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1 Background

In the first few years of life, children begin under-
standing their gender identity and the rules asso-
ciated with gender (i.e., gender stereotypes),
through a complex process known as gender
socialization. Indeed, children are often called
“gender detectives,” as they have a strong motiva-
tion to learn how they should act according to
their gender. Children pick up clues about gender
from parents, peers/siblings, and teachers, but
one consistent source of socialization is enter-
tainment screen media. Media have traditionally
relied on prescriptive gender stereotypes that
could ultimately restrict youth’s conception of
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what is possible or appropriate for their identity,
relationships, and well-being.

In adolescence, this motivation to learn about
gender roles expands to include sexual roles and
sexuality, through the process of sexual socializa-
tion. The development of healthy sexual behav-
iors and self-concept is an important milestone in
adolescence, and understanding the multiple
aspects of sexuality is critical to that endeavor. In
this context, too, youth will learn about sexual
behaviors from parents, peers/siblings, and
schools, but where those sources are deficient,
the media will serve as de facto sex educators.
Because entertainment media often depict behav-
ioral scripts that provide procedural details about
how sex will unfold, they can be quite effective in
teaching adolescents how to think, feel, and
behave in relation to their sexuality, a term we
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use to broadly refer to sexual expressions, behav-
iors, desires, and attitudes.

To understand how media affect children and
adolescents (herein “youth”) in terms of gender
and sexuality, we must first understand the mes-
sages in their media. After all, the effects that
media have on youth will be connected to the mes-
sages that they are consuming. In this vein, we
review recent content analyses of portrayals of
gender and sexuality in entertainment screen
media that are created for or popular with youth
(herein “entertainment media for youth”). Such
studies lend important insight to the system of rep-
resentation that exists in entertainment screen
media, despite the existence of salient exceptions.

With an eye toward current representations of
gender and sexuality, we limited our review to
studies published in or after 2010 and did not
include studies on media created for adults.
Qualitative and quantitative studies were
included, but each study had to use an empirical
method that was described and systematically
applied. Priority was given to studies that were
published in peer-reviewed academic journals,
but in some cases, we included professional
reports. Practically speaking, our review covers
studies on television, films, and video games,
from a variety of cultures and countries, but not
other well-studied media such as advertising,
news, books, and pornography. We also excluded
studies on media created by youth, such as social
media posts. Television, films, and video games
are still relevant to the media diets of adolescents.
Among teens (ages 13—18), their most frequent
type of media exposure is still television/videos
at 3 h 16 min per day, followed by video games at
1 h 46 min [1]. In comparison, teens spend 1 h
and 27 min on social media.

2 Current State
2.1 Representations of Gender
in Entertainment Media
for Youth

Based on the current content analytic literature,
we make five conclusions about the representa-
tions of gender in entertainment media for youth.
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First, the most pervasive representation of gender
in entertainment media for youth is the visibility
of men and boys. Male characters outnumber
female characters, typically at a rate of 1.5-2to 1.
This unequal distribution occurs in films [2—4]
and television created for children [5-8], includ-
ing television created for infants and toddlers [9].
It also occurs in television popular among chil-
dren [10] and tweens/adolescents [11]. A recent
content analysis demonstrated that television cre-
ated for children ages 2—11 did conform to the
disproportionate representation of male charac-
ters, but in the same study, television programs
popular among children aged 2-11 had a more
balanced gender representation: 48.8% of lead
characters were women/girls [7]. Although too
early for conclusions about a change on the hori-
zon, this example of relative parity should be
underscored.

Our second conclusion is that appearance is a
multidimensional concern for female characters
in entertainment media for youth. They care about
their appearance more than male characters [6, 9,
11]; indeed, their value is based largely on how
they appear to others. Moreover, female charac-
ters should and do want to be thin, and thinness is
associated with “goodness” (i.e., positive person-
ality characteristics and admiration from other
characters) [3, 8, 12]. At the same time, media
characters could express positive body image
messages, such as body appreciation, self-care,
and resilience against body image-threatening
input [13]. In a content analysis of youth-oriented
series on Netflix (e.g., Riverdale, Big Mouth, and
Sex Education), these positive body image
messages were rare (3.4% of scenes) but were
disproportionately expressed by girl-identifying
characters, supporting the stereotype that appear-
ance concerns are the domain of girls and women.
In video games, television, and films, female
characters’ bodies are often sexualized, variably
defined by sexual clothing, nudity/body exposure,
and occupying an overtly sexual role [3, 7, 10,
14]. Compared to female characters, the appear-
ance stereotype for male characters is more uni-
form; they are expected to be muscular and to take
up more space than female characters. Moreover,
their muscularity/size is connected to power,
strength, and athleticism [12, 15-17].
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Although not as pervasive as gender differ-
ences in physical appearance foci, the other con-
clusions we draw are also supportive of gender
stereotypes. Our third conclusion is that male
characters are more likely to be physically aggres-
sive than female characters [16, 18], whereas
female characters are likely to use relational
aggression (i.e., actions that degrade persons’ self-
esteem and/or social standing) more than male
characters [18, 19]. The latter conforms to the
“mean girls” trope often seen in entertainment
media for youth. Fourth, interests, hobbies, and
occupations are divided by gender. Science, tech-
nology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
careers are still more likely to be held by male
characters than female characters [5, 20, 21].
Meanwhile, the visual arts, the performing arts
(including modeling), and humanities-related jobs
and hobbies are associated with female characters
more than male characters [5, 8, 21]. Finally, male
characters are more likely to be leaders than female
characters [2, 4, 12], and leadership is associated
with other desirable characteristics, such as intel-
lect, bravery, and heroism [15].

Although these conclusions support tradi-
tional gender stereotypes, we note that some gen-
der stereotypes are less consistently supported,
particularly when compared to older content
analyses. For example, although boys/men are
more likely to be leaders, the evidence does not
consistently support the idea that girls are more
likely to be followers [4] or in need of rescue
[22]. Additionally, the stereotype that girls value
romance is also contentious in the content ana-
lytic literature [4, 22]. For example, Disney prin-
cesses are less romantically attached in recent
movies compared to older Disney princess mov-
ies [22]. Thus, progress in the representation of
gender seems to apply to female characters more
than male characters.

2.2 Representations of Sexuality
in Entertainment Media

for Youth

We make four conclusions about the representa-
tions of sexuality in entertainment media for
youth. First, in terms of quantity, depictions of
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sexual talk and behaviors are quite frequent in
entertainment media for youth [23-25]. For
example, in “teen sex romps” (i.e., comedic films
featuring adolescent and/or young adult charac-
ters in which a dominant theme is the pursuit of
sexual gratification), sexual behaviors were por-
trayed an average of four times per hour, whereas
talk about sex occurred five times per hour [23].
In television shows popular with tweens, there
were an average of five sexual behaviors per epi-
sode, and in shows popular with teens, there were
15 sexual behaviors per episode, but most behav-
iors were mild (innuendo, physical flirting, affec-
tionate touching, and kissing) [25].

Second, content analyses suggest that hetero-
sexuality is still assumed and naturalized; por-
trayals of LGBTQ+ sexual relationships are rare
[15, 24, 26, 27]. Although gender-diverse sexual
relationships are emerging for youth on stream-
ing services, these portrayals are not yet reflected
in the content analytic literature. Furthermore,
LGBTQ+ characters are sources of humor
and derision in entertainment media for youth
[26, 27].

Third, the pervasive theme about sexuality in
entertainment media for youth conforms to a
“heterosexual script,” which broadly overlaps
with the sexual double standard [28]. A major
component of the heterosexual script is that sex is
risky for girls, both physically and emotionally;
thus, it is incumbent upon girls to be responsible
for when and what sex will occur in relationships
[24]. When female characters engage in sex, they
will deal with mostly negative consequences
more often than male characters (e.g., reputational
damage, unplanned pregnancy) [29, 30]. A final
component of the heterosexual script, and the
most frequently portrayed, is that boys are
obsessed with sex because an active heterosexual
experience is a defining aspect of masculinity
[28, 30].

Fourth, the overall portrayal of sex in enter-
tainment media for youth reflects a recreational
approach toward sex. This approach is evidenced
in three ways: (1) Although sex most often occurs
in the context of committed relationships, recent
content analyses suggest that sex occurs quite
often in casual sex relationships or “hookups,*
[23, 30, 31] (2) the percentage of sexually active
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teens in entertainment media for youth is signifi-
cantly greater than the percentage of actual teens
who have had sex, thereby overrepresenting teen
sex [25], and (3) portrayals of sexual behaviors
are largely unencumbered by discussions of risks
(e.g., sexually transmitted infections) and respon-
sibility (e.g., condom use) [23, 32].

Taken together, we conclude that the portrayal
of sexuality in adolescent media is pervasive, het-
erosexual, the object of emotional turmoil for
female adolescents, the object of obsession for
male adolescents, and, overall, recreational in
nature. We note that our review did not capture
entertainment media produced for or popular
among emerging adults (typically ages 18-25),
even though adolescents will often consume
these media in an aspirational way (i.e., they look
up to older characters).

3 Future Research

The conclusions we have drawn are limited by
the research questions that were asked. Thus, we
make four recommendations for future research
on the representation of gender and sexuality in
entertainment media for youth.

First, to understand how portrayals are chang-
ing over time, we recommend more prospective
longitudinal content analyses. Currently, we can
only make limited comparisons across studies
from different time points, especially in cases in
which researchers operationalize constructs dif-
ferently. Additionally, because sociocultural
norms about gender and sexuality are changing
rapidly, we need to track changes over time if we
want to determine whether and/or how media are
keeping pace. Certainly, high-quality content
analyses are labor-intensive; thus, there will nec-
essarily be a time lag between what is happening
in entertainment media for youth and what the
research can reflect.

Second, more content analyses that address
intersectionality in representation are needed.
Examining how gender stereotypes and depic-
tions of sexuality intersect with other identity
markers, such as sexual orientation, race, ethnic-

J.S. Aubrey et al.

ity, nations, and age, will provide important con-
text to how these messages resonate with youth
from differing backgrounds. For example, many
gender stereotypes are also racialized (e.g., the
Jezebel and Sapphire stereotypes) [33]. Exami-
nation of such stereotypes in entertainment media
for youth will lay the foundation for culturally
informed future research that can examine how
portrayals of gender and sexuality impact atti-
tudes and behavior among youth of color.

Third, although we did not review research on
representations of gender and sexuality on social
media due to space limitations, it will be impor-
tant to examine how youth use social media to
create spaces for resistance, critique, solidarity,
and community concerning general issues related
to sexuality, sexual orientation, gender identity,
and sexual violence. Additionally, given that
many youths are turning to short-form, user-
generated video content, such as that found on
YouTube and TikTok, to satisfy their entertain-
ment needs, future research will need to examine
representations of gender and sexuality on those
platforms, as well. The content produced by
social media personalities and influencers is
highly consequential for youth, as social media
provide more explicit avenues for audience
engagement than traditional media. For example,
Andrew Tate, a social media personality and
influencer who expresses openly misogynistic
viewpoints, has a largely young male audience;
the long-term impacts of his views on his young
male audience are unknown and potentially
troubling.

Fourth, the emphasis on research on represen-
tation of sexuality is typically on risks, instead of
approaching sexuality as a positive developmen-
tal milestone. Further research examining pro-
social sexuality messages would expand our
understanding of sexuality representation in
entertainment media for youth [34]. For example,
shows like Netflix’s critically acclaimed Sex
Education, which followed the lives of British
teenagers of diverse sexual and gender identities,
contained themes of positive sexuality, active
sexual consent, and respectful treatment of
diverse sexual expressions.
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4 Recommendations

Our review of research on the portrayals of gen-
der and sexuality motivates several recommenda-
tions that we make to stakeholders interested in
youth’s well-being, including media content pro-
ducers and providers, policymakers/foundations/
governmental organizations, and clinicians/
educators.

e For media content producers and providers,
parity in gender representation should be the
goal. The disproportionate representation of
male characters likely teaches child viewers
that girls/women are not as important as boys/
men. The media industry adage that boys will
not have interest in girl-led narratives prevents
the opportunity to normalize parity, and smart,
creative girl-led narratives, such as The
Hunger Games franchise, have proven to be
globally successful [35].

* More diversity in gender identity (e.g., trans-
gender and nonbinary characters) and sexual
identity (e.g., lesbian and gay characters) in
content produced for youth is sorely needed,
in addition to diversity in representation of
race, ethnicity, and nations. Youth who are
exposed to positive portrayals of characters
representing marginalized groups and with
whom the viewers have a one-way relation-
ship (i.e., “parasocial contact”) will likely
experience benefits in empathy and prejudice
reduction [36].

e Media producers should also continue to
expand portrayals of both boys and girls to be
less gender-stereotyped. Although there are
examples of counter-stereotyped female char-
acters in children’s media (e.g., Doc
McStuffins, Dora the Explorer), there appear
to be fewer counter-stereotypical representa-
tions of boys/men.

e Lastly, the reduction of messages that con-
form to the heterosexual script in entertain-
ment media for youth is recommended. The
heterosexual script, which pits women against
men in sexual interactions and relationships,
implies that girls should take on the emotional
labor of sexual interactions, including sexual
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negotiations, the procuring of sexual consent,
and the fallout from mostly negative conse-
quences including sexual harassment and
violence.

We also recommend more funding from gov-
ernmental agencies and/or foundations to con-
duct prospective longitudinal content analyses
of not only traditional screen media but also
social media and influencers, which would
allow researchers to track changes over time.
Prospective longitudinal survey research is
also needed to examine the effects of these
representations on youth. After all, the essen-
tial consideration of this research is whether
media exposure to portrayals of gender and
sexuality is limiting what youth grow up to be.
Clinicians and educators have remarkable
opportunities to augment positive portrayals
of gender and sexuality and counteract nega-
tive ones. Some well-developed and evaluated
media literacy programming that addresses
issues concerning gender and sexuality
already exists. For example, Media Aware, a
comprehensive sexual health program that
uses a media literacy education approach, was
found to improve high school students’ sexual
health knowledge, correct inaccurate norma-
tive beliefs about the frequency of risky teen
sex, improve critical thinking about media
messages, and decrease the perceived realism
of media messages [37]. Thus, more
widespread deployment of such programming
in schools, other educational settings, and
clinical settings is recommended.
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