about sexual pleasure and fear of sex, regardless of the respondents’ level of
religiosity. Findings indicate that teen magazine reading and young people’s fear of sex is
culturally contingent, and varies according to level of religiosity.

This chapter is submitted for publication as: Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M.
(2012b). Teen magazine reading and fear of sex: A comparison of US and Dutch young
people.
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Teen magazines are immensely popular, especially among teenage girls, and provide
important sexual information for young people (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2003; Walsh &
Ward, 2010; Ward, 2003). As a result, teen magazines have been identified as one of the
most influential media affecting young people’s sexual socialization (for a review, see Ward,
2003). For instance, a study by Walsh and Ward (2010) found that young people who read
magazines more often had more sexual health knowledge, safe-sex self-efficacy, and
consistent use of contraceptives. Similarly, Kim and Ward (2004) reported that young
women’s reading of women’s and teen magazines was associated with support for more
sexually assertive roles for females, but was also related to a stronger endorsement of male
sexual stereotypes and views of sex as risky. In addition, frequent reading of sexual content
in magazines has been linked to specific sexual partner trait preferences (Taylor, 2008).
Despite our growing understanding of teen magazines’ role in young people’s sexual
socialization, several gaps in the literature require attention. First, research typically focuses
on teenagers’ sexual beliefs and attitudes. Although sexual beliefs and attitudes are
important aspects of sexual socialization, several scholars have emphasized that other more
emotional aspects, notably young people’s worries and fears about sex, should not be
neglected (e.g., Brown, Steele, & Walsh-Childers, 2002; Peter & Valkenburg, 2008). Second,
most of the current research comes from the United States (US), but previous research
indicates that cultural differences significantly influence teen magazine coverage (Carpenter,
2001; Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2011, 2012, in press), and the effects of media coverage
in general (Peter, 2003, 2004). Our existing knowledge may thus be culturally biased. Third
and finally, various researchers have called for more attention to individual differences in
the link between media coverage and young people’s sexual socialization (e.g., Brown, 2009;
Malamuth & Huppin, 2005; Ward, 2003). Still, we know little about the extent to which
individual characteristics may strengthen or weaken this link. This holds particularly true for
the association between reading teen magazines and sexual socialization.
In response to these three shortcomings, the present study has three goals. First, this
study aims to investigate the relationship between reading teen magazines and fear of sex.
Although engaging in sex during adolescence is increasingly seen as a normative
developmental step (e.g., Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009; Grello, Welsh, Harper, &
Dickson, 2003; Tolman & McClelland, 2011), teenagers often express uncertainties, worries,
or fears about sex; for example, about unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted
diseases (STDs) (Carpenter, 2005; Tolman, 2002). At the same time, several content
analyses have shown that the risks of sex feature prominently in the coverage of teen
magazines (Garner, Sterk, & Adams, 1998; Johnson, Gothoffer, & Lauffer, 1999; Joshi et
al., 2011; Kim & Ward, 2004). Therefore, it seems possible that reading teen magazines and
fear of sex are related.
The second goal of the present study is to examine whether the relationship between
reading teen magazines and fear of sex differs between countries. Based on existing
research that demonstrates considerable differences between how US and Dutch teen
magazines cover the negative and positive aspects of sex (Joshi et al., 2011), we study
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whether fear of sex may be differentially related to the reading of teen magazines in the US
and the Netherlands. In our cross-national comparative analysis, we not only deal with the
general reading of teen magazines, but we also study which specific messages in teen
magazines may be related to fear of sex.
The third and final goal of this study is to shed some light on whether the strength
of the association between reading teen magazines and fear of sex may depend on
individual differences. Scholars focusing on the relationship between adolescents’ media use
and their sexual socialization in particular have emphasized the need to study which
individual characteristics of adolescents strengthen or weaken this relationship (Brown,
2009; Malamuth & Huppin, 2005; Ward, 2003). One important disposition within the
context of fear of sex may be religiosity, as existing literature indicates that religious
individuals tend to be more fearful of sex (e.g., Afifi, Joseph, & Aldeis, 2008). Thus, we
study whether young people’s religiosity weakens or strengthens the link between
magazines and fear of sex, and whether this applies differentially to young people in the US
and the Netherlands.
Teen Magazine Reading and Fear of Sex
Cultivation theory is often used to explain the association between sexual media
content and adolescents’ sexual socialization (Brown et al., 2002; Ward, 2003). Cultivation
theory generally posits that people who more often use media, notably television, are more
likely to believe that the real world is similar to the most common messages portrayed in
the media than to people who use media less often (Morgan, Shanahan, & Signorielli, 2009).
For at least two reasons, cultivation offers an appropriate theoretical framework for the
present study. First, fear is a central concept in cultivation theory (for a review, see Morgan
& Shanahan, 2010). Although cultivation theory typically focuses on fear of crime, studying
fear of sex may present a fruitful extension of the theory, particularly in the context of
media and young people’s sexual socialization (e.g., Ward, 2003). Second, cultivation theory
is well suited to cross-national comparative studies (Gerbner, 1977, 1989; Morgan, 1990).
With cultivation theory’s interest in the system-level influences on media coverage and its
consequences, cross-national comparative studies are seen as “the best test of system-wide
similarities and differences across national boundaries, and of the actual significance of
national cultural policies” (Morgan et al., 2009, p. 42). Cross-national comparative studies
can thus greatly enhance our understanding of the explanatory scope and limits of
cultivation theory.
While cultivation theory strongly focuses on television, it may also be applied to teen
magazines (Walsh & Ward, 2010). The existence of “popular storytelling systems and [of]
purveyors of widely shared messages” are the basic condition for the investigation of
cultivation processes (Morgan & Shanahan, 2010, p. 350). With 70% of US girls reading
teen magazines regularly (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2003), teen magazines are extremely
popular among young people. Moreover, content analyses have shown that messages about
femininity, relationships, and sex conveyed by teen magazines are homogeneous and widely
shared (for a review, see Ward, 2003). Finally, teen magazines are particularly suitable for
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cross-national comparative cultivation studies. While television programming in many
countries is heavily US-dominated, the content in magazines tends to be more culturespecific and vary between different countries (Carpenter, 2001; Joshi et al., 2011, 2012, in
press).
Two countries that lend themselves to a meaningful comparison of the link between
magazine content and young people’s fear of sex are the US and the Netherlands. While the
countries are relatively similar in many political, economic, and cultural indicators, they
differ decidedly in matters surrounding adolescent sexuality (Hofstede, 1998a, 1998b, 2001;
Schalet, 2000). Generally, sex is considered to be a much more normal part of adolescence
in the Netherlands than it is in the US (Hofstede, 1998a, 1998b; Schalet, 2000). This
country difference has also been found in a recent cross-national comparative content
analysis of Dutch and US teen magazines (Joshi et al., 2011). This analysis yielded that 33%
of the articles about sex in US teen magazines emphasized sexual risk while only 17% of
the articles did so in Dutch teen magazines. Assuming that the most popular teen
magazines in the US and the Netherlands are “purveyors of widely shared messages”
(Morgan & Shanahan, 2010, p. 350), we hypothesize based on cultivation theory:
H1:

The association between reading teen magazines and fear of sex will be
stronger among US young people than among Dutch young people.

In cultivation theory, investigating the effects of overall or general exposure to a
medium, as focused on in H1, is an integral part of the notion that media convey relatively
homogenous messages to people (for an elaboration, see e.g., Morgan et al., 2009; Morgan
& Shanahan, 2010). The focus on overall or general exposure to a medium makes sense,
especially when accompanied by large-scale message system analysis (i.e., content analysis;
Gerbner 1969). After all, the underlying idea of cultivation theory is that a particular
message is so prevalent in the medium that one cannot avoid it. When comparing
cultivation effects in different countries, message system analysis may not only indicate that
the prevalence of the same message varies, but also that different and possibly opposite
messages prevail in the countries. Potential country differences in the relationship between
media use and fear of sex may thus result from the dominance of a particular message in
one country and its (near-) absence in another country, as well as from the prevalence of
two different, possibly opposite messages in both countries. Therefore, it may be useful to
investigate not only the overall exposure to teen magazines, but also the exposure to specific
messages that occur within these magazines. This approach may help us better understand
which specific messages in the teen magazines may be related to country differences for
fear of sex.
A recent cross-national comparative content analysis suggests that specific messages
within teen magazines indeed vary in their prevalence across countries. The negative
aspects of sexuality, for example the risks of sexual activities, dominated US teen girl
magazines while they only rarely occurred in Dutch teen girl magazines (Joshi et al., 2011).
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However, US and Dutch teen girl magazines not only differed in how they dealt with the
negative aspects of sexuality, but also in how they dealt with the positive aspects of
sexuality. The pleasures associated with sex were mentioned in 25% of the articles in Dutch
magazines, but only in 10% of the articles in US magazines. These results raise the question
of whether the country difference between the coverage of sexual risk or the coverage of
sexual pleasure explains the hypothesized differential association between reading teen
magazines and fear of sex in the US and the Netherlands.
It is well known in cultivation theory that if contexts (e.g., countries) differ, then the
associations between media use and variables of interest may also differ (Gerbner, 1969,
1977). An important concept within cultivation theory that explains these differential
associations depending on people’s contexts is the concept of resonance. This concept
posits that an association between media use and certain variables of interest is intensified
when the context or environment of people is congruent with the messages they receive
from the media (Gerbner & Gross, 1976). In such cases, media messages are said to
resonate with what people experience within a particular context or environment.
Messages in teen magazines about the risks of sex may be more congruent with the
context in which US youth grow up than that in which Dutch youth grow up. In the US,
teenage sex is approached with much more apprehension than it is in the Netherlands
(Hofstede, 1998b; Schalet, 2000, 2011). Compared to the Netherlands, parents and schools
in the US more strongly endorse the belief that engaging in sex during adolescence is not
appropriate and they often emphasize the dangers associated with teenage sex, such as
STDs, unwanted pregnancies, and sexual abuse (Carpenter, 2001; Herzog, 2008; Luker,
2006; Pinkleton, Austin, Cohen, Chen, & Fitzgerald, 2008). Because messages about the
risks of sex may resonate more with US young people than with Dutch young people, we
hypothesize:
H2a:

The positive association between exposure to specific messages about
sexual risk in teen magazines and fear of sex will occur among US young
people and not among Dutch young people.

Conversely, messages about the pleasures of sex seem more congruent with the
environment in which Dutch youth grow up. Overall, teenage sex is more normalized and
culturally acceptable in the Netherlands (Hofstede, 1998a, 1998b; Schalet, 2000). Compared
to the US, parents and schools in the Netherlands consider teenage sex to be a normal
developmental step (Elliot, 2010; Schalet, 2000). Educational programs focus on increasing
adolescents’ enjoyment when engaging in sex (Schalet, 2000) and try to minimize the
drawbacks. Thus, messages about sexual pleasure may resonate more with Dutch young
people than with US young people, and are likely to reduce fear of sex among Dutch youth
more strongly than among US youth. We therefore hypothesize:
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H2b:

The negative association between exposure to sexual pleasure in teen
magazines and fear of sex will occur among Dutch young people and not
among US young people.

Religiosity as an Individual Difference
In the past years, interest in individual differences in the associations between media
use and various outcome variables has grown (e.g., Besley, 2006; Oliver & Krakowiak, 2009;
Peter & Valkenburg, 2010). Scholars focusing on the relationship between adolescents’
media use and their sexual socialization have emphasized that we need to study which
individual characteristics of adolescents strengthen or weaken this relationship (Brown,
2009; Malamuth & Huppin, 2005; Ward, 2003). Although cultivation scholars have not
devoted much attention to individual difference variables, these variables are routinely
investigated in empirical cultivation studies, albeit typically as control variables (Harrison,
2003; Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006). Consequently, it seems useful to study whether the link
between the reading of teen magazines and fear of sex may be stronger or weaker
depending on individual characteristics.
One explanation for why the association between teen magazine reading and fear of
sex could depend on individual characteristics can be derived from the disposition-content
congruency hypothesis (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). This hypothesis states that media
content which is congruent with an individual’s disposition has a greater impact than
incongruent media content. Congruent media content refers to media content that includes
events or characters that are particularly familiar or relevant to the media user’s own
disposition. Alternatively, incongruent media content would be material that is not in line
with the media user’s own disposition.
An important disposition within the context of sexual relations and fear of sex may
be religiosity, which can be broadly defined as “a set of institutionalized beliefs, doctrines
and rituals, and ethical standards for how to live a good life” (Haglund & Fehring, 2010, p.
461). Based on past research, compared to non-religious people, religious individuals tend
to be more fearful of sex because they focus more on the risks of sex, such as unwanted
pregnancy (Afifi et al., 2008). Similarly, religious individuals show feelings of guilt and
regret about sex because they consider sex to only be legitimate for procreation (Murstein
& Mercy, 1994). In contrast, less religious individuals may see sexual pleasure as an
important and valid reason to engage in sex.
These findings suggest that the messages within teen magazines that emphasize
sexual risk may be congruent with readers who are religious and incongruent with readers
who are not religious. In contrast, the messages in teen magazines that emphasize the
pleasures of sex may be congruent with readers who are not religious and incongruent with
readers who are religious. Therefore, based on the disposition-content congruency
hypothesis, it is likely that exposure to sexual risk in teen magazines is associated with
greater fear of sex among religious readers than among non-religious readers. Conversely, it
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is likely that exposure to sexual pleasure reduces fear of sex more strongly among nonreligious readers than among religious readers.
Nonetheless, the moderating impact of religiosity on the association between reading
teen magazines and fear of sex cannot be separated from a particular country context.
Although religious people exist in both the US and the Netherlands, there has been a much
stronger trend toward secularization in the Netherlands than in the US (Amelink, 2007;
Sengers, 2005). Whereas 83% of people in the US belong to a religious denomination
(Amelink, 2007; Putnam & Campbell, 2010), it is 60% in the Netherlands, with only 20% of
Dutch people attending church or mosque at least once a week (Statistics Netherlands,
2008). Moreover, the influence of churches and religion on public affairs is smaller in the
Netherlands than in the US (Pew Global Attitudes Project, 2002). This is strongly visible
for sexual matters; for instance, while the Dutch approach to adolescent sexuality is based
on pragmatism and scientific evidence (Braeken, Rademakers, & Reinders, 2002, Schalet,
2000, 2011), religious influences are still very strong in the US (Luker, 2006; Schalet, 2000).
In line with the resonance concept, it is thus possible that the extent of religiosity in
a country may influence the extent to which individual religiosity moderates the association
between reading teen magazines and fear of sex. When individual religiosity resonates with
religiosity in a country, the association between reading teen magazines and fear of sex will
be boosted. When individual religiosity conflicts with religiosity in a country, the association
between reading teen magazines and fear of sex will be diminished. Focusing on specific
exposure to sexual risk and sexual pleasure, we hypothesize:
H3a:

H3b:

The positive relationship between exposure to sexual risk and fear of sex
expected for religious young people rather than for non-religious young
people will occur in the US and not in the Netherlands.
The negative relationship between exposure to sexual pleasure and fear of
sex expected for non-religious young people rather than for religious
young people will occur in the Netherlands and not in the US.
Method

This study combines survey data of US and Dutch undergraduate college students
with content analysis data from the three most popular teen magazines in the US and the
Netherlands. Linking surveys and content analyses permits the researchers to specify the
extent to which individuals encounter particular messages when using specific media.
Although the combination of survey and content analytic data has often been used in
political communication (e.g., Peter, 2003, 2004), it has hardly been applied in research on
media and adolescents’ sexual socialization. Several researchers have therefore called for a
linkage of survey and content analytic data (e.g., Ward, 2003).
Survey – Sample and Procedure
In February and March 2011, we conducted a survey among 175 US and 315 Dutch
female college students. Response rates were 100% in the US and 95.2% in the Netherlands,
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resulting in 175 US participants and 300 Dutch participants. Participants were recruited
from large public universities in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, US and Amsterdam, the
Netherlands. All students were enrolled in social scientific courses, being as diverse as
Media and Entertainment to Race and Gender. We opted for an all-female sample because
females constitute the main readership of teen girl magazines. We chose a sample of US
and Dutch college students because the public school system we contacted in the US did
not grant permission to collect data related to sexual topics from minors (i.e., those under
the age of 18 years; see rejection letter in the Appendix on p. 93). College students were the
closest age group to adolescents and could be assumed to read teen magazines. Although
the two samples constituted convenience samples, they were reasonably diverse. For
example, in terms of ethnicity, 54.9% of the US participants identified themselves as
European/Caucasian American, 32% as African American, 6.3% as Mixed, 3.4% as Pacific
Islander/Asian American, 2.3% as Latino/Hispanic/South American, and 1.1% as Native
American. The ethnic background of the Dutch participants included 86 % Native Dutch,
9% Other, 2.5% Surinamese Dutch, 1% Turkish Dutch, 0.6% Moroccan Dutch, 0.3%
Turkish, 0.3% Moroccan, and 0.3% Antillean.
After institutional and lecturers’ approval as well as informed consent from all
participants were obtained, the questionnaires were administered in classrooms or lecture
halls. Participants were notified that the study was about attitudes regarding sex, sexuality,
and relationships. Participation was voluntary and students could end their participation at
any time they wished. Each participant received a 10-page questionnaire and were told that
the questionnaire was anonymous and should be filled out in private. On average, it took
the respondents 15 minutes to complete the questionnaire. Those who participated were
enrolled in a lottery to win an entertainment gift card of 10 dollars or 10 euro. The lottery
took place directly after the questionnaire was administered.
Content Analysis – Sample and Procedure
A quantitative content analysis of the most popular US (i.e., Seventeen, CosmoGirl!
United States edition, and Teen) and Dutch teen girl magazines (i.e., Fancy, CosmoGirl!
Netherlands edition, and Girlz!) was conducted for the publication years 2006, 2007, and
2008. Please refer to Chapter 1 for a rationale for the magazines chosen and why we opted
for these specific years for our content analysis. The unit of analysis for this study was a
feature story. Please see Chapter 1 for a description of a feature story. A total of 2496
feature stories passed the initial screening for coding. Seven hundred and fifty-three feature
stories were from the US magazines and 1743 feature stories were from the Dutch
magazines. Of these feature stories, 627 were sex-related stories with 162 stories from the
US magazines and 465 stories from the Dutch magazines.
The codebook used for this study was an extension of a codebook used in a previous
content analysis of US teen girl magazines (Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2010). Three native
American-English speakers served as coders for the US teen magazines, and five native
Dutch speakers served as coders for the Dutch teen magazines. The coders were trained by
the principle investigator and a research assistant. Inter- and intra-coder reliability tests were
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conducted separately for the US and Dutch groups with overall very good results. A more
extensive description of the coding procedure, coder training, and the results of the
reliability tests can be found in Chapter 1.
Measures – Key Variables
Exposure to magazines. To measure exposure to magazines, we asked survey
respondents how often they read magazines when they were a teenager (ages 13 to 17 years).
Asking respondents retrospectively about their exposure to a particular medium during
adolescence is often done when ethical issues impair surveying adolescents. It produces
valid results (e.g., Stulhofer, Busko, & Landpriet, 2010) – notably when habitual behavior
such as reading magazines is involved – which respondents can generally report well. For
each country, we provided respondents with a list of the most popular magazines in their
country. Responses were on a 5-point scale (1 = never and 5 = always, each issue). In order to
link survey data with content analytic data, we only included the most popular magazines
from each country in our analysis. For the US, we included Seventeen, CosmoGirl! United
States edition, and Teen magazines (M = 1.92, SD = 1.13). For the Netherlands, we included
Fancy, CosmoGirl! Netherlands edition, and Girlz! (M = 2.26, SD = 1.24).
Exposure to messages about sexual risk. We operationalized this variable as the
number of stories in a specific teen magazine that conveyed messages about sexual risk
multiplied by the frequency with which a respondent read that magazine. When
respondents never read a particular magazine, the number of stories were multiplied by
zero. When respondents read all issues of a particular magazine, the numbers of stories
were multiplied by one. The remaining response categories of the aforementioned 5-point
scale were multiplied by .25, .50, or .75. This procedure resulted in a weighted exposure
score per magazine for each respondent. The weighted exposure scores per magazine were
then added up for all three magazines, separately for the respondents in the two countries.
In the content analysis, sexual risk was measured by asking if sex was depicted as
something dangerous (e.g., sexual abuse, rape, men’s aggression), dirty (e.g., if a person has
sex he/she is no longer “pure”), and/or disease-ridden (e.g., if a person has sex he/she is
likely to contract STDs). Categories to choose from were, “sex is dirty, dangerous, and/or
disease-ridden for…”: “only boy(s),” “only girl(s),” “both boy(s) and girl(s),” and “no one/
not mentioned.” Because we were interested in relationships between the coverage of risk
and females’ fear of sex, we only included the number of stories that mentioned sexual risk
for girls.1 For details on the reliabilities of this category, see Chapter 1.
Exposure to messages about sexual pleasure. To operationalize this variable, we
followed the same strategy as the one for exposure to messages about sexual risk. Thus, the
number of stories in a particular teen magazine that depicted sex as a pleasurable activity
were multiplied by the frequency with which a respondent read the magazine. The resulting
weighted score per magazine was added up for all three magazines, separately for the
respondents in the two countries.
In the content analysis, sexual pleasure referred to sex being depicted as something
delightful, pleasant, enjoyable, and/or one or more partners in the story enjoying the act of
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giving or receiving sexual pleasure. The depiction of sex as pleasurable was assessed
separately for boys and girls in the story. Categories included “yes,” “no,” and “not
mentioned.” Because we were interested in relationships between the coverage of pleasure
and females’ fear of sex, we only included the number of stories that mentioned sexual
pleasure for girls.2 For details on the reliabilities of this category, see Chapter 1.
Fear of sex. A 4-item Fear of Sex Scale was used to measure the extent to which
respondents were afraid of engaging in sexual relations. The scale is part of the
Multidimensional Sexual Self-Concept Questionnaire (MSSCQ; Snell, 1998) which
measures 20 psychological aspects of human sexuality, with fear of sex being one of them.
The Fear of Sex Scale has demonstrated high reliability and validity in previous studies (e.g.,
Fisher & Snell, 1995; Snell, Fisher, & Miller, 1991). Sample items include, “I am a little
afraid of becoming sexually involved with another person,” and “I am occasionally fearful
of engaging in sexual activity.” Possible responses ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally
agree). The four items loaded on one factor in each country (explained variance 80% in the
US and 81% in the Netherlands) and had sufficient internal consistency (Cronbach’s
alphaUSA = .91, MUSA = 2.26, SDUSA = 1.14; Cronbach’s alphaNL = .92, MNL = 1.82,
SDNL = 0.97).
Religiosity. Participants were asked, “How religious are you?” Responses were on a
5-point scale (1 = not at all and 5 = very), (MUSA = 3.25, SDUSA = 1.33; MNL = 1.61,
SDNL = 0.92). The use of a single-item measure for religiosity has been shown to be
reliable and valid (e.g., Abdel-Khalek, 2007; Gorsuch & McFarland, 1972).
Country. The Netherlands was coded as zero. The US was coded as one.
Measures – Control Variables
Due to the correlational nature of this study and its inherent risk of omitted variable
bias, we included several control variables in our analytical models that have been shown,
or can reasonably be assumed, to affect fear of sex based on earlier research: age (Kim &
Ward, 2004), ethnicity (Brown et al., 2006), religiosity (Walsh & Ward, 2010), political
orientation of respondent and parents (Luker, 2006), sex education (Schalet, 2000),
committed relationship in present and past (Taylor, 2008), exposure to reality television
(Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006), use of pornography (Peter & Valkenburg, 2010), sensation
seeking (Peter & Valkenburg, 2008), and sex talk with peers and parents (Sinha, Curtis,
Jayakody, Viner, & Roberts, 2006).
Age. We asked respondents to report their age at the time of survey administration
in the spring of 2011. The mean age of the US sample was 20.53 years (SD = 1.71) and the
mean age of the Dutch sample was 20.77 years (SD = 3.39).
Ethnicity. Respondents were asked to fill in their primary ethnic background.
Answer categories for the US respondents included, “European/Caucasian American,”
“Latino/Hispanic/South American,” “African American,” “Pacific Islander/Asian
American,” “Middle Eastern American,” “Native American,” and “Mixed” (based on
Walsh & Ward, 2010). Responses for the Dutch participants included, “Native Dutch,”
“Turkish Dutch, “Moroccan Dutch,” “Surinamese Dutch, “Dutch Antillean,” “Turkish,”
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“Moroccan,” “Surinamese,” “Antillean,” and “Other” (based on Peter & Valkenburg, 2010).
We recoded the variable into a dummy variable where one indicated “European/Caucasian
American” in the US and “Native Dutch” in the Netherlands, and the other ethnicities
were coded as zero.
Political orientation of respondent. We asked participants, “When it comes to
political orientation, people often talk about ‘left’ (liberal) and ‘right’ (conservative). Please
indicate below where you would place yourself.” Possible responses ranged from 1 (left) to
11 (right), with 6 = middle (MUSA = 5.09, SDUSA = 2.36; MNL = 4.69, SDNL = 2.29).
Political orientation of parents. Participants were asked to report the political
orientation of their parent(s). Responses were on an 11-point scale (1 = left, 6 = middle, and
11 = right), (MUSA = 6.28, SDUSA = 2.53; MNL = 5.12, SDNL = 2.48).
Sex education. We asked participants, “What type of sex education did you receive
in your high school?” Possible answer categories included “abstinence only,”
“comprehensive sex education (i.e., information about safe sex, contraceptives, and
condoms),” and “none” (based on Walsh & Ward, 2010). Twenty-five percent of the US
and 1.6% of the Dutch respondents received abstinence only sex education; 58.9% of the
US and 83.7% of the Dutch sample received comprehensive sex education; and 16.6% of
the US and 14.7% of the Dutch respondents received no sex education. We recoded this
variable into a dichotomous variable where comprehensive sex education was coded as one,
and no sex education and abstinence-only education were coded as zero.
Committed relationship in present. Participants were asked if they were currently
in a committed relationship, and they could answer “yes” or “no.” Forty-eight percent of
the US sample and 50.5% of the Dutch sample were presently in a committed relationship
at the time of survey administration.
Committed relationship in past. Respondents were asked, “Regardless of whether
you are currently in a relationship, have you ever been in a committed relationship before?”
Response categories included, “no,” “yes, once,” and “yes, several times.” Twenty-one
percent of the US and 27.7% of the Dutch participants had never been in a committed
relationship before; 44.5% of the US and 40.8% of the Dutch sample had been in a
committed relationship once before; and 34.1% of the US and 30.9% of the Dutch
respondents had been in a committed relationship several times.
Use of reality television. Participants were asked the following about reality
television programs: “When you were a teenager (age 13 to 17 years), how often did you
watch reality shows (i.e., Big Brother, the Bachelor)?” Responses were on a 5-point scale (1 =
never and 5 = very often), (MUSA = 2.88, SDUSA = 1.19; MNL = 2.77, SDNL = 1.12).
Use of pornography. Respondents were asked, “When you were a teenager (ages 13
to 17 years), how often did you watch pornography on the Internet? By pornography, we mean
sexually explicit adult material” (based on Peter & Valkenburg, 2010). Possible responses
ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (very often), (MUSA = 1.90, SDUSA = 1.16; MNL = 1.78, SDNL
= 1.05).

80

│

Chapter 4

Sensation seeking. We used the Brief Sensation Seeking Scale (Hoyle, Stephenson,
Palmgreen, Lorch, & Donohew, 2002). Previous research by Peter & Valkenburg (2008)
indicates that the experience-seeking items and the bungee-jumping item loaded on a
different factor than the other five items of the scale. Thus, we used only these five items.
The 5-item scale has demonstrated high reliability and validity in the past (Peter &
Valkenburg, 2008). Sample items include “I prefer having friends who do exciting things,”
and “I like wild parties.” Possible responses ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree).
In our study, the five items loaded on one factor in each country (explained variance 58%
in the US and 62% in the Netherlands) with good internal consistency (Cronbach’s
alphaUSA = .80, MUSA = 3.57, SDUSA = 0.73; Cronbach’s alphaNL = .84, MNL = 3.32,
SDNL = 0.35).
Sex talk with peers. A 4-item Sex Talk with Peers Scale was created based on the
Sexual Self-Disclosure Scale (Herold & Way, 1988) to measure the extent to which
respondents could talk with their friends about sex when they were a teenager (ages 13 to
17 years). Sample items include “When I was a teenager, I could talk well with my friends
about sexual topics,” and “When I was a teenager, if it came to sex, I could talk about
anything with my friends.” Possible responses ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally
agree). The four items loaded on one factor in each country (explained variance 79% in the
US and 81% in the Netherlands) with good internal consistency (Cronbach’s alphaUSA
= .91, MUSA = 3.35, SDUSA = 0.13; Cronbach’s alphaNL = .92, MNL = 3.65, SDNL =
0.14).
Sex talk with parents. The 4-item Sex Talk with Parents Scale (based on the Sexual
Self-Disclosure Scale by Herold & Way, 1988) was used to determine the extent to which
respondents could talk with their parents about sex when they were a teenager (ages 13 to
17 years). Sample items include “When I was a teenager, I was very satisfied with the way I
could talk with my parent(s) about sexual topics,” and “When I was a teenager, my parents
were always open to a conversation about sexual topics.” Response categories ranged from
1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The four items loaded on one factor in each country
(explained variance 78% in the US and 75% in the Netherlands) with sufficient internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alphaUSA = .91, MUSA = 2.47, SDUSA = 0.22; Cronbach’s
alphaNL = .89, MNL = 2.95, SDNL = 0.37).
Data Analysis
To test our hypotheses, we performed ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions.
Because the Dutch sample was considerably larger than the US sample, we weighted the
Dutch respondents down and the US respondents up, while preserving the overall sample
size. To analyze the country differences predicted in Hypotheses 1 and 2 most rigorously,
we created an interaction term between the various exposure measures and country. The
country differences in how religiosity moderates the relation between exposure and fear of
sex as hypothesized in Hypothesis 3 were analyzed with three-way interactions between the
exposure measure, religiosity, and country. 3 In line with procedures described by Aiken and
West (1991), significant interaction effects were post-hoc probed for whether particular
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values of the moderating variable differed significantly from zero. We did not center the
variables involved in the various interaction terms because we were interested in the
unstandardized coefficients rather than in the standardized ones (Hayes, 2005).
Results
Hypothesis 1 stated that the association between reading teen magazines and fear of
sex would be stronger among the US youth than the Dutch youth. As Table 4.1 shows, a
significant interaction emerged between general exposure to teen girl magazines and
country (B = .195, SE = .099, p < .05). Including the interaction term between general
exposure and country into the model increased the explanatory power of the regression
model significantly. As can be seen in Table 4.1, the more US respondents were exposed to
US teen magazines, the more fear of sex occurred (B = .195, SE = .099, p < .05). However,
there was no significant effect of fear of sex on the Dutch respondents who were exposed
to Dutch teen magazines (B = -.144, SE = .076, ns). These results were also confirmed by
post-hoc probing. Hypothesis 1 was therefore supported.
Table 4.1 Association between reading teen magazines and fear of sex
B (SE)

95% CI

Constant

3.855 (.554)

[2.767, 4.942]

Age

-.047 (.018)**

[-.082, -.012]

Country (US = 1)

-.336 (.265)

[-.858, .185]

Ethnicity

-.120 (.106)

[-.327, .088]

Sex education

-.071 (.095)

[-.257, .115]

Committed relationship present

-.396 (.084)***

[-.561, -.230]

Committed relationship past

-.094 (.056)

[-.204, .017]

.009 (.025)

[-.039, .058]

-.009 (.023)

[-.053, .035]

.028 (.040)

[-.050, .107]

-.047 (.051)

[-.148, .055]

Variable

Political orientation respondent
Political orientation parent
Reality TV
Internet porn
Religiosity

.160 (.038)***

[.086, .235]

Sensation seeking

-.005 (.061)

[-.126, .115]

Sex talk peers

-.091 (.045)*

[-.180, -.003]

Sex talk parents

-.031 (.040)

[-.110, .048]

Magazine reading

-.144 (.076)

[-.293, .006]

Magazine reading X Country

.195 (.099)*

∆R²

.007*

R²

.230

[.001, .389]

Note. N = 475. Cell entries represent the unstandardized multiple regression coefficients with
standard errors in parentheses obtained in the model with the interaction effect. The difference in
the explained variance refers to the difference with the model without the interaction effect.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Hypothesis 2a posited that the positive association between exposure to sexual risk
in teen magazines and fear of sex would occur among US young people and not among
Dutch young people. Hypothesis 2b stated that the negative association between exposure
to sexual pleasure in teen magazines and fear of sex would occur among Dutch young
people and not among US young people. Contrary to our expectations, there was neither a
significant interaction between exposure to messages about sexual risk and country (see
Table 4.2, ‘Risk’ columns; B = .007, SE = .004, ns) nor between exposure to sexual pleasure
and country (see Table 4.2, ‘Pleasure’ columns, B = .015, SE = .016, ns). Thus, the link
between exposure to messages about sexual risk and fear of sex was equally absent among
respondents from the US as among respondents from the Netherlands. The same was true
for the association between exposure to sexual pleasure and fear of sex. Hypotheses 2a and
2b were not supported.
Hypothesis 3a posed that the positive relationship between exposure to sexual risk
and fear of sex that could be expected for religious young people rather than for nonreligious young people would occur in the US and not in the Netherlands. As can be seen
in Table 4.3 in the columns labeled ‘Risk,’ a significant three-way interaction between
exposure, religiosity, and country emerged (B = -.006, SE = .003, p = .05). This increased
the explanatory power of the model significantly. Post-hoc probing for selected values of
religiosity (i.e., at the mean, -1 SD, and +1 SD, as recommended by Aiken & West [1991])
revealed significant positive relationships between exposure to messages about sexual risk
and fear of sex for US respondents whose religiosity was average (B = .015, SE = .006, p
< .05) or below average (B = .009, SE = .004, p < .05). For US respondents whose
religiosity was above average, no significant relationship between exposure to messages
about sexual risk and fear of sex emerged (B = .003, SE = .003, ns). Post-hoc probing
elicited no significant relationships between exposure and fear of sex among Dutch
respondents with different levels of religiosity. In conclusion, the association between
exposure to messages about sexual risk and fear of sex occurred, as expected, in the US and
not in the Netherlands. In contrast to our expectations, however, US respondents with
lower levels of religiosity showed a positive association between exposure to messages
about sexual risk and fear, while this association did not emerge among highly religious US
respondents. Hypothesis 3a was therefore not supported.
Hypothesis 3b predicted that the negative relationship between exposure to sexual
pleasure and fear of sex that could be expected for non-religious young people rather than
religious young people would occur in the Netherlands and not in the US. As Table 4.3
shows (‘Pleasure’ columns), the three-way interaction between exposure to messages about
sexual pleasure, religiosity, and country was not significant (B = -.016, SE = .013, ns). Both
in the US and in the Netherlands, there was no significant association between exposure to
messages about sexual pleasure, and this association did not differ by respondents’ level of
religiosity. Hypothesis 3b was not supported.

Table 4.2 Association between exposure to specific messages about sexual risk and sexual pleasure in teen magazines and fear of sex for readers
Risk
Variable

B (SE)

Pleasure
95% CI

B (SE)

95% CI

Constant

3.648 (.510)

[2.645, 4.650]

3.593 (.503)

[2.605, 4.581]

Age

-.046 (.017)**

[-.080, -.011]

-.044 (.017)*

[-.077, -.010]

Country (US = 1)

-.130 (.175)

[-.474, .214]

-.096 (.174)

[-.438, .246]

Ethnicity

-.123 (.105)

[-.330, .084]

-.120 (.106)

[-.328, .087]

Sex education

-.070 (.094)

[-.256, .116]

-.069 (.095)

[-.255, .117]

Committed relationship present

-.389 (.085)***

[-.556, -.223]

-.395 (.085)***

[-.562, -.228]

Committed relationship past

-.095 (.056)

[-.206, .015]

-.093 (.056)

[-.204, .017]

Political orientation respondent

.011 (.025)

[-.038, .059]

.010 (.025)

[-.039, .058]

Political orientation parent

-.010 (.023)

[-.054, .034]

-.010 (.023)

[-.054, .034]

Reality TV

.026 (.040)

[-.053, .105]

.025 (.040)

[-.053, .104]

-.046 (.051)

[-.147, .056]

-.044 (.051)

[-.145, .057]

Internet porn
Religiosity

.161 (.038)***

[.087, .236]

.162 (.038)***

[.087, .236]

Sensation seeking

-.003 (.061)

[-.123, .118]

-.004 (.061)

[-.124, .117]

Sex talk peers

-.090 (.045)*

[-.179, -.001]

-.091 (.045)*

[-.180, -.003]

Sex talk parents

-.033 (.040)

[-.112, .046]

-.033 (.040)

[-.112, .046]

Sexual risk (pleasure) in magazines

-.004 (.002)

[-.008, .000]

-.004 (.002)

[-.009, .000]

Sexual risk (pleasure) in magazines X Country

.007 (.004)

[.000, .014]

.015 (.016)

[-.016, .046]

∆R²

.006

.002

R²

.230

.230

Note. N = 475. Cell entries represent the unstandardized multiple regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses obtained in the model with the
interaction effect. The difference in the explained variance refers to the difference with the model without the interaction effect.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

Table 4.3 Association between exposure to specific messages about sexual risk and sexual pleasure in teen magazines and fear of sex for religious readers
Risk

Pleasure

Variable

B (SE)

95% CI

Constant

3.738 (.549)

[2.660, 4.817]

3.696 (.537)

[2.641, 4.751]

Age

-.044 (.018)*

[-.078, -.010]

-.043 (.017)*

[-.077, -.009]

Country (US = 1)

-.736 (.381)

[-1.484, .012]

-.527 (.382)

[-1.277, .223]

Ethnicity

-.108 (.106)

[-.316, .100]

-.106 (.106)

[-.315, .103]

Sex education

-.074 (.094)

[-.259, .112]

-.066 (.095)

[-.253, .120]

Committed relationship present

-.382 (.085)***

[-.548, -.215]

-.392 (.085)***

[-.559, -.225]

Committed relationship past

-.109 (.057)

[-.220, .002]

-.102 (.057)

[-.213, .010]

.010 (.025)

[-.039, .059]

.009 (.025)

[-.040, .058]

-.010 (.023)

[-.055, .034]

-.010 (.023)

[-.054, .035]

.015 (.040)

[-.065, .094]

.019 (.041)

[-.060, .099]

-.035 (.052)

[-.136, .067]

-.037 (.052)

[-.139, .065]

Religiosity

.077 (.121)

[-.161, .315]

.082 (.115)

[-.144, .308]

Sensation seeking

.004 (.061)

[-.117 .124]

.000 (.062)

[-.121 .121]

Sex talk peers

-.089 (.045)*

[-.178, -.001]

-.092 (.045)*

[-.181, -.003]

Sex talk parents

-.035 (.040)

[-.114, .045]

-.034 (.040)

[-.114, .045]

Sexual risk (pleasure) in magazines

-.006 (.004)*

[-.014, .001]

-.007 (.004)

[-.016, .002]

Sexual risk (pleasure) in magazines X Country

.025 (.010)

[.006, .044]

.068 (.047)*

[-.024, .159]

Sexual risk (pleasure) in magazines X Religion

.002 (.002)

[-.002, .005]

.002 (.002)

[-.003, .006]

Country X Religion

.223 (.147)

[-.067, .513]

.171 (.145)

[-.113, .455]

-.006 (.003)*

[-.012, .000]

-.016 (.013)

[-.041, .009]

Political orientation respondent
Political orientation parent
Reality TV
Internet porn

Sexual risk (pleasure) in magazines X Country X Religion

B (SE)

∆R²

.006

.003

R²

.237

.233

95% CI

Note. N = 475. Cell entries represent the unstandardized multiple regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses obtained in the model with the interaction
effect. The difference in the explained variance refers to the difference with the model without the interaction effect.
* p ≤ .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Discussion
Given the role of teen magazines in the sexual socialization of young people,
previous research on the issue has primarily focused on how the coverage affects teenagers’
sexual beliefs and attitudes (e.g., Kim & Ward, 2004; Walsh & Ward, 2010). More affective
aspects of sexuality, such as any fears that young people may have about sex, have rarely
been examined for reading teen magazines. In addition, the majority of research has taken
place in the US, even though past research indicates that cultural differences exist in teen
magazine content (Carpenter, 2001; Joshi et al., 2011, 2012, in press). Finally, researchers
have recognized that more attention needs to be devoted to individual differences when
investigating the link between media content and the sexual socialization of young people
(e.g., Ward, 2003).
Using cultivation theory, this study tried to fill these three lacunae in existing
literature by investigating the link between young people’s reading of teen magazines and
fear of sex, and whether this varied by country. This study also examined if exposure to
specific messages about sexual risk and pleasure were associated to fear of sex in the US
and the Netherlands. Finally, this study delved into whether an individual’s religiosity
strengthens or weakens the link between magazine reading and fear of sex, and whether this
differed between readers in the US and the Netherlands.
Teen Magazine Reading and Fear of Sex
In line with our expectations, when the US respondents read teen magazines more
frequently, they were more fearful of sex. This was not the case among the Dutch
respondents. In contrast to our expectations, this pattern did not result from US young
people being more responsive than Dutch young people to specific messages about sexual
risk in the teen magazines. Likewise, we also did not find that Dutch youth were more
responsive to specific messages about sexual pleasure. Overall, our result that general
exposure to teen magazines was related to fear of sex while exposure to specific messages
was not supports cultivation theory’s basic tenet that media may act as conveyors of widely
shared messages (e.g., Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). In such cases, general exposure to a
medium may be a better correlate of particular outcome variables than exposure to specific
messages because it better captures the conceptualization of media as a society-level factor
rather than as an individual-level factor (Morgan & Shanahan, 2010; Morgan et al., 2009).
Adolescent sexuality is, by and large, approached differently in the US than in the
Netherlands. Whereas, overall, more fundamental, restrictive, and at times negative views of
adolescent sex seem to prevail in the US (Bay-Cheng, 2003; Elliott, 2010; Schalet, 2000),
more pragmatic, permissive, and often positive views of adolescent sex seem to dominate in
the Netherlands (Elliott; 2010; Schalet, 2000). As several content analyses have shown
(Carpenter, 2001; Garner et al., 1998; Joshi et al., 2011), this pattern also occurs in the
coverage of US and Dutch teen magazines. Teen magazines therefore act as conveyors of
widely shared messages, with the result that reading these magazines is associated with
greater fear of sex in the US than in the Netherlands.
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Interestingly, reading teen magazines was not associated with less fear of sex in the
Netherlands. A simple explanation may be that, overall, the coverage in the Dutch teen
magazines is not as positive about sex as the US coverage is negative about sex. In other
words, the US magazines approach sex more negatively than the Dutch magazines
approach sex positively (Joshi, et al., 2011, in press). The approach to sex in US teen
magazines is thus predominantly negative about adolescent sexuality and largely follows the
lines of a danger discourse (Fine, 1988; Garner, et al., 1998; Johnson et al., 1999; Kim &
Ward, 2004). Although the Dutch coverage is more positive than the US coverage, it does
not depict adolescent sexuality in the context of a purely pleasure-oriented discourse that
would ignore the risks of adolescent sex. Consequently, readers of Dutch teen magazines
may receive a somewhat more balanced view of sex, which remains unrelated to fear of sex.
Regarding the positive association found between exposure to teen magazines and
fear of sex for the US, our study confirmed a well-known pattern from cultivation theory.
However, our findings may also extend cultivation theory in various ways. First, our study
shows that cultivation theory does not necessarily have to be confined to television.
Although cultivation scholars have repeatedly emphasized the central role of television in
cultivation theory (e.g., Morgan & Shanahan, 2010), teen magazines in their function as
popular story-telling systems seem to also be involved in cultivation processes. Given the
popularity of teen magazines across the world, several interesting cultivation-related
research questions are conceivable; for example, about the cultivation of gender stereotypes,
notions of (romantic) relationships, and body image. Second, our study demonstrates the
importance of cross-national research for cultivation theory. If our study had only been
conducted with an US sample, the conclusion would have been that teen magazines are
related to more fear of sex. Because we compared the US sample with the Dutch sample,
we were able to show that this is not necessarily the case. Our findings can be related to the
varying coverage of sex in the teen magazines of these two countries. Future research may
also investigate to what extent cultivation effects may differ in countries in which the
coverage is similar, focusing on macro-level factors that may moderate cultivation effects.
Religiosity as an Individual Difference
As expected, the association between exposure to specific messages about sexual risk
and fear of sex occurred in the US and not in the Netherlands. However, contrary to our
expectations, less religious US respondents were more fearful about sex when they were
more frequently exposed to messages about sexual risk, while this association did not
emerge among highly religious US respondents. One explanation for this finding could be
that higher religiosity reduces the degree to which the coverage of sexual risk is relevant to
individuals. For highly religious individuals, a message that sex is risky if not practiced in
the appropriate context may just confirm the attitudes and beliefs they already hold about
sex (Rostosky, Wilcox, Wright, & Randall, 2004). Moreover, young people who are highly
religious may practice abstinence (Luker, 2006), thereby making content related to sex in
general, and sexual risk in particular, irrelevant to their own lives. Conversely, lower levels
of religiosity may increase the degree to which the coverage of sexual risk is relevant to
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individuals. For less religious individuals, certainly for young people, messages about sexual
risk may make them aware that sex can also be dangerous. In addition, these individuals are
more likely to be sexually active (Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996). Thus,
messages about sexual risk may be more applicable to their own lives and more able to
foster a fear of sex.
At a theoretical level, our surprising finding with regard to the moderating role of
religiosity in the US tentatively suggests a boundary condition for the disposition-content
congruency hypothesis. This hypothesis states that media content may elicit stronger effects
when media content is congruent with an individual’s disposition. Our findings point to the
possibility that this hypothesis may only be applicable when the content has at least a
minimum relevance to an individual and is applicable to an individual’s life. Given the
highly selective media use of many young people (for a review, see Ward, 2003), most
media content young people choose can be assumed to be relevant to them to some extent.
Still, our finding may deserve some attention in future research to specify the dispositioncontent congruency hypothesis, as well as to further our understanding of moderating
individual variables for the association between the coverage in teen magazines and fear of
sex.
We did not find an association between exposure to messages about sexual pleasure
and fear of sex in both the US and the Netherlands, and this association did not differ by
the readers’ level of religiosity. One explanation for this finding may be the aforementioned
characteristics of the coverage in Dutch teen magazines. Similarly, it could be that lower
levels of religiosity may not necessarily indicate a more positive approach toward sex, which
would lead to a stronger susceptibility to messages about sexual pleasure in teen magazines.
Even if young people grow up in a sexually liberal, largely secularized environment such as
the Netherlands, achieving a positive, pleasurable sex life may still be a considerable
developmental step, regardless of an individual’s religiosity. Therefore, future research
should consider other more developmental variables, such as sexual experience, in order to
investigate what potentially moderates the relationship between messages about sexual
pleasure and fear of sex.
Limitations and Conclusion
Our study provides several new insights into the relationship between reading teen
magazines and fear of sex, but it has some limitations. First, our two samples consisted of
female college students. Although their background was sufficiently diverse, generalizability
of our study may be limited and needs to be taken into account when interpreting our
results. Second, we were unable to receive approval from the public school system in the
US to conduct research that was related to sex with minors, which prevented us from
surveying adolescents. Consequently, the associations found between reading teen
magazines and fear of sex may not be generalizable to adolescents. However, given that
worries and uncertainties about sex may be more prevalent for adolescents than for young
adults (Elliott, 2010; Tolman & McClelland, 2011), the findings can be expected to be more
distinct among adolescents than young adults. Similarly, our measure of exposure to teen
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magazines referred to a time several years before the survey, which may have reduced,
rather than increased, the associations found.
A third and final shortcoming of our study refers to the causality of our findings.
Cultivation theory is essentially about the influence of media messages on outcomes of
interest, but the cross-sectional design of our survey permits us to only indicate
relationships between exposure to teen magazines and fear of sex. That said, the content
analysis that informed our exposure measures was conducted before the respondents were
asked about their fear of sex. We also took into account many control variables that, at the
time respondents were asked about their fear of sex, may have presented alternative
explanations for fear of sex. Finally, we believe that it is theoretically more plausible to
assume that the coverage in teen magazines may influence young people’s fear of sex, than
that young people select teen magazines because they are fearful of sex. Although future
research may choose to study our associations with causally more rigorous designs, we are
confident that our results will hold.
In conclusion, despite the fact that young people today have an abundance of media
to choose from, teen magazines continue to be a popular and vital source of information
regarding sex. Our study is one of the first to link cross-national content analysis data of US
and Dutch teen magazines to cross-national survey data of US and Dutch young people. In
doing so, this study was able to show that reading teen magazines is associated with young
people’s fear of sex, but that this is culturally contingent. A next step to these findings
would be for researchers and health policy makers to consider outlets for managing the fear
of sex being created for US youth. It seems that the normative approach to sex taken in
Dutch teen magazines helps to foster in Dutch young people that sex is not something to
fear. This normative framework encourages young people to learn about their bodies,
sexual partners, and relationships without fear by managing sexual risks and developing
positive ideas about sex, ultimately helping to lay the groundwork for healthy patterns
regarding sex and sexual health.

Teen Magazine Reading and Fear of Sex

│

89

References
Abdel-Khalek, A. M. (2007). Assessment of intrinsic religiosity with a single-item measure
in a sample of Arab Muslims. Journal of Muslim Mental Health, 2, 211-215.
Afifi, T. D., Joseph, A., & Aldeis, D. (2008). Why can’t we just talk about it? An
observational study of parents’ and adolescents’ conversations about sex. Journal of
Adolescent Research, 23, 689-721.
Aiken, L. S., & West, S. G. (1991). Multiple Regression: Testing and interpreting interactions.
Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Amelink, H. (2007). The Dutch and their Gods: Secularization and transformation of
religion in the Netherlands since 1950. Church History and Religious Culture, 87, 278279.
Bay-Cheng, L. Y. (2003). The trouble of teen sex: The construction of adolescent sexuality
through school-based sexuality education. Sex Education, 3, 61-74.
Besley, J. (2006). The role of entertainment television and its interactions with individual
values in explaining political participation. Press/Politics, 11, 41-63.
Braeken, D., Rademakers, J., & Reinders, J. (2002). Welcome to the Netherlands: A journey
through the Dutch approach to young people and sexual health. Utrecht, the Netherlands:
Youth Incentives.
Brown, J. D. (2009). Media and sexuality. In R. L. Nabi & M. B. Oliver (Eds.), The Sage
Handbook of media processes and effects (pp. 409-422). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Brown, J. D., L’Engle, K. L., Pardun, C. J., Guo, G., Kenneavy, K., & Jackson, C. (2006).
Sexy media matter: Exposure to sexual content in music, movies, television, and
magazines predicts Black and White adolescents’ sexual behavior. Pediatrics, 117,
1018-1027.
Brown, J. D., Steele, J. R., & Walsh-Childers, K. (2002). Introduction and overview. In J. D.
Brown, J. R. Steele & K. Walsh-Childers (Eds.), Sexual teens, sexual media: Investigating
media's influence on adolescent sexuality (pp. 1-24). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Carpenter, L. M. (2001). The first time/das erstes mal: Approaches to virginity loss in U.S.
and German teen magazines. Youth & Society, 33, 31-61.
Carpenter, L. M. (2005). Virginity lost: An intimate portrait of first sexual experiences. New York:
New York University Press.
Collins, W. A., Welsh, D. P., & Furman, W. (2009). Adolescent romantic relationships.
Annual Review of Psychology, 60, 631–652.
Elliot, S. (2010). Talking to teens about sex: Mothers negotiate resistance, discomfort, and
ambivalence. Sex Research & Social Policy, 7, 310-322.
Fine, M. (1988). Sexuality, schooling, and adolescent females: The missing discourse of
desire. Harvard Educational Review, 58, 29-53.
Fisher, T. D., & Snell, W. E., Jr. (1995). Validation of the Multidimensional Sexuality
Questionnaire. Unpublished manuscript, The Ohio University at Mansfield.
Garner, A., Sterk, H. M., & Adams, S. (1998). Narrative analysis of sexual etiquette in
teenage magazines. Journal of Communication, 48(4), 59-78.
Gerbner, G. (1969). Toward “cultural indicators”: The analysis of mass mediated message
systems. AV Communication Review, 17, 137–148.

90

│

Chapter 4

Gerbner, G. (1977). Comparative cultural indicators. In G. Gerbner (Ed.), Mass media
policies in changing cultures (pp.199-205). New York: Wiley.
Gerbner, G. (1989). Cross-cultural communications research in the age of
telecommunications. In Christian Academy (Ed.), Continuity and change in
communications in post-industrial society (Vol. 2). Seoul, Korea: Wooseok.
Gerbner, G., & Gross, L. (1976). Living with television: The violence profile. Journal of
Communication, 26(2), 173-199.
Gorsuch, R. L., & McFarland, S. G. (1972). Single versus multiple-item scales for
measuring religious values. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 11, 53-64.
Grello, C. M., Welsh, D. P., Harper, M. S., & Dickson, J. (2003). Dating and sexual
relationship trajectories and adolescent functioning. Adolescent & Family Health, 3,
103-112.
Haglund, K. A., & Fehring, R. J. (2010). The association of religiosity, sexual education, and
parental factors with risky sexual behaviors among adolescents and young adults.
Journal of Religion & Health, 49, 460-472.
Harrison, K. (2003). Television viewers’ ideal body proportions: The case of the
curvaceously thin woman. Sex Roles, 48, 255-264.
Hayes, A. F. (2005). Statistical methods for communication science. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Herold, E. S., & Way, L. (1988). Sexual self-disclosure among university women. The Journal
of Sex Research, 24, 1-14.
Herzog, D. (2008). Sex in crisis: The new sexual revolution and the future of American politics. New
York: Basic Books.
Hofstede, G. (1998a). Masculinity/femininity as a dimension of culture. In G. Hofstede
and associates (Ed.), Masculinity and femininity: The taboo dimensions of national cultures
(pp. 3-28). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Hofstede, G. (1998b). Comparative studies of sexual behavior: Sex as achievement or as
relationship? In G. Hofstede and associates (Eds.), Masculinity and femininity: The
taboo dimensions of national cultures (pp. 153-178). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Hofstede, G. (2001). Culture's consequences. Comparing values, behaviors, institutions, and
organizations across nations (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Hood, R. W., Spilka, B., Hunsberger, B., & Gorsuch, R. L. (1996). The psychology of religion:
An empirical approach (2nd ed.). New York: Guilford.
Hoyle, R. H., Stephenson, M. T., Palmgreen, P., Lorch, E. P., & Donohew, R. L.(2002).
Reliability and validity of a brief measure of sensation seeking. Personality and
Individual Differences, 32, 404-414.
Johnson, M. A., Gotthoffer, A. R., & Lauffer, K. A. (1999). The sexual and reproductive
content of African American and Latino magazines. Howard Journal of
Communications, 10, 169-187.
Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2010). Ambivalent messages in Seventeen
magazine: A content analytic comparison of 1997 and 2007. Journal of Magazine &
New Media Research, 12(1), 1-20.
Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2011). Scripts of sexual desire and danger in US
and Dutch teen girl magazines: A cross-national content analysis. Sex Roles, 64,
463-474.

Teen Magazine Reading and Fear of Sex

│

91

Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2012). ‘No strings attached?’: A cross-cultural content
analytic comparison of the hook-up culture in US and Dutch teen girl magazines. Manuscript
submitted for publication.
Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (in press). Virginity loss and pregnancy in US
and Dutch teen girl magazines: A content-analytic comparison. Youth & Society.
Kaiser Family Foundation (2003). National surveys of adolescents and young adults: Sexual health,
knowledge, attitudes, and experiences. Retrieved from http://www.kff.org/youthhivstds
/upload/National-Survey-of-Adolescents-and-Young-Adults.pdf
Kim, J. L., & Ward, L. M. (2004). Pleasure reading: Associations between young women's
sexual attitudes and their reading of contemporary women's magazines. Psychology of
Women Quarterly, 28, 45-58.
Luker, K. (2006). When sex goes to school: Warring views on sex – and sex education – since the
Sixties. New York: W. W. Norton.
Malamuth, N. M., & Huppin, M. (2005). Pornography and teenagers: The importance of
individual differences. Adolescent Medicine, 16, 315-326.
Morgan, M. (1990). International cultivation analysis. In N. Signorielli & M. Morgan (Eds.),
Cultivation analysis: New directions in media effects research (pp. 225-248). Newbury Park,
CA: Sage.
Morgan, M., & Shanahan, J. (2010). The state of cultivation. Journal of Broadcasting &
Electronic Media, 54, 337-355.
Morgan, M., Shanahan, J., & Signorielli, N. (2009). Growing up with television: Cultivation
processes. In J. Bryant & M. B. Oliver (Eds.), Media effects: Advances in theory and
research (pp. 34-49). New York: Routledge.
Murstein, B., & Mercy, T. (1994). Sex, drugs, relationships, contraception, and fears of
disease on a college campus over 17 years. Adolescence, 29, 303-322.
Oliver, M. B., & Krakowiak, K. M. (2009).Individual differences in media effects. In J.
Bryant & M. B. Oliver (Eds.), Media effects: Advances in theory and research (pp. 517531). New York: Routledge.
Peter, J. (2003). Country characteristics as contingent conditions of agenda setting: The
moderating influence of polarized elite opinion. Communication Research, 30, 683-712.
Peter, J. (2004). Our long 'return to the concept of powerful mass media': A cross-national
comparative investigation of the effects of consonant media coverage. International
Journal of Public Opinion Research, 16, 144-168.
Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2008). Adolescents' exposure to sexually explicit internet
material, sexual uncertainty, and attitudes toward uncommitted sexual exploration:
Is there a link? Communication Research, 35, 579-601.
Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2010). Adolescents' use of sexually explicit internet material
and sexual uncertainty: The role of involvement and gender. Communication
Monographs, 77, 357-375.
Pew Global Attitudes Project. (2002). U.S. stands alone in its embrace of religion. Retrieved
from http://www.pewglobal.org/2002/12/19/among-wealthy-nations/
Pinkleton, B. E., Austin, E. W., Cohen, M., Chen, Y., & Fitzgerald, E. (2008). Effects of a
peer-led media literacy curriculum on adolescents’ knowledge and attitudes toward
sexual behavior and media portrayals of sex. Health Communication, 23, 462-472.

92

│

Chapter 4

Putnam, R. D., & Campbell, D. E. (2010). American grace: How religion divides and unites us.
New York: Simon & Schuster.
Rostosky, S. S., Wilcox, B. L., Wright, M. L. C., & Randall, B. A. (2004). The impact of
religiosity on adolescent sexual behavior: A review of the evidence. Journal of
Adolescent Research, 19, 677-697.
Schalet, A. T. (2000). Raging hormones, regulated love: Adolescent sexuality and the
constitution of the modern individual in the United States and the Netherlands.
Body Society, 6, 75-105.
Schalet, A. T. (2011). Beyond abstinence and risk: A new paradigm for adolescent sexual
health. Women’s Health Issues, 21, S5-S7.
Sengers, E. (2005). The Dutch, their gods and the study of religion in the post-war period.
In E. Sengers (Ed.), The Dutch and their Gods: Secularization and transformation of religion
in the Netherlands since 1950 (pp.11-24). Utrecht, the Netherlands: Uitgeverij
Verloren.
Sinha, S., Curtis, K., Jayakody, A., Viner, R, & Roberts, H. (2006, March). Family and peer
networks in intimate and sexual relationships amongst teenagers in a multicultural
area of East London. Sociological Research Online, 11(1). Retrieved from
http://www.socresonline.org.uk/11/1/contents.html
Snell, W. E., Jr. (1998). The Multidimensional Sexual Self-Concept Questionnaire. In C. M.
Davis, W. L. Yarber, R. Baurerman, G. Schreer, & S. L. Davis (Eds.), Sexualityrelated measures: A compendium (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Snell, W. E., Jr., Fisher, T. D., & Miller, R. S. (1991). Development of the Sexual
Awareness Questionnaire: Components, reliability, and validity. Annals of Sex
Research, 4, 65-92.
Statistics Netherlands (2008). Only few Dutch people go to church or mosque regularly. Retrieved
from http://www.cbs.nl/en-GB/menu/themas/vrije-tijdcultuur/publicaties/
artikelen/archief/2008/2008-2476-wm.htm
Stulhofer, A., Busko, V., & Landpriet, I. (2010). Pornography, sexual socialization, and
satisfaction among men. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 39, 168-178.
Taylor, L. D. (2008). Cads, dads, and magazines: Women’s sexual preferences and articles
about sex and relationships. Communication Monographs, 75, 270-289.
Tolman, D. L. (2002). Dilemmas of Desire: Teenage girls talk about sexuality. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.
Tolman, D. L., & McClelland, S. I. (2011). Normative sexuality development in
Adolescence: A decade in review. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 21, 242-255.
Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2011). Toward an improved understanding of media effects: The
differential susceptibility to media effects model. Manuscript submitted for publication.
Walsh, J. L., & Ward, L. M. (2010). Magazine reading and involvement and young adults’
sexual health knowledge, efficacy, and behaviors. Journal of Sex Research, 47, 285-300.
Ward, L. M. (2003). Understanding the role of entertainment media in the sexual
socialization of American youth: A review of empirical research. Developmental
Review 23, 347-388.
Zurbriggen, E., & Morgan, E. (2006). Who wants to marry a millionaire? Reality dating
television programs, attitudes toward sex, and sexual behaviors. Sex Roles, 54, 1-17.

Teen Magazine Reading and Fear of Sex

│

93

Appendix
EVALUATION AND RESEARCH
3600 W A K E F OR EST R OA D
RA LEIG H, N ORTH C A ROLINA 27609
PHONE:
FAX:

919.850.1863
9 19 .8 50 .1 86 1

January 28, 2011
Suchi P. Joshi
6509 Hammersmith Drive
Raleigh, NC 27613
RE: Project No. 816
Dear Ms. Joshi:
Your request to conduct research entitled “Teenagers and magazines: A cross-national
study of teens’ attitudes shaped by magazines in the US and Netherlands” in Wake
County Schools has been reviewed. I regret to inform you, however, that the request was
not approved.
We appreciate your interest in the Wake County Public School System. Perhaps there
will be an opportunity for us to assist you in the future.
Sincerely,
Angie Wright, Ed.D.
Chair, Research Review Committee
Evaluation & Research Department (919) 850-1798

WEBSITE: WWW.WCPSS.NET

94

│

Chapter 4

Notes
Investigating negative consequences of sex as a predictor variable did not lead to any
results.
2 Investigating sexual wanting as a predictor variable did not lead to any results.
3 The analysis with general exposure and religiosity did not elicit significant findings.
1
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CONCLUSION
For decades, the media have been recognized as one of the most important sources
of sexual information for adolescents (for a review, see Ward, 2003). Of all the media
available, teen magazines are perhaps the most relevant to adolescent sexual socialization
for a multitude of reasons. Not only are teen magazines targeted at a teenage audience, so
the sexual content within them is often especially suitable to teens (APA, 2007; Durham,
1996, 1998; Garner, Sterk, & Adams, 1998), but teen magazines also cover topics more indepth than other media, such as television, which may only skim the surface of sex-related
topics (Ward, 2003). Moreover, the sexual information within teen magazines is accessible
without difficulty because teen magazines are easily available at public libraries and
bookstores, or can be mailed directly to one’s home (Ward, 2003).
Given the importance of teen magazines to adolescent sexual socialization, the two
main goals of this dissertation were to (a) analyze sex-related topics such as sexual desire,
sexual danger, virginity loss, pregnancy, and a hook-up culture within teen girl magazines;
and (b) find out whether reading teen girl magazines is associated with how young people
feel about sex, notably whether they are fearful of sex. Both of these goals were addressed
from a cross-national comparative perspective by investigating these topics in US and
Dutch teen girl magazines. All four of the studies in this dissertation aimed to reveal the
cultural contingency of the sex-related coverage within teen girl magazines and its
association to US and Dutch adolescents’ sexual socialization.
Main Findings
The first three studies of this dissertation investigated the most popular US and
Dutch teen girl magazines for content related to sexual desire, sexual danger, virginity loss,
pregnancy, and the hook-up culture. In terms of sexual desire (i.e., sexual wanting, and
pleasure), sexual wanting occurred more often in the US magazines than in the Dutch
magazines. In the US coverage, boys’ sexual wanting received more attention than girls’
sexual wanting, whereas sexual wanting occurred equally often for boys and girls in the
Dutch coverage. Unexpectedly, the depiction of sexual pleasure did not vary by gender in
either country, but was generally more visible in the Dutch teen girl magazines than in the
US teen girl magazines. Regarding sexual danger (i.e., sexual risk, and negative
physical/health consequences of sex), a clear gender and country difference emerged.
Sexual risk and the negative consequences of sex were associated with girls more than boys,
and were more frequently depicted in the US coverage than in the Dutch coverage.
Stories about virginity loss occurred equally often in the US and Dutch teen girl
magazines. Virginity loss was portrayed with a positive tone more often in the Dutch
coverage than in the US coverage. While virginity loss was rarely mentioned in the teen girl
magazines of both countries, the findings of this dissertation question the general
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assumption that the normalization of adolescent sexuality increases the coverage of virginity
loss. It may be that in countries such as the Netherlands, where adolescent sexuality is
considered to be more normal, virginity loss has become such an integral part of adolescent
sexual development that it is hardly worth reporting in teen magazines. In countries such as
the US, where adolescent sexuality is not yet fully accepted, virginity loss may be an issue
that is harder to cover in teen magazines. As a result, the teen magazines from these two
countries seem to resemble each other in how often they cover virginity loss, but perhaps
for different reasons.
Pregnancy-related stories were included equally often in the US and Dutch teen girl
magazines, and were attached with a negative tone in the coverage of both countries. Our
results contradict Hofstede’s (2001) masculinity/femininity dimension, which suggests that
pregnancy would be less of an issue in the Netherlands. One explanation for this
unexpected finding may be that teen pregnancy is generally considered a serious incident
(Amy & Loeber, 2007; Thompson, 1995). Therefore, it is a topic which is covered in both
the US and Dutch teen magazines, regardless of larger cultural differences surrounding
adolescent sexuality in both countries. Nevertheless, pregnancy was depicted as a negative
consequence of sex more often in the US coverage than in the Dutch coverage. This
finding reconfirms the existence of a danger discourse surrounding adolescent sexuality in
the US (e.g., Hollway, 1989; Kim, et al., 2007).
With regard to a hook-up culture (i.e., casual versus committed sex; presence or
absence of love; specific sexual activities of petting, oral sex, anal sex, and coital sex; and
the occurrence and tone of condoms and birth control pills), this dissertation found that
stories about casual sex occurred more often in the US teen girl magazines than in the
Dutch teen girl magazines, and committed sex was portrayed more often in the Dutch
coverage than the US coverage. Similarly, sex occurred more often within the context of
love in the Dutch coverage than in the US coverage. These findings coincide with
Hofstede’s (1998) distinction between masculine and feminine societies. Differences also
occurred in the coverage of specific sexual activities in the US and Dutch teen girl
magazines. The sexual activity of petting was mentioned more frequently in the Dutch
magazines, while coital sex was mentioned more often in the US coverage. It seems that the
US magazines’ portrayal of sex is somewhat confined to a more literal definition of sex that
is perhaps also more adult-oriented, whereas the Dutch magazines seem to devote more
attention to ‘softer’ forms of sexual activity like petting, which are often associated with
adolescence (Tolman, 2002). Overall, we find that a hook-up culture is more visible in the
US coverage for the occurrence of casual sex and a lack of love in stories about sex,
compared to the Dutch coverage which emphasizes commitment and love in sexual
relations. All in all, the first three studies of this dissertation reveal that Hofstede’s
masculinity/femininity dimension is reflected to varying extents in the coverage of
magazines targeted at teenage girls.
Against the backdrop of a stronger presence of a danger discourse in the US
coverage than in the Dutch coverage, the fourth study of this dissertation investigated
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whether fear of sex was differentially related to reading teen magazines in the US and the
Netherlands. As expected, exposure to the overall content of teen magazines was related to
a greater fear of sex for US young people, but was not for Dutch young people. Moreover,
fear of sex was not linked to an exposure to specific messages about sexual risk and
pleasure within teen magazines, neither among the Dutch nor among the US young people.
Surprisingly, exposure to specific messages about sexual risk were more strongly related to
sexual fear among less religious US readers than among more religious US readers, while no
relationship was found among Dutch respondents with different levels of religiosity for
exposure to specific messages about sexual risk and fear of sex. This finding seems to
suggest that religiosity acts as a barrier to fear of sex for readers of teen girl magazines in
the US. Highly religious readers’ fear of sex may not be associated with reading teen
magazines because many religious individuals choose to abstain from having sex, which
could make messages about sex and sexual wanting inapplicable to their own lives.
Nevertheless, there was no association between exposure to specific messages about sexual
pleasure and fear of sex in both the US and the Netherlands, and this association did not
differ by the US and Dutch readers’ level of religiosity.
Implications
Theoretical Implications
This dissertation is one of the first to systematically compare the coverage of teen
girl magazines from a cross-national comparative perspective. This perspective elicits
several important theoretical implications and contributions to existing research on teen girl
magazines and adolescent sexual socialization. First, the findings from this dissertation shed
some new light on the Heterosexual Script. The Heterosexual Script outlines romantic
encounters and sexual interactions for boys and girls (e.g., Hyde & Oliver, 1993) by placing
a strong emphasis on men’s and boys’ sexual ability and sexual drive (Farvid & Braun, 2006)
while portraying women as passive (e.g., Clarke & Hatfield, 1989; McCormick, 1979;
McCormick, Brannigan, & LaPlante, 1984; Tolman, 1994, 2002). In depicting sexual
wanting more often for boys and sexual risks more often for girls, US teen girl magazines
are in line with the Heterosexual Script. Our findings also coincide with what Fine (1988)
revealed more than 20 years ago with regard to a missing discourse of desire for girls, which
still seems to be present in today’s US teen girl magazines. This, however, does not seem to
be the case for the Dutch teen girl magazines. While the risks and consequences of sex are
stressed for Dutch girls more than boys, sexual wanting and pleasure occur equally as often
for boys and girls in the Dutch magazines. This suggests that heterosexuality is constructed
in a more egalitarian way in the Netherlands than it is in the US, at least when it comes to
the coverage of sexual wanting. In sum, by revealing that the Heterosexual Script is
mirrored for both desire and danger in the US teen girl magazines but not in the Dutch
teen girl magazines, this dissertation points to a cultural specificity of the Heterosexual
Script.
This dissertation’s comparative analysis of sexual desire and danger also extends
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Tolman’s (2002) finding on ambivalence in US adolescent girls’ sexuality. Tolman (2002)
found that the media often encourages teenage girls to look sexy even though these girls
usually know very little about what it means to be sexual, have sexual desires, and make
responsible decisions regarding intimacy in relationships. This scenario implies that girls are
often represented as the object of someone else’s desire but are rarely considered sexual
subjects who have desires of their own (Garner et al., 1998; Tolman, 1994). This
dissertation found that compared to the Dutch teen girl magazines, the US teen girl
magazines seem to contain more sexually ambivalent messages – that is, mixed messages
about sex and sexuality (Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2010). For instance, the coverage of
sexual wanting and of sexual risk and the negative physical/health consequences of sex
occurred more often in the US magazines compared to the Dutch magazines. Similarly, the
US magazines focused more often on casual sex while simultaneously being more negative
about virginity loss than the Dutch magazines. Thus, the ambivalence which Tolman
identifies for US girls is also present in the US teen girl magazines. More importantly, these
findings reveal that the ambivalence concept may be culturally specific to the US.
This dissertation also refines previous cross-national comparative research, notably
Schalet’s (2000) work, on differences in adolescent sexuality between the US and the
Netherlands. Schalet concluded that adolescent sexuality in the US is marked by
dramatization, defined as “the interplay of internal urges, external pressures and a self
unable yet to direct or protect itself” (Schalet, 2000, p. 84), whereas in the Netherlands
adolescent sexuality is characterized by normalization. This dissertation found that the
normalization of adolescent sex in the Netherlands as identified by Schalet is also mirrored
in Dutch teen girl magazines: there is less focus placed on the dangers of sex, and more
emphasis on the pleasures of sex and committed sexual relations with love. While Schalet
refers to adolescent sex in the US as being dramatized, based on our findings, dramatization
may not be the only, or even correct characterization for US teen girl magazines. Rather,
the US magazines seem to portray the Heterosexual Script and a danger discourse – where
more emphasis is placed on boys’ sexual wants, and the risks and negative consequences of
sex are stressed for girls.
Perhaps the most interesting finding from this dissertation – that more casual sex
than committed sex was covered in the US teen girl magazines, and this being reversed in
the Netherlands – also extends Schalet’s (2000) work. Schalet found that US parents, when
interviewed, did not usually refer to a relational or emotional context when talking about
teenage sex. According to Schalet, one reason for why US parents may not associate
teenage sexuality with love or a meaningful relationship is “a widespread belief that 16-yearolds are unable to form deep or steady romantic attachments” because “they’re not mature
enough to handle a serious relationship” (Schalet, 2000, p. 82). Schalet points to a clear
dissociation of teenage sexuality from love and commitment as expressed by US parents,
while Dutch parents think about teenage sexuality within the context of a relationship and
emotions of being ‘verliefd’ (in love or infatuated [2000], p. 84). These same ideologies are
reflected in our findings.
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This dissertation also investigated the applicability of Hofstede’s cultural dimension
of masculinity/femininity to teen girl magazines. The masculinity/femininity dimension
focuses on the extent to which a society interprets sex as an achievement (i.e., masculine
society such as the US) or a relationship (i.e., feminine society such as the Netherlands).
Masculine cultures are identified as being less open about sexual issues than feminine
cultures (Hofstede, 1998). While Hofstede uses specific factors to outline differences
between sex and sexual attitudes in the US and the Netherlands, no research to date had
applied these factors to an investigation of teen girl magazine content from these two
countries. This dissertation is the first to provide evidence that the masculinity/femininity
distinction is also apparent in the coverage of US and Dutch teen girl magazines.
Specifically, we found that the masculinity/femininity dimension as outlined by Hofstede
(2001) was applicable to findings on sexual pleasure, sexual risk, the negative consequences
of sex, the tone of virginity loss, the association of virginity loss to negative consequences,
pregnancy as a negative consequence of sex, casual and committed sex, love, and petting as
a sexual activity.
There were, however, a few instances where Hofstede’s dimension did not apply to
the teen magazine coverage of the US and the Netherlands. For instance, the masculinity/
femininity dimension did not apply to sexual wanting, which occurred more often in the US
coverage than the Dutch coverage. One possible explanation is that sex in the Netherlands
is strongly associated with love and is rarely stigmatized (Hofstede, 1998; Schalet, 2000). In
contrast, the stigmatization of sex in the US (Schalet, 2000) may make sex more of a
forbidden fruit, especially for US teenagers. Consequently, the appeal of sex may be higher
for US adolescents than for Dutch adolescents, and this is reflected in the teen magazine
coverage through sexual wanting.
In addition, Hofstede’s (2001) masculinity/femininity dimension suggested that
pregnancy would be less of an issue in the Netherlands; however, pregnancy was mentioned
to the same extent in the US and Dutch coverage. It could be that this similarity in the US
and Dutch coverage of teen pregnancy not only reflects the general seriousness of teen
pregnancy to adolescent sexual socialization (Amy & Loeber, 2007; Thompson, 1995), but
it also suggests that some overlap exists between how adolescent sexuality is approached in
the US and the Netherlands, at least in the coverage of pregnancy in teen girl magazines.
We also expected pregnancy would be mentioned with a negative tone more often in the
US magazines, because girls are known for having more agency in sexual relations in
feminine societies such as the Netherlands (Hofstede, 1998b). However, these cultural
differences did not translate into a different evaluation of pregnancy in the coverage of teen
magazines because teen pregnancy is generally equated with failure in both the US and
Dutch teen magazines. Therefore, future research should focus less on the tone of the
coverage and more on the reasons for why teen pregnancy is portrayed negatively. It could
be that in a masculine society, with its emphasis on morals and norms, becoming pregnant
as a teenager may be a sign of lacking morals. Feminine societies, however, emphasize
(female) sexual agency, so teenage pregnancy may point to a lack of sexual self-efficacy.
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Nonetheless, Hofstede’s dimension of masculinity/femininity does overall provide
an useful framework for understanding sex-related content in US and Dutch teen girl
magazines. While this dimension may not have held true for every sex-related concept we
studied in this dissertation, it was applicable to the majority of the concepts we investigated.
This dissertation therefore ultimately reveals that broader cultural factors hold a potential
for explaining national differences in the media coverage of adolescent sexuality. Despite
these national differences, similarities in adolescent sexuality irrespective of culture should
not be overlooked. For instance, the negative tone towards teenage pregnancy in the US
and Dutch teen girl magazines was the same. This could be because on one hand some
teenage sex-related issues are global concerns that are approached similarly between
countries. On the other hand, it could be that certain topics are approached similarly in US
and Dutch teen magazines, but for fundamentally different reasons that are beyond the
scope of this dissertation.
Finally, this dissertation applied cultivation theory to a cross-national investigation of
teen magazine reading and fear of sex. While cultivation theory has been used to explain the
link between sexual media content and adolescents’ sexual socialization (Brown, Steele, &
Walsh-Childers, 2002; Ward, 2003), the theory was originally developed to study the
association between television exposure and fear of crime (Morgan, Shanahan, & Signorielli,
2009). Moreover, it has been noted that cultivation theory is well suited to cross-national
comparative studies (Gerbner, 1977, 1989; Morgan, 1990), but this aspect of the theory has
been understudied. This dissertation therefore aimed to extend cultivation theory by
studying teen magazine reading and fear of sex in a cross-national comparative manner.
Our finding of an association between magazine reading and fear of sex in the US but not
in the Netherlands contributes to cultivation research in two ways. First, this finding
generally shows that cultivation theory can be successfully applied to the study of teen
magazines and fear of sex. Second, the culturally specific nature of the association between
magazine reading and fear of sex is revealed, which indicates that findings from one
country cannot be generalized to another country – even if they are obtained within an
established theoretical framework such as cultivation theory.
Practical Implications
The main findings of this dissertation also provide useful implications for parents,
health educators, government officials, and magazine editors. First, this dissertation offers
meaningful information to parents on the sex-related content that teenage girls are exposed
to through reading teen girl magazines. US parents may be especially interested to know
that a substantial amount of the sex-related coverage within US teen girl magazines is
devoted to the sexual wants of boys, and that casual sex stories occur much more often
than stories about sex within the context of love and commitment. As a result of these
findings, some US parents may choose to have more open conversations with their
teenagers about this material. For instance, parents may try to explain to their teenagers that
love and commitment are important components to a healthy sexual relationship, and that
the sexual wishes of both partners are important in intimate relations. Similarly, US parents
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may be interested in knowing that US teen girl magazines cover the dangers associated with
sex much more often for girls than for boys, that the coverage related to the risks and
negative consequences of sex occurs more often in the US teen girl magazines than in
comparable Dutch teen magazines, and that reading teen magazines was associated with a
fear of sex for US readers but not for Dutch readers. Knowing this information, US parents
may choose to explain to their teens that, while there are certain risks and consequences to
engaging in sex, sex is not necessarily something to be feared and can be experienced in a
safe manner when the time is right. Essentially, the findings from this dissertation may
serve as a springboard for more open talks about these topics between parents and
teenagers, notably in the US.
Health educators and government officials can also benefit from the findings of this
dissertation. Considering that the majority of US schools offer abstinence-only sex
education programs to young people (Luker, 2006; Schalet, 2011), government officials and
health educators in the US may be especially interested to know what kinds of differences
exist between the coverage of sex in US and Dutch teen magazines. This dissertation found
that US teen magazines offer readers more stories about casual sex, include more sexual
risks, and cover more negative consequences to sex than Dutch teen magazines. When
placing these findings into context with the type of sex education that is offered to the
majority of young people in the US, government officials and health educators may choose
to re-evaluate their current approach. Given the success of the Dutch approach to
adolescent sexuality, with teenage pregnancy rates being among the lowest in the Western
world, US officials and health educators may consider offering comprehensive sex
education programs which include more discussion of safe sex practices and contraceptives.
Dutch government officials and health educators, on the other hand, may be pleased to
know from this dissertation that the sex-related content in the Dutch teen girl magazines
coincides with what young people in the Netherlands are learning in sex education
programs. Dutch sex education programs are more comprehensive in nature and stress the
importance of love and commitment when having sex (Schalet, 2000). Adolescent sex is
approached in a pragmatic manner and sex is neither something to be celebrated nor feared;
teens are taught that it is merely a normal part of life and should be approached in a
responsible way.
Nevertheless, it is important for parent and practitioners alike to take into account
that teen magazines are only one part of adolescents’ sexual media diet (Brown et al., 2006).
Young people today are known for being more media savvy than previous generations and
engage themselves in multiple media from television to the Internet to video games, and
often at the same time through media multitasking (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010). All of
these different media cover sexual topics to some degree (Brown et al., 2006), and in this
sexualized media environment adolescents are bound to be exposed to a variety of sexual
messages with different degrees of explicitness. This may present both US and Dutch
adolescents with a heterogeneous array of messages, which may counteract or reinforce
each other. Therefore, government officials and health educators should evaluate the role
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of teen magazines and other sexualized media in adolescents’ sexual socialization, and
consider making sexualized media one topic of discussion within sex education programs.
Lastly, magazine editors can use insights from this dissertation to create more
teenager-relevant publications. For instance, it seems that depending on gender and culture,
sexual wanting and pleasure are either acceptable or unacceptable for coverage in teen girl
magazines. US magazine editors may want to re-evaluate the content in their own
publications to provide teenage girls with a more balanced view of their own sexuality, by
exploring topics related to girls’ sexual wanting and pleasures without focusing primarily on
the sexual wishes of boys. Moreover, we found that compared to other topics, virginity loss
rarely occurred in the coverage of both US and Dutch teen magazines. As most young
people today start exploring their sexuality during their teenage years, both Dutch and US
teen magazines may benefit their readers by including more content related to the topic of
virginity loss. Finally, this dissertation may also stimulate magazine editors to reconsider the
role of teen magazines in today’s sexualized media environment. Teen magazines are in a
privileged position to explain and explore a variety of sex-related topics in more depth than
some other media. For instance, television shows often include sexual content for
entertainment purposes rather than educational purposes, and are limited in the amount of
depth they can go into due to time restrictions on programming. Teen magazines, however,
are a special medium targeted at teenagers and read by teenagers. Therefore, teen magazine
editors may consider using the privileged position of teen magazines as unique and
important sexual educators to cover a wide range of sex-related topics in more depth.
Future Research
All of the studies in this dissertation reveal the cultural contingency of the sexual
content of teen girl magazines, and the potential differences in US and Dutch adolescent
sexual socialization. This dissertation is therefore a promising starting point for more crossnational comparative research on teen magazines in particular, and sexualized media in
general. One important line of study which can be inspired from this dissertation is an
investigation into the production process of teen magazines in different countries.
Examining how editors in different countries choose the sex-related content that they
publish can provide valuable insight into how the production process of sex-related issues
may differ by culture. A similar study could be conducted with other sexualized media, such
as television, by investigating how producers of popular TV shows choose sexual content
and determine which sex-related storylines to air. Studies such as these would allow
researchers to gain a better understanding of the cultural phenomena and norms
surrounding sex, which ultimately seem to end up in the media and play an important role
in adolescents’ sexual socialization.
Moreover, many teenage girls may have easy access to women’s magazines, for
instance at doctor’s offices or because their mother or older sister(s) subscribe to them at
home. Magazines such as Cosmopolitan and Elle, which are targeted at older female readers,
may publish sexual content more frequently, more in-depth, and differently than teen girl
magazines. If teenage girls are reading these women’s publications, the sex-related content
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within these magazines may play a role in shaping young girls’ ideas and attitudes about sex
and sexuality. Future research should consider conducting a study similar to ours by
analyzing the most popular and widely read women’s magazines for sex-related content;
exploring whether reading these women’s magazines is linked to certain sexual attitudes in
teenagers, and investigating whether the sexual content of these magazines and the attitudes
of teen readers vary between different countries. The results could then be compared to the
findings from this dissertation to see if more or less sex-related coverage occurs in the
women’s magazines or the teen girl magazines. Furthermore, we would be able to find out
if fear of sex is exclusively associated with reading teen girl magazines or if it is also linked
to reading women’s magazines.
Lastly, analyzing the sex-related content of other media, such as television shows and
Internet porn, and then investigating this content within the framework of cultivation could
(a) help uncover any (in)consistencies in the media coverage of sex, and (b) help identify the
sexual attitudes and emotions which are associated with these media. Moreover, we would
be able to find out whether the attitudes linked to these other media reinforce or counteract
the findings from this dissertation on teen girl magazines. A study of other media could
also help place the findings from this dissertation on teen girl magazines into perspective.
Moreover, it could help provide a more complete understanding of the media’s role, as a
whole, in adolescents’ sexual socialization.
In conclusion, this dissertation has added to existing research on media and
adolescent sexual socialization by investigating the understudied medium of teen girl
magazines, and doing so from a cross-national comparative perspective. The findings from
this dissertation therefore help put previous single-country research on teen magazines into
perspective by shedding light on the fact that one country’s findings can only be better
understood when having something to compare it to. This dissertation also uncovered the
cultural contingency of teen magazines by revealing that marked differences exist in the
teen magazine coverage of sex for different countries. Currently, the findings from this
dissertation on teen girl magazines serve as one piece of the puzzle. By investigating other
media, researchers can create more puzzle pieces which, when put together, can provide a
more comprehensive picture of the sexualized media environment of today’s adolescents.
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SUMMARY
Teen magazines are a popular past time for many adolescents. Moreover, teen
magazines are an important source of information for a variety of topics which are tailored
specifically to teen readers. This holds especially true for topics related to sex and romantic
relationships. Given the importance of teen magazines for the sexual socialization of
adolescents and especially teenage girls, the coverage of sex-related topics in teen girl
magazines has received considerable research attention in the past. However, existing
research has predominantly been conducted from a single-country perspective, and most
frequently from the United States (US). In addition, no research to date has analyzed the
sexual content of teen magazines and linked it to young people’s magazine reading to
uncover emotional reactions. This dissertation therefore fills these gaps by analyzing
important topics related to adolescents’ sexual socialization in US and Dutch teen girl
magazines. Results of this analysis are subsequently used to investigate whether US and
Dutch young people’s magazine reading is related to fear of sex, and if this varies by an
individual’s level of religiosity.
Theoretical Framework
Within Hofstede’s (2001) dimensions of national culture, the US and the
Netherlands are two countries whose teen girl magazine coverage of sex-related topics is
meaningful to compare. According to Hofstede’s research (2001), the US and the
Netherlands are similar on four of the five dimensions of national culture but differ greatly
on the masculinity/femininity dimension, with the US being a masculine society and the
Netherlands being a feminine society. The masculinity/femininity dimension focuses on the
extent to which a society interprets sex as an achievement (i.e., masculine society) or a
relationship (i.e., feminine society). Masculine cultures are also identified as being less open
about sexual issues than feminine cultures (Hofstede, 1998). The dissimilarity in only this
one dimension could therefore serve as an explanation for potential differences in the
coverage of sex and sex-related topics in US and Dutch teen girl magazines.
Cultivation theory offers a framework to explain potential differences between US
and Dutch young people’s reading of teen magazines and fear of sex. According to
cultivation theory, people who use media more often are more likely to accept that the real
world is similar to the most common messages portrayed in the media than people who use
media less often (Morgan, Shanahan, & Signorielli, 2009). While cultivation theory has been
used to explain the link between sexual media content and adolescents’ sexual socialization
(Brown, Steele, & Walsh-Childers, 2002), it has traditionally been used to study the effects
of television content and fear of crime (Morgan et al., 2009). It has also been noted that
cultivation theory is well suited to cross-national comparative studies (Gerbner, 1977;
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Morgan, 1990), but few studies have tested the theory across national boundaries. In
response to these shortcomings, this dissertation expands the application of cultivation
theory to the cross-national study of US and Dutch teen girl magazines and fear of sex.
Methods
For the first three studies of this dissertation, a quantitative content analysis was
conducted of the most popular US and Dutch teen girl magazines. These included Seventeen,
CosmoGirl! United States edition, and Teen for the US magazines, and Fancy, CosmoGirl!
Netherlands edition, and Girlz! for the Dutch magazines. All issues from the years 2006,
2007, and 2008 were included in the content analysis to obtain a comprehensive picture of
the most up-to-date sex-related coverage in each of the magazines. These three years were
chosen because 2008 was the last full-year publication available at the time of data
collection. A total of 2496 feature stories were included in the sample. Seven hundred and
fifty-three feature stories were from the US magazines and 1743 feature stories came from
the Dutch magazines. The number of feature stories differed between the magazines of the
two countries because of different publication schemes. Of the 753 US feature stories, 162
(21.5%) stories were sex-related. Of the 1743 Dutch feature stories, 465 (26.7%) stories
were sex-related. The greater absolute number of sex-related stories in the Dutch coverage
versus the US coverage resulted from more feature stories being present in the Dutch
magazines.
The fourth study of this dissertation linked findings from the content analysis to a
survey of 175 US and 315 Dutch female college students’ magazine reading to reveal fear of
sex, and whether it varied by an individual’s level of religiosity. Response rates were 100%
in the US and 95.2% in the Netherlands, resulting in 175 US participants and 300 Dutch
participants. Participants were recruited from large public universities in Chapel Hill, North
Carolina, US and Amsterdam, the Netherlands. An all-female sample was used because
females constitute the main readership of teen girl magazines. We chose a sample of US
and Dutch college students because the public school system we contacted in the US did
not grant permission to collect data related to sexual topics from minors (i.e., people under
the age of 18 years). College students were the closest age group to adolescents and could
be assumed to read teen magazines.
Main Results
Chapter 1. While the gender-specific nature of sexual desire and danger has been
investigated in the past (e.g., Farvid & Braun, 2006; Tolman, 2002), no research to date has
examined the extent to which the coverage of sexual desire and danger in teen girl
magazines is both gender- and culture-specific. This is striking because the experience of
sex and sexuality is known to vary by gender (e.g., Willemsen, 1998) and by country (e.g.,
Ford & Beach, 1951; Frayser, 1985). A comparison of US and Dutch teen girl magazines in
the first study revealed that sexual wanting occurred more frequently in the US magazines
than in the Dutch magazines. In the US coverage, boys’ sexual wanting received more
attention than girls’ sexual wanting, while sexual wanting was depicted equally often for
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boys and girls in the Dutch coverage. The depiction of sexual pleasure did not vary by
gender in either country, but was generally more visible in the Dutch teen girl magazines
than in the US teen girl magazines. Sexual risks and the negative consequences of sex were
associated with girls more than with boys in the coverage, and were primarily depicted in
the US magazines rather than the Dutch magazines.
Chapter 2. While the topics of virginity loss and pregnancy are highly important to
adolescent sexuality, very few studies to date have analyzed content related to virginity loss
and pregnancy within teen magazines. This study used specific factors derived by Hofstede
to explain potential differences between the coverage of virginity loss and pregnancy in US
and Dutch teen girl magazines. Stories about virginity loss and pregnancy occurred equally
often in the US and Dutch teen girl magazines. While pregnancy was attached with a
negative tone in both the US and Dutch coverage, virginity loss was mentioned with a
positive tone more often in the Dutch coverage than in the US coverage. In addition,
pregnancy was depicted as a negative consequence of sex more often in the US coverage
than in the Dutch coverage.
Chapter 3. The hook-up culture (i.e., the relational context of sex, emotional context
of sex, specific sexual activities, and contraceptives) was the focus of the third study.
Currently, we have limited up-to-date knowledge about the frequency with which casual sex
is featured in the media and how it is portrayed to adolescents. Moreover, existing research
on the hook-up culture has focused almost exclusively on the US. In response to these
shortcomings, the goals of this study were to analyze the extent to which the hook-up
culture is presented in teen girl magazines, and to examine the coverage from a crosscultural perspective. Casual sex-related stories occurred more often in the US magazines.
The Dutch magazines focused more on committed sex and emphasized love with regards
to sex. In terms of specific sexual activities, petting or intimate touching was mentioned
more frequently in the Dutch coverage, while coital sex was mentioned more often in the
US coverage. While condoms and birth control pills occurred equally often in the US and
Dutch teen girl magazines, condoms were covered more positively in the US magazines.
Thus, the hook-up culture was more visible in the US magazines for the occurrence of
casual sex and lack of love in sexual relations. In the Dutch magazines, it was largely absent.
Chapter 4. Existing research has typically focused on adolescents’ sexual beliefs and
attitudes; however, more emotional aspects such as adolescents’ fear of sex have not been
investigated. Moreover, most of the current research has taken place in the US. Finally,
various researchers have indicated that more attention be paid to individual differences in
the link between media coverage and adolescents’ sexual socialization (Brown, 2009;
Malamuth & Huppin, 2005; Ward, 2003). Therefore, this study investigated magazine
reading and fear of sex among young people in the US and the Netherlands by investigating
(a) the general reading of teen magazines, (b) sexual risk and sexual pleasure content in teen
magazines, and (c) young people’s religiosity by linking the data from Chapter 1 to survey
data. Frequent reading of teen girl magazines was associated with a fear of sex for US
readers but not for Dutch readers. Exposure to specific messages about sexual risk and
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sexual pleasure was not associated with fear of sex for the US or Dutch respondents.
However, US readers with lower levels of religiosity showed a positive association between
exposure to messages about sexual risk and fear of sex, while this association was not
present for highly religious US or Dutch respondents irrespective of religiosity levels.
Moreover, religiosity did not change the association of exposure to messages about sexual
pleasure to fear of sex for US and Dutch readers.
Theoretical implications
This dissertation is one of the first to systematically compare the coverage of teen
girl magazines from a cross-national comparative perspective. Thus, the most important
contributions of this dissertation arise from its cross-national nature. The applicability of
Hofstede’s cultural dimension of masculinity/femininity to teen girl magazines is at the
forefront of this dissertation. While Hofstede uses specific factors to outline differences
between sex and sexual attitudes in the US and the Netherlands, no research to date had
applied these factors to an investigation of teen magazines from these two countries. This
dissertation is the first to provide evidence that the masculinity/femininity dimension is
also apparent in the coverage of US and Dutch teen girl magazines, and therefore suggests
that broader cultural factors hold potential for explaining national differences in the media
coverage of adolescent sexuality.
The finding that an association between magazine reading and fear of sex exists in
the US but not in the Netherlands contributes to cultivation research in two ways. First,
this finding shows that cultivation theory can be successfully applied to the study of teen
magazines and fear of sex. Second, the culturally specific nature of the association between
magazine reading and fear of sex is revealed. Thus, findings from one country cannot be
generalized to another country, even if they are obtained within an established theoretical
framework such as cultivation theory.
The findings from this dissertation also shed some new light on the Heterosexual
Script, which outlines romantic encounters and sexual interactions for boys and girls by
placing an emphasis on men’s sexual ability and drive while portraying women as passive.
The coverage in US teen girl magazines is in line with the Heterosexual Script, while the
coverage in Dutch teen girl magazines partly goes beyond this Script. By and large, this
suggests a cultural specificity of the Heterosexual Script.
The comparative analysis of sexual desire and danger in Chapter 1 extends existing
research on ambivalence in US adolescent girls’ sexuality. Tolman (2002) found that the
media often encourage teenage girls to look sexy even though these girls usually know very
little about what it means to be sexual, have sexual desires, and make responsible decisions
regarding intimacy in relationships. This scenario implies that girls are often represented as
the object of someone else’s desire but are rarely considered sexual subjects who have
desires of their own (Garner, Sterk, & Adams, 1998; Tolman, 1994). Overall, the content
analytical chapters of this dissertation suggest that compared to the Dutch magazines, the
US magazines seem to contain more sexually ambivalent messages – that is, mixed
messages about sex and sexuality (Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2010). For instance, the
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coverage of sexual wanting and of sexual risk and the negative consequences of sex
occurred more often in the US magazines than the Dutch magazines. Similarly, the US
magazines focused more often on casual sex while simultaneously being more negative
about virginity loss than the Dutch magazines. Thus, these findings strongly suggest that
the ambivalence concept may be culturally specific to the US.
Finally, this dissertation refines previous cross-national comparative research,
notably Schalet’s (2000) work, on differences in adolescent sexuality between the US and
the Netherlands. Schalet concluded that adolescent sexuality in the US is marked by
dramatization, defined as “the interplay of internal urges, external pressures and a self
unable yet to direct or protect itself” (Schalet, 2000, p. 84). We find that the dramatization
of sex does occur in US teen girl magazines to a certain extent; however, dramatization is
not the only characterization for US teen girl magazines. US teen magazines also follow the
Heterosexual Script and involve a danger discourse, where a strong emphasis is placed on
the sexual wishes of boys and the risks and negative consequences of sex are stressed for
girls. Schalet also emphasized that adolescent sexuality in the Netherlands is characterized
by normalization (2000). This dissertation found that the normalization of adolescent sex is
also mirrored in Dutch teen girl magazines: there is less focus on the dangers of sex, and
more emphasis on the pleasures of sex and committed sexual relations with love.
Perhaps the most interesting finding from this dissertation – that more casual sex
occurred in the US teen girl magazines than committed sex, and this being reversed in the
Netherlands – also extends Schalet’s (2000) work. Schalet found that US parents, when
interviewed, did not usually refer to a relational or emotional context when talking about
teenage sex. According to Schalet, one reason for why US parents may not associate
teenage sexuality with love or meaningful relationships is “a widespread belief that 16-yearolds are unable to form deep or steady romantic attachments” because “they’re not mature
enough to handle a serious relationship” (Schalet, 2000, p. 82). Schalet points to a clear
dissociation of teenage sexuality from love and commitment as expressed by US parents,
while Dutch parents think about teenage sexuality in the context of a relationship and
emotions of being ‘verliefd’ (in love or infatuated [2000], p. 84). These same ideologies are
reflected in our findings.
Practical implications
This dissertation has various implications for parents, health educators, government
officials, and magazine editors. First, US parents may be interested to know that a
substantial amount of the sex-related coverage within US teen girl magazines is devoted to
the sexual wants of boys, the dangers associated with sex are covered more often for girls
than for boys, reading teen magazines was associated with a fear of sex for US readers, and
stories about casual sex occur more often than stories about sex within the context of love
and commitment. Consequently, some US parents may choose to explain to their teens that
love and commitment are important components to a healthy sexual relationship, and that
the sexual wishes of both partners are important. US parents may also choose to explain to
their teens that while there are certain risks and consequences to engaging in sex, sex is not
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necessarily something to be feared and can be experienced in a safe manner when the time
is right. Essentially, the findings from this dissertation can serve as a springboard for open
sex talks between parents and teenagers, notably in the US.
Health educators and government officials may also benefit from the findings of this
dissertation. When placing the US findings mentioned above into context with the type of
sex education that is offered to the majority of young people in the US, government
officials and health educators in the US may choose to re-evaluate their current approach.
Given the success of the Dutch approach to adolescent sexuality, with teenage pregnancy
rates being some of the lowest in the Western world, US government officials and health
educators may consider offering comprehensive sex education programs which include
more discussion of safer sex practices and contraceptives. Dutch government officials and
health educators, on the other hand, may be pleased to know that the sex-related content in
Dutch teen girl magazines coincides with what young people in the Netherlands are
learning in sex education programs: Dutch sex education programs are more
comprehensive in nature and stress the importance of love and commitment when having
sex (Schalet, 2000). Adolescent sex is approached in a pragmatic manner and is neither
celebrated nor feared; teens are taught that it is merely a normal part of life.
Lastly, magazine editors can use insights from this dissertation to create more
teenager-relevant publications. US magazine editors may choose to re-evaluate the content
of their publications to provide teenage girls with a more balanced view of their sexuality,
by exploring topics related to girls’ sexual wishes and pleasures without focusing primarily
on the sexual wanting of boys. Moreover, both Dutch and US teen magazines may benefit
their readers by including more content related to the topic of virginity loss. This
dissertation may also motivate magazine editors to reconsider the role of teen magazines in
today’s sexualized media environment. Teen magazines are in a privileged position to
explain and explore a variety of sex-related topics in more depth than some other media.
For instance, television shows often include sexual content for entertainment purposes
rather than educational purposes and are limited in the amount of depth they can go into
due to time restrictions on programming.
Consequences for Research on Adolescent Sexual Socialization
All of the studies in this dissertation reveal the cultural contingency of teen girl
magazines and potential differences in US and Dutch adolescent sexual socialization. This
dissertation is thus a promising starting point for more cross-national comparative research
on teen magazines in particular, and sexual media content in general. One important line of
study which can be inspired from this dissertation is an investigation into the production
process of teen magazines in different countries. Examining how editors in different
countries choose the sex-related content which they publish would provide valuable insight
into how the production process of sex-related issues may differ by culture.
Moreover, many teenage girls may have access to women’s magazines; for instance,
at doctor’s offices or because their mother’s subscribe to them at home. Magazines such as
Cosmopolitan and Elle, which are targeted at older female readers, may publish sexual content
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more frequently and more in-depth than teen girl magazines. If teenage girls are reading
these women’s publications, the sex-related content within these magazines may also play a
role in shaping ideas and attitudes about sex and sexuality. Future research should consider
analyzing the most popular women’s magazines for sex-related content, exploring whether
reading these magazines is linked to certain sexual attitudes, and investigating whether the
sexual content and the attitudes of readers vary between different countries. The results can
then be compared to the findings from this dissertation to find out if more or less sexrelated coverage occurs in women’s magazines or teen girl magazines. We would also be
able to find out if fear of sex is exclusively associated with reading teen magazines or if it is
also linked to reading women’s magazines.
In conclusion, this dissertation has added to existing research on media and
adolescent sexual socialization by investigating the understudied medium of teen girl
magazines from a cross-national comparative perspective. The findings from this
dissertation therefore put previous single-country research on teen magazines into
perspective by showing that one country’s findings can only be better understood when
having something to compare it to. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, this
dissertation reveals that marked differences exist in the teen magazine coverage of sex in
different countries, as well as the emotions elicited about sex within the readers of these
magazines – thereby revealing that adolescent sex as a ‘forbidden fruit’ is a relative term.
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Tienerbladen zijn populair bij veel adolescenten. Bovendien zijn tienerbladen een
belangrijke bron van informatie over verscheidene onderwerpen, specifiek toegesneden op
tieners. Dit geldt vooral voor onderwerpen die gerelateerd zijn aan seks en relaties. Gezien
het belang van tienerbladen voor de seksuele socialisatie van adolescenten en vooral van
tienermeisjes, is de seksgerelateerde inhoud van meidenbladen vrij vaak aan bod gekomen
in onderzoek. Bestaand onderzoek is echter voornamelijk verricht vanuit het perspectief
van één land, meestal de Verenigde Staten (VS). Bovendien is er tot op heden geen
onderzoek verricht waarin de seksuele inhoud van tienerbladen gerelateerd werd aan de
leeservaring van jonge mensen, om zo emotionele reacties bloot te leggen. Dit proefschrift
ondervangt deze tekortkomingen van eerder onderzoek, door belangrijke onderwerpen,
gerelateerd aan de seksuele socialisatie van adolescenten, in meidenbladen uit de VS en
Nederland te analyseren. De resultaten van deze analyse worden vervolgens gebruikt om te
onderzoeken of het lezen van tienerbladen door jonge mensen in de VS en Nederland
samenhangt met angst voor seks, en of het varieert naargelang een persoon meer of minder
religieus is.
Theoretisch Kader
Binnen de culturele dimensies van Hofstede (2001) zijn de VS en Nederland twee
landen waarvoor het betekenisvol is om seksgerelateerde onderwerpen in meidenbladen te
vergelijken. Volgens het onderzoek van Hofstede (2001) zijn de VS en Nederland
vergelijkbaar op vier van de vijf dimensies van nationale cultuur, maar verschillen zij sterk
op de masculiniteit/femininiteit dimensie. De masculiniteit/femininiteit dimensie focust op
de mate waarin een maatschappij seks interpreteert als een prestatie (d.w.z. een masculiene
maatschappij) of als een relatie (d.w.z. een feminiene maatschappij). Masculiene culturen
worden ook beschreven als minder open over seksuele onderwerpen dan feminiene
culturen (Hofstede, 1998). Het verschil op slechts deze dimensie kon daarom dienen als een
verklaring voor mogelijke verschillen in de behandeling van seks en seksgerelateerde
onderwerpen door meidenbladen in de VS en in Nederland.
Cultivatietheorie biedt een kader om mogelijke verschillen te verklaren in het lezen
van tienerbladen en angst voor seks tussen jonge mensen in de VS en in Nederland.
Volgens cultivatietheorie accepteren mensen die media vaker gebruiken sneller dat de echte
wereld overeenkomt met de meest voorkomende boodschappen in de media, dan mensen
die minder vaak media gebruiken (Morgan, Shanahan, & Signorielli, 2009). Hoewel
cultivatietheorie eerder gebruikt is om het verband tussen seksuele media-inhoud en de
seksuele socialisatie van adolescenten te verklaren (Brown, Steele, & Walsh-Childers, 2002),
werd cultivatietheorie oorspronkelijk gebruikt om de effecten van tv-inhoud en angst voor
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misdaad te bestuderen (Morgan et al., 2009). Daarnaast is ook opgemerkt dat
cultivatietheorie geschikt is voor internationaal vergelijkend onderzoek (Gerbner, 1977;
Morgan, 1990), hoewel maar weinig studies de theorie over nationale grenzen heen hebben
getest. Om deze tekortkomingen te ondervangen, breidt dit proefschrift de toepassing van
cultivatietheorie uit naar internationaal vergelijkend onderzoek over meidenbladen uit de
VS en Nederland en angst voor seks.
Methoden
Voor de eerste drie studies van dit proefschrift werd een inhoudsanalyse uitgevoerd
van de meest gelezen meidenbladen van de VS en Nederland. Dit waren Seventeen, de
CosmoGirl! editie uit de Verenigde Staten en Teen als tijdschriften uit de VS, en Fancy, de
Nederlandse editie van CosmoGirl! , en Girlz! als Nederlandse tijdschriften. Alle uitgaven uit
2006, 2007 en 2008 werden meegenomen in de inhoudsanalyse om een compleet beeld te
krijgen van de meest recente seksgerelateerde inhoud in elk van de tijdschriften. Deze drie
jaren werden gekozen omdat ten tijde van de dataverzameling 2008 het meest recente jaar
was waarvan alle uitgaven beschikbaar waren. In totaal bevatte de steekproef 2496 artikelen.
753 artikelen kwamen uit de tijdschriften uit de VS en 1743 artikelen kwamen uit de
Nederlandse tijdschriften. Het aantal artikelen verschilde tussen de tijdschriften van de twee
landen door verschillende publicatieschema’s. Van de 753 artikelen uit de tijdschriften uit
de VS waren er 162 (21,5%) gerelateerd aan seks. Van de 1743 Nederlandse artikelen waren
er 465 (26,7%) gerelateerd aan seks. Het grotere absolute aantal seksgerelateerde verhalen in
de Nederlandse tijdschriften, in vergelijking met de tijdschriften uit de VS, werd
veroorzaakt door het grotere totale aantal artikelen in de Nederlandse tijdschriften.
De vierde studie van dit proefschrift verbond de resultaten van de inhoudsanalyse
met een vragenlijst over het lezen van tijdschriften onder 175 studentes in de VS en 315
Nederlandse studentes, om angst voor seks te onderzoeken en te kijken of dit verschilde
naargelang individuen meer of minder religieus waren. De respons was 100% in de VS en
95,2% in Nederland, wat resulteerde in 175 deelnemers uit de VS en 200 deelnemers uit
Nederland. Deelnemers werden geworven op grote openbare universiteiten in Chapel Hill,
North Carolina in de VS en in Amsterdam in Nederland. Een steekproef met uitsluitend
vrouwen werd gebruikt omdat vooral vrouwen meidenbladen lezen. We kozen voor een
steekproef van studenten uit de VS en Nederland, omdat het openbare schoolsysteem dat
we benaderden in de VS geen toestemming gaf om data gerelateerd aan seksuele
onderwerpen te verzamelen bij minderjarigen (personen jonger dan 18 jaar). Studenten
waren de leeftijdsgroep die het dichtst kwam bij adolescenten en van hen kon worden
aangenomen dat ze tienerblazen lezen.
Belangrijkste Resultaten
Hoofdstuk 1. Hoewel verschil tussen mannen en vrouwen in seksueel verlangen en
gevaar in het verleden wel is onderzocht (bijv., Farvid & Braun, 2006; Tolman, 2002), is er
tot op heden geen onderzoek verricht naar de mate waarin de bespreking van seksueel
verlangen en gevaar in meidenbladen afhankelijk is van geslacht en cultuur. Dit is
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verrassend, omdat bekend is dat de beleving van seks en seksualiteit verschilt per geslacht
(bijv., Willemsen, 1998) en per land (bijv., Ford & Beach, 1951; Frayser, 1985). Een
vergelijking tussen meidenbladen uit de VS en Nederland in de eerste studie, liet zien dat
seksueel verlangen vaker voorkwam in de tijdschriften uit de VS dan in de Nederlandse
tijdschriften. In de tijdschriften uit de VS kreeg het seksuele verlangen van jongens meer
aandacht dan het seksuele verlangen van meisjes, terwijl in de Nederlandse tijdschriften het
seksuele verlangen van jongens en meisjes even vaak voorkwam. In beide landen varieerde
de beschrijving van seksueel genot niet per geslacht, maar seksueel genot was over het
algemeen meer zichtbaar in de Nederlandse meidenbladen dan in de meidenbladen uit de
VS. Seksuele risico’s en de negatieve consequenties van seks werden meer met meisjes dan
met jongens geassocieerd in de artikelen, en werden vooral beschreven in de tijdschriften
uit de VS in vergelijking met de Nederlandse tijdschriften.
Hoofdstuk 2. Hoewel de onderwerpen van ontmaagding en zwangerschap heel
belangrijk zijn voor de seksualiteit van adolescenten, zijn er tot nu toe erg weinig studies die
de inhoud van meidenbladen gerelateerd aan ontmaagding en zwangerschap geanalyseerd
hebben. Deze studie gebruikte specifieke factoren, afgeleid door Hofstede, om potentiële
verschillen tussen meidenbladen uit de VS en Nederland in de verslaglegging van
ontmaagding en zwangerschap te verklaren. Hoewel zwangerschap met een negatieve toon
beschreven werd in zowel de tijdschriften uit de VS als in de Nederlandse tijdschriften,
werd ontmaagding vaker met een positieve toon genoemd in de Nederlandse bladen dan in
de tijdschriften uit de VS. Bovendien werd zwangerschap vaker als een negatieve
consequentie van seks genoemd in de bladen uit de VS dan in de Nederlandse bladen.
Hoofdstuk 3. De “hook-up cultuur” (d.w.z. de relationele context van seks,
emotionele context van seks, specifieke seksuele activiteiten en voorbehoedsmiddelen)
waren het onderwerp van de derde studie. Op dit moment hebben we beperkte actuele
kennis over de frequentie waarmee losse seksuele contacten worden behandeld in de media
en hoe deze getoond worden aan adolescenten. Bovendien heeft bestaand onderzoek naar
de hook-up cultuur zich bijna exclusief gericht op de VS. Gezien deze tekortkomingen,
waren de doelstellingen van deze studie om te analyseren in hoeverre de hook-up cultuur te
zien is in meidenbladen, en om deze inhoud te bestuderen vanuit een cross-cultureel
perspectief. Verhalen over losse seksuele contacten kwamen vaker voor in de tijdschriften
uit de VS. De Nederlandse tijdschriften richtten zich meer op seks binnen een vaste relatie
en benadrukten het verband tussen liefde en seks. Qua specifieke seksuele activiteiten
werden strelen en intieme aanrakingen vaker genoemd in Nederlandse tijdschriften, terwijl
seks door vaginale penetratie vaker genoemd werd in de tijdschriften uit de VS. Hoewel
condooms en de anticonceptiepil even vaak voorkwamen in de meidenbladen uit de VS als
in de bladen uit Nederland, werden condooms positiever beschreven in de tijdschriften uit
de VS. De hook-up cultuur was dus sterker zichtbaar in de tijdschriften uit de VS, gezien
het vaker voorkomen van losse seksuele contacten en afwezigheid van liefde in seksuele
relaties. In de Nederlandse tijdschriften was dit grotendeels afwezig.
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Hoofdstuk 4. Bestaand onderzoek heeft zich voornamelijk gericht op de seksuele
overtuigingen en attitudes van adolescenten. Meer emotionele aspecten, zoals angst voor
seks onder adolescenten, zijn echter niet onderzocht. Bovendien vond bestaand onderzoek
grotendeels plaats in de VS. Ten slotte hebben verschillende onderzoekers aangegeven dat
er meer aandacht besteed moet worden aan individuele verschillen in het verband tussen
media-inhoud en de seksuele socialisatie van adolescenten (Brown, 2009; Malamuth &
Huppin, 2005; Ward, 2003). Om deze redenen onderzocht deze studie het lezen van
tijdschriften en angst voor seks onder jonge mensen in de VS en Nederland, door het
onderzoeken van (a) het lezen van tienerbladen in het algemeen, (b) inhoud gerelateerd aan
seksueel risico en seksueel genot in tienerbladen, en (c) hoe religieus jonge mensen zijn,
door de data van Hoofdstuk 1 te relateren aan survey data. Het frequent lezen van
meidenbladen hing samen met angst voor seks onder lezers uit de VS maar niet onder
Nederlandse lezers. Bloostelling aan specifieke boodschappen over seksueel risico en
seksueel genot hing niet samen met angst voor seks onder respondenten uit de VS of
Nederland. Lezers uit de VS met een lagere mate van religiositeit lieten echter een positieve
associatie zien tussen blootstelling aan boodschappen over seksueel risico en angst voor
seks, terwijl deze associatie niet aanwezig was bij zeer religieuze respondenten uit de VS of
bij Nederlandse respondenten ongeacht hun mate van religiositeit. Bovendien veranderde
religiositeit de relatie tussen blootstelling aan boodschappen over seksueel genot en angst
voor seks niet bij lezers uit de VS en Nederland.
Theoretische Implicaties
Dit proefschrift is een van de eerste die systematisch de inhoud van meidenbladen
vergelijkt vanuit een internationaal vergelijkend perspectief. De belangrijkste bijdragen
komen dus voort uit de cross-nationale aard van dit proefschrift. De toepasbaarheid van de
culturele dimensie van masculiniteit/femininiteit van Hofstede op meidenbladen staat
centraal in dit proefschrift. Hoewel Hofstede specifieke factoren gebruikt om de verschillen
tussen de VS en Nederland in seks en seksuele attitudes te schetsen, heeft tot op heden
geen onderzoek deze factoren toegepast bij het bestuderen van meidenbladen uit deze twee
landen. Dit proefschrift biedt als eerste bewijs dat de masculiniteit/femininiteit dimensie
ook zichtbaar is in de inhoud van meidenbladen in de VS en Nederland, en suggereert
daarom dat bredere culturele factoren kunnen helpen om nationale verschillen in de
behandeling van seksualiteit van adolescenten in de media te verklaren.
De bevinding dat er in de VS wel een associatie is tussen het lezen van tijdschriften
en angst voor seks, maar in Nederland niet, draagt op twee manieren bij aan
cultivatieonderzoek. Ten eerste laat dit resultaat zien dat cultivatietheorie succesvol
toegepast kan worden op onderzoek naar tienerbladen en angst voor seks. Ten tweede laat
het zien dat de associatie tussen het lezen van tijdschriften en angst voor seks cultureel
bepaald is. Daarom kunnen bevindingen uit één land niet gegeneraliseerd worden naar een
ander land, zelfs niet als ze verkregen worden binnen een gevestigd theoretisch kader zoals
cultivatietheorie.
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De bevindingen uit dit proefschriften werpen ook nieuw licht op het Heteroseksuele
Script, dat romantische ontmoetingen en seksuele interacties voor jongens en meisjes
beschrijft met een nadruk op het seksuele kunnen en willen van mannen, terwijl vrouwen
als passief worden afgebeeld. De inhoud van tienerbladen in de VS komt overeen met het
Heteroseksuele Script, terwijl de inhoud van Nederlandse meidenbladen deels verder gaat
dan dit Script. Over het algemeen suggereert dit een culturele specificiteit van het
Heteroseksuele Script.
De vergelijkende analyse van seksueel verlangen en gevaar in Hoofdstuk 1 breidt
bestaand onderzoek naar ambivalentie van de seksualiteit van vrouwelijke adolescenten in
de VS uit. Tolman (2002) concludeerde dat de media tienermeisjes vaak aanmoedigen om er
‘sexy’ uit te zien, terwijl deze meisjes vaak heel weinig weten over wat het betekent om
seksueel te zijn, om seksuele verlangens te hebben en om verantwoordelijke beslissingen te
maken over intimiteit en relaties. Dit scenario houdt in dat meisjes vaak afgebeeld worden
als het object van verlangen van iemand anders, maar zelden gezien worden als seksuele
subjecten die zelf verlangens hebben (Garner, Sterk, & Adams, 1998; Tolman, 1994).
Samen suggereren de hoofdstukken over de inhoudsanalyses in dit proefschrift dat in
vergelijking met de Nederlandse tijdschriften, de tijdschriften uit de VS meer seksueel
ambivalente boodschappen bevatten – dat wil zeggen, gemengde boodschappen over seks
en seksualiteit (Joshi, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2010). De onderwerpen seksueel verlangen en
seksueel risico en negatieve consequenties van seks kwamen bijvoorbeeld vaker voor in de
tijdschriften uit de VS dan in de Nederlandse tijdschriften. Op dezelfde wijze focusten de
tijdschriften uit de VS vaker op losse seksuele contacten, terwijl tegelijkertijd negatiever
werd geschreven over ontmaagding dan in de Nederlandse tijdschriften. Deze bevindingen
suggereren dus sterk dat het ambivalentieconcept specifiek is voor de cultuur in de VS.
Ten slotte verfijnt dit proefschrift eerder vergelijkend onderzoek tussen landen, in
het bijzonder het werk van Schalet (2000), over verschillen tussen de VS en Nederland met
betrekking tot de seksualiteit van adolescenten. Schalet concludeerde dat de seksualiteit van
adolescenten in de VS gekenmerkt wordt door dramatisering, gedefinieerd als “het
samenspel van interne drang, externe druk en een zelf die nog niet in staat is om zichzelf te
sturen en te beschermen” (Schalet, 2000, p. 84). Wij vinden dat de dramatisering van seks
tot op zekere hoogte inderdaad voorkomt in meidenbladen in de VS; echter, dramatisering
is niet het enige typerende voor meidenbladen uit de VS. Tienerbladen uit de VS volgen ook
het Heteroseksuele Script en bevatten een “danger discourse,” waarbij een sterke nadruk
gelegd wordt op de seksuele wensen van jongens en de risico’s en negatieve consequenties
van seks benadrukt worden voor meisjes. Schalet benadrukte ook dat de seksualiteit van
adolescenten in Nederland gekenmerkt wordt door normalisering (2000). Dit proefschrift
vond dat de normalisering van seks onder adolescenten ook weerspiegeld wordt in
Nederlandse meidenbladen: er ligt minder nadruk op de gevaren van seks, en meer nadruk
op de geneugten van seks en seksuele relaties met liefde.
Misschien wel de meest interessante bevinding uit dit proefschrift – dat in
meidenbladen uit de VS losse seksuele contacten meer voorkwamen dan seks binnen een
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vaste relatie, en dat dit omgekeerd was in Nederland – borduurt ook voort op het werk van
Schalet (2000). Schalet vond dat ouders in de VS, wanneer zij geïnterviewd werden, over
het algemeen niet refereerden naar een relationele of emotionele context wanneer zij
praatten over seks onder tieners. Een reden waarom ouders in de VS seksualiteit van tieners
niet associëren met liefde of betekenisvolle relaties is volgens Schalet dat er een “algemene
overtuiging is dat het voor zestienjarigen onmogelijk is om diepgaande of stabiele
romantische relaties aan te gaan” omdat “ze niet volwassen genoeg zijn om serieuze relaties
aan te kunnen”(Schalet, 2000, p. 82). Schalet wijst op een duidelijke scheiding tussen de
seksualiteit van tieners en liefde en toewijding in de beschrijvingen van ouders in de VS,
terwijl Nederlandse ouders de seksualiteit van tieners zien in de context van een relatie en
verliefd zijn. Dezelfde ideologieën worden weerspiegeld in onze bevindingen.
Praktische Implicaties
Dit proefschrift biedt verschillende toepassingen voor ouders, gezondheidsvoorlichters, overheidsambtenaren en redacteuren van tijdschriften. Ten eerste is het voor
ouders in de VS misschien interessant om te weten dat een substantieel aandeel van de
seksgerelateerde inhoud van meidenbladen geweid is aan de seksuele verlangens van
jongens, dat de gevaren die samengaan met seks meer behandeld worden voor meisjes dan
voor jongens, dat bij lezers in de VS het lezen van tienerbladen samenhing met angst voor
seks, en dat verhalen over losse seksuele contacten vaker voorkomen dan verhalen over
seks binnen de context van liefde en toewijding. Hierdoor zullen sommige ouders in de VS
er misschien voor kiezen om uit te leggen aan hun tieners dat liefde en toewijding
belangrijke componenten zijn van een gezonde seksuele relatie, en dat de seksuele wensen
van beide partners belangrijk zijn. Ouders in de VS zullen er misschien ook voor kiezen om
aan hun tieners uit te leggen dat, hoewel er bepaalde risico’s en consequenties verbonden
zijn aan seksueel contact, seks niet per se iets is dat gevreesd moet worden en kan
plaatsvinden op een veilige manier als de tijd er rijp voor is. In wezen kunnen de
bevindingen uit dit proefschrift gebruikt worden voor open gesprekken over seks tussen
ouders en tieners, vooral in de VS.
Gezondheidsvoorlichters en overheidsambtenaren zouden ook kunnen profiteren
van de bevindingen van dit proefschrift. Als we de bevindingen uit de VS plaatsen binnen
de context van het type seksuele voorlichting dat wordt geboden aan de meerderheid van
de jonge mensen in de VS, dan zouden overheidsambtenaren en gezondheidsvoorlichters er
voor kunnen kiezen om hun huidige aanpak te herzien. Gezien het succes van hoe in
Nederland de seksualiteit van adolescenten benaderd wordt, met het aantal
tienerzwangerschappen in Nederland als een van de laagste van de Westerse wereld, zouden
overheidsambtenaren en gezondheidsvoorlichters in de VS kunnen overwegen om
veelomvattende seksuele voorlichtingsprogramma’s aan te bieden, waarbij meer aandacht is
voor veilige seks en voorbehoedsmiddelen. Aan de andere kant zijn Nederlandse
overheidsambtenaren en gezondheidsvoorlichters misschien blij om te horen dat de
seksgerelateerde inhoud in Nederlandse tienerbladen overeenkomt met wat jonge mensen
in Nederland leren in seksuele voorlichtingsprogramma’s: Nederlandse seksuele

Nederlandse Samenvatting

│

121

voorlichtingsprogramma’s zijn uitgebreider en benadrukken het belang van liefde en
toewijding bij het hebben van seks (Schalet, 2000). Seks onder adolescenten wordt
benaderd op een pragmatische manier en wordt verheerlijkt noch gevreesd; tieners wordt
geleerd dat het een normaal deel van het leven is.
Ten slotte kunnen tijdschriftredacteuren de inzichten uit dit proefschrift gebruiken
om meer publicaties the maken die relevant zijn voor tieners. Tijdschriftredacteuren in de
VS zouden er voor kunnen kiezen om de inhoud van hun publicaties te herzien, en
tienermeiden een meer gebalanceerde blik op hun seksualiteit te bieden door onderwerpen
te verkennen die gerelateerd zijn aan de seksuele wensen en het seksuele genot van meisjes
zonder voornamelijk gericht te zijn op de seksuele verlangens van jongens. Bovendien
zouden zowel lezers in de VS als Nederlandse lezers er baat bij kunnen hebben als het
onderwerp ontmaagding meer aan bod zou komen in jongerenbladen. Dit proefschrift zou
tijdschriftredacteuren ook kunnen motiveren om de rol van tienerbladen binnen het
hedendaagse geseksualiseerde medialandschap opnieuw te evalueren. Tienerbladen
bevinden zich in een bevoorrechte positie om een aantal seksgerelateerde onderwerpen
uitgebreider uit te leggen en te behandelen dan sommige andere media.
Televisieprogramma’s bevatten bijvoorbeeld vaak seksuele inhoud bedoeld als vermaak en
niet zozeer voor educatieve doeleinden, en zijn vanwege tijdsrestricties in de
programmering beperkt in hoe diep ze erop in kunnen gaan.
Consequenties voor Onderzoek naar de Seksuele Socialisatie van Adolescenten
Alle studies in dit proefschrift laten zien dat meidenbladen cultureel bepaald zijn en
dat er mogelijk verschillen zijn tussen de VS en Nederland in de seksuele socialisatie van
adolescenten. Dit proefschrift is daarom een veelbelovend beginpunt voor meer
internationaal vergelijkend onderzoek naar tienerbladen in het bijzonder, en naar seksuele
media-inhoud in het algemeen. Een belangrijke lijn van onderzoek die dit proefschrift zou
kunnen inspireren, is een onderzoek naar het productieproces van tienerbladen in
verschillende landen. Bestuderen hoe redacteuren in verschillende landen keuzes maken
over de seksgerelateerde inhoud die ze publiceren, zou waardevol inzicht geven in hoe het
productieproces van seksgerelateerde onderwerpen zou kunnen verschillen per cultuur.
Daarnaast zou het kunnen dat veel tienermeiden beschikking hebben over
vrouwentijdschriften; bijvoorbeeld bij de huisarts of omdat hun moeders er thuis op
geabonneerd zijn. Tijdschriften als Cosmopolitan en Elle, die gericht zijn op oudere
vrouwelijke lezers, publiceren seksuele inhoud misschien vaker en uitgebreider dan
tienerbladen. Als tienermeiden deze vrouwenpublicaties lezen, zou de seksgerelateerde
inhoud in deze tijdschriften ook een rol kunnen spelen bij het vormen van ideeën en
attitudes over seks en seksualiteit. Toekomstig onderzoek zou moeten overwegen om de
meest populaire vrouwenbladen te analyseren op seksgerelateerde inhoud, te onderzoeken
of het lezen van deze tijdschriften gerelateerd is aan bepaalde seksuele attitudes, en uit te
zoeken of de seksuele inhoud en de attitudes van lezers uit verschillende landen uiteenlopen.
Deze resultaten kunnen dan vergeleken worden met de bevindingen van dit proefschrift,
om erachter te komen of er meer of minder seksgerelateerde inhoud voorkomt in vrouwen-
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of meidenbladen. We zouden dan ook te weten kunnen komen of angst voor seks
uitsluitend verband houdt met het lezen van tienerbladen, of dat het ook samenhangt met
het lezen van vrouwenbladen.
Concluderend is dit proefschrift een aanvulling op bestaand onderzoek naar media
en de seksuele socialisatie van adolescenten, door het weinig bestudeerde medium van
meidenbladen te onderzoeken vanuit een internationaal vergelijkend perspectief. De
bevindingen van dit proefschrift zetten daarom eerder onderzoek dat slechts binnen één
land is verricht in perspectief, door te laten zien dat de bevindingen van één land beter te
begrijpen zijn als er iets is om ze mee te vergelijken. Bovendien, en misschien nog
belangrijker, laat dit proefschrift zien dat er belangrijke verschillen zijn tussen landen in de
seksgerelateerde inhoud van tijdschriften, en in de emoties over seks die opgeroepen
worden bij de lezers van deze tijdschriften – wat laat zien dat seks als ‘verboden vrucht’
voor adolescenten een relatief begrip is.
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