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Abstract

The sexual double standard (SDS) consists of stereotypical gendered expectations
and evaluations that condemn female sexuality and approve of male sexuality.
Entertainment media contribute to the maintenance of gendered norms by provid-
ing guidelines as to which sexual expressions are acceptable for whom. This study
set out to construct a new codebook for quantitative content analysis to assess the
presence of SDS in media content, with an application to popular sitcoms of the
last decades serving as an initial validation. We pose that studies wishing to ascer-
tain whether the SDS is represented in media content should (1) analyse all sexual
behaviours and sexual cognitions pertaining to SDS, (2) determine gender differ-
ences within the display of these behaviours and cognitions, and (3) study gender
differences within positive and negative consequences of sexual behaviour and cog-
nitions. We provide a novel conceptualization by incorporating all these elements
in one codebook. A quantitative content analysis was conducted to systematically
assess the presence of SDS in popular US sitcoms of the last decades by implement-
ing the above-mentioned requirements. Findings suggest that male characters are
more sexually preoccupied, while female characters display relatively more sexual
acts. No significant gender differences were found within the performance of other
stereotypical sexual behaviours and cognitions. Likewise, male and female charac-
ters received a largely equal portrayal of positive and negative consequences of sex-
ual stereotypical behaviours and cognitions. Methodological implications and future
research directions are discussed.

Keywords Sexual double standard - Content analysis - Social cognitive theory -
Sexual scripts theory - Gender roles - Sitcoms
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Introduction

Men and women are subjected to different expectations and judgements regarding
sexuality (e.g., Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Bordini & Sperb, 2013; Kreager et al.,
2016; Zaikman & Marks, 2016). Specifically, the societal rule set of the sexual
double standard (SDS) consists of stereotypical gender expectations and evalua-
tions that condemn female sexuality and approve of male sexuality (Zaikman &
Marks, 2016). Following SDS, men are granted more sexual agency than women,
and rewarded for sexual experience, assertiveness, and knowledge, while women
are expected to be sexually reserved, passive, and innocent (Bordini & Sperb,
2013; Emmerink et al., 2016).

Although SDS is punitive of female sexuality and congratulatory of male sexu-
ality, both men and women are negatively affected by it (Van Driel et al., 2018).
For women, nonconformance is related to reduced mental well-being (Katz &
Farrow, 2000; Marks et al., 2022), experiencing more barriers to condom use
(Lefkowitz et al., 2014), and lack of sexual pleasure and autonomy (Emmerink
et al., 2016; Kiefer & Sanchez, 2007). For men, nonconformance is related to
lower peer acceptance (Kreager & Staff, 2009; Kreager et al., 2016) and height-
ened pressure to (1) engage in sexual interactions (Boahene et al., 2022) and (2)
be seen as sexually dominant and aggressive (Murnen et al., 2002). Furthermore,
SDS beliefs correlate with rape myth acceptance (Lee et al., 2010) and sexual
coercion perpetration in boys (Chadwick-Brown & Endendijk, 2024).

Despite indications that sexual roles are becoming more egalitarian (Sanchez
et al., 2012) the cultural perception that male sexuality is more socially accept-
able than female sexuality persists (Endendijk et al., 2020). Media play a role in
the maintenance and expression of gendered sexual norms by providing guide-
lines, so-called sexual scripts, as to which sexual behaviour is conventional and
accepted for whom (Simon & Gagnon, 1986), which has resulted in frequent por-
trayals of stereotypically masculine behaviours and cognitions among televised
men, and stereotypically feminine sexual behaviours and cognitions among tel-
evised women (Kim et al., 2007). Previous findings indicate that consumption
of highly gender-stereotypical content increases the likelihood of endorsement
of SDS-related stereotypes and norms (Ferris et al., 2007; Ward et al., 2005;
Zurbriggen & Morgan, 2006). This raises the question as to what extent SDS is
exhibited in contemporary popular media.

To systematically assess the presence of SDS in media content, researchers
need standardized measurement tools. We recognise the need for a comprehensive
codebook specifically designed for the multifaceted nature of SDS. This study
addresses this methodological gap by developing and testing such a codebook,
using popular US sitcoms of the last decades as an initial case study. We pose that
several requirements need to be met to accurately and fairly assess the occurrence
of SDS in media content. Firstly, SDS content analyses should examine the full
range of SDS sexual scripts. This includes stereotypically gendered behaviours
(such as the desired amount of sexual experience) and stereotypically gendered
cognitions (such as expected sexual knowledge or innocence) (Emmerink et al.,
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2017). Secondly, to assess if men and women are held to different standards, the
display of stereotypical sexual behaviour and cognitions should be compared
between portrayed men and women. Third and lastly, gender differences in the
consequences of (non)conforming to gender stereotypes should be investigated.
This is because the outcomes of stereotypical gendered sexual behaviour in media
convey information about the system of sanctions that supports SDS (Bussey &
Bandura, 1999). The current study designs and applies a new codebook that stud-
ies all SDS behaviours and cognitions performed by all characters, including their
consequences, to more objectively assess the prevalence of SDS.

Sexual Scripts Theory & Social Cognitive Theory

Several theories have been proposed to explain the existence and the continued
endurance of SDS. Sexual scripts theory states that social norms about sexuality,
like those in SDS, are expressed and maintained through sexual scripts (Simon &
Gagnon, 1986). These narratives provide stereotypical guidelines about which sex-
ual behaviours are appropriate and expected for specific people in specific situations,
and which are not. Media are a source of sexual scripts, and thus have the power
to determine which sexual norms are reinforced (Teran et al., 2021). Sexual scripts
theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1986) posits that society encourages stereotypical, often
opposite, sexual roles for men and women that generally reflect the norms of SDS
(Aubrey et al., 2020; Masters et al., 2013), meaning that men are socialised to direct
and dominate, while women are taught to respond in sexual interactions (Vannier &
O’Sullivan, 2011).

Social cognitive theory expands on this by explaining how specific gender roles
are learned. It posits that socially constructed gender roles are learned through
observed reward and punishment in others (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). The pro-
cess of social learning maintains SDS through positive reinforcement of behaviours
and cognitions that are consistent with stereotypical gender roles, and negative
reinforcement of behaviours and cognitions that deviate from stereotypical gender
roles (Zaikman & Marks, 2016). This process influences both men’s and women’s
own sexual behaviour and their beliefs about how others should behave (Endendijk
et al., 2020). Media can teach which socially prescribed gender-linked consequences
are appropriate for specific sexual expressions (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Conse-
quently, media consumers are more likely to imitate behaviours that are rewarded
than behaviours that are punished, especially from same-gender models.

Prior Research and Measurement

Previous content analyses have directed efforts at assessing the extent of the preva-
lence of SDS and sexual scripts in media. While some findings point toward the
continued representation of SDS scripts on television (Aubrey, 2004; Teran et al.,
2021), others indicate gender equality in sexual portrayals (Ortiz & Brooks, 2014).
To determine if the norms of SDS are represented in content, it is relevant to (1) ana-
lyse all stereotypical sexual behaviour and sexual cognitions, (2) determine gender
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differences within the display of these behaviours and cognitions, and (3) study gen-
der differences within consequences of sexual behaviour and cognitions. As of yet,
no previous studies have incorporated these three elements.

Operationalisation: Stereotypical Scripts on Sexual Behaviour & Cognitions

The concept of SDS was coined by Reiss (1956, 1964), who proposed the exist-
ence of a double standard for men and women regarding premarital sexual inter-
course. As attitudes on sex before marriage have become more egalitarian, numer-
ous other markers of SDS emerged (Milhausen & Herold, 2002). Although most
scholars now agree that SDS concerns the acceptance of different criteria to assess
male and female sexuality, no consensus exists for these criteria (Endendijk et al.,
2020). Based on previous conceptualisations of SDS, the current study distinguishes
two types of SDS scripts, namely scripts relating to sexual behaviours and scripts
relating to sexual cognitions, in which sexual shyness and passivity are attributes of
stereotypical femininity, while sexual freedom and sexual activity are attributes of
stereotypical masculinity (Fasula et al., 2014; Gomez-Berrocal et al., 2022).

Behavioural SDS Although the behaviours pertaining to SDS have expanded beyond
Reiss’ (1956) original premarital sex double standard, many modern conceptualisa-
tions of SDS still refer to diverging norms and expectations associated with sexual
experience, sexual initiation, and sexual performance (Caron et al., 1993; Crawford
& Popp, 2003; Emmerink et al., 2017; Endendijk et al., 2020; Fasula et al., 2014;
Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 2003; Hartley & Drew, 2002; Hensums et al., 2020;
Kim et al., 2007; Marks et al., 2019; Muehlenhard & Quackenbush, 1998; Reid et al.,
2011; Sakaluk et al., 2014). For example, the widely applied Sexual Double Stand-
ard Scale (SDSS; Muehlenhard & Quackenbush, 1998) contains items such as “It’s
worse for a woman to sleep around than it is for a man” and “A woman who initiates
sex is too aggressive”. Here, SDS prescribes a passive role for women, while men
are expected to proactively initiate sexual interactions (Reid et al., 2011). Addition-
ally, Caron et al.’s (1993) Double Standard Scale (DSS) mainly focuses on contra-
dicting evaluations of male and female sexual performance, sexual experience and
amount of sexual behaviour. According to this conceptualisation of SDS, women
are not expected to be good sexual performers and are more highly valued for sexual
innocence (Aubrey et al., 2020). In contrast to this, men are evaluated positively for
their sexual skills, prowess, and experience.

Cognitive SDS SDS endorsement no longer solely refers to differing behavioural
norms. To provide a measure that encompasses a greater variety of aspects of SDS,
Emmerink et al. (2017) created their Scale for the Assessment of Sexual Standards
among Youth (SASSY). In addition to the traditional behavioural aspects of SDS,
this scale contains cognitive elements, such as sexual desire, sexual knowledge,
and sexual motivation. Other studies measuring SDS included cognitive elements
in their operationalisation as well, incorporating the cognitions of sexual obses-
sion, motivation for sex, sexual knowledge, lust, sexual prowess, and perceived
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responsibility for outcomes (Emmerink et al., 2017; Fasula et al., 2014; Haavio-
Mannila & Kontula, 2003; Hartley & Drew, 2002; Kim et al., 2007; Moreau et al.,
2019; Reid et al., 2011). According to these conceptualisations, SDS dictates that
women should be sexually naive—unaware of and uninterested in sexual activities
(Fasula et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2007). If they do show any preoccupation with sex,
this should be motivated by a desire for intimacy (Emmerink et al., 2017; Fasula
et al., 2014; Moreau et al., 2019; Reid et al., 2011). In addition to this, women
are assigned the role of sexual gatekeeper, bearing responsibility for unwanted
outcomes and therefore held responsible for preventing or avoiding sexual interac-
tions (Hartley & Drew, 2002; Hust et al., 2008; Kim et al., 2007; Moreau et al.,
2019; Reid et al., 2011). Lastly, women are assumed to avoid sexual interactions
as a form of impression management, because they are more highly valued if less
sexually experienced (Reid et al., 2011).

Contrarily, existing measures of SDS highlight the expectation that men are
highly interested in sex and constantly preoccupied with it (Aubrey et al., 2020).
Across various conceptualisations of SDS, men are characterised as being inher-
ently sex-driven and sexually knowledgeable, prioritising lust and desire over
relationships (Fasula et al., 2014; Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 2003; Kim et al.,
2007; Masters et al., 2013; Reid et al., 2011). In line with this, men are expected
to care more about their sexual performance than women (Aubrey et al., 2020).
Past content analyses have revealed higher sexual preoccupation among portrayed
men because they were more likely than women to make sexual remarks or prop-
ositions (Hartley & Drew, 2002; Lampman et al., 2002; Montemurro, 2003). As
men’s social status heightens when they are more sexually experienced according
to SDS (Zaikman & Marks, 2016; Ward & Friedman, 2006), men can be moti-
vated by status enhancement for engaging in sexual behaviour. This perspective is
reflected by many studies on SDS attitudes, which consistently find that, in con-
trast to women, men are not only expected to be more sexually active and skilled
but are also judged more positively for adhering to this notion (Endendijk et al.,
2020; Kreager et al., 2016).

As SDS encompasses both cognitive and behavioural dimensions, both cogni-
tions and behaviours should be integrated into SDS measures. Studies in the SDS
field primarily focus on the stereotypically masculine behaviour of high sexual
activity. The stereotypically feminine behaviour of low sexual activity, however,
is commonly left out by studies examining SDS (Endendijk et al., 2020). We
aim to include in our codebook portrayals of the full range of SDS behaviours
and cognitions—stereotypically feminine and masculine—in its operationalisa-
tion. Based on the most frequently studied stereotypically masculine behaviours
and cognitions pertaining to SDS, this study will focus on the motivations of lust
and social status, sexual initiative, sexual acts, sexual objectification, sexual ref-
erences, sexual daydreams/flashbacks, masturbation, sexual insecurity, bragging
about sexual performance, and superior private parts. The stereotypically femi-
nine behaviours and cognitions that were formulated for this study based on pre-
vious operationalisations of SDS are the desire for intimacy, the motivations for
abstinence of values, health, prevention of pregnancy, not being ready, and sexual
innocence.
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Gender Differences in Performance of Sexual Behaviours and Cognitions

To fairly assess the occurrence of SDS, one should also compare the number of dis-
plays of stereotypical masculinity and femininity between male and female charac-
ters. Aubrey (2004), for example, examined gender differences within the stereotypi-
cally masculine behaviour of sexual initiation in teen shows and found that sexual
interactions were more often initiated by male characters than female characters.
However, other content analyses that included SDS expressions focussed exclu-
sively on scenarios that adhere to SDS (e.g., Aubrey et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2007,
Teran et al., 2021). Leaving out inverted scenarios does not fully capture if male and
female characters are portrayed differently because no comparisons can be made.
Including instances of men demonstrating stereotypical femininity and women
demonstrating stereotypical masculinity has the merit of generating insights about
the occurrence of SDS, as well as reverse-SDS (Milhausen & Herold, 2002). To
enhance this study’s ability to assess the prevalence of SDS in specific content, all
relevant behaviours and cognitions—stereotypically masculine and feminine—will
be evaluated for all characters.

Positive & Negative Consequences

Lastly, following Endendijk et al. (2020), we conceptualise SDS as comprising
two components: stereotypical expectations (the sexual behaviours and cognitions
described above) on one hand, and evaluations of these sexual behaviours and cog-
nitions on the other. To assess how these evaluations are portrayed in media content,
we propose examining the depicted consequences of sexual behaviours and cogni-
tion for male versus female characters. As gender roles and norms, like those of
SDS, are learned through observed reward and punishment (Bussey & Bandura,
1999), studying these consequences provides insight into how media communicate
information about the social norms and the system of sanctions and rewards that
characterise specific behaviours for specific genders (Bussey & Bandura, 1999), and
as such are an important part of how SDS manifests in media content. Depicted con-
sequences teach media consumers about which sexual behaviours and cognitions are
culturally perceived to be acceptable for men and women (Ortiz & Brooks, 2014).
In addition to this, they provide information on what men and women are likely to
experience if they were to copy the behaviour or cognition. Rewarded behaviours or
cognitions are more prone to yield modelling, while punished behaviours and cogni-
tions are disincentivised (Bandura, 1994).

Previous content analyses (Aubrey, 2004; Aubrey et al., 2022; Ortiz & Brooks,
2014) examined gender differences in consequences of sexual expressions. Whereas
Aubrey (2004) and Aubrey et al. (2022) found that negative consequences were
more commonly associated with female sexuality than with male sexuality, Ortiz
and Brooks (2014) found no gender differences in consequences. Other content anal-
yses that investigated SDS examined positive or negative social evaluations as a con-
sequence of sexual (in)actions, e.g., receiving praise or getting slut-shamed (Aubrey
et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2007; Teran et al., 2021). In our new codebook, other types
of consequences such as positive or negative emotions, material progress or damage,
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and physical pleasure or discomfort are included, in addition to social consequences.
Any gain or loss as a consequence of displaying a behaviour or cognition that is
associated with SDS is a form of positive or negative reinforcement, and therefore
provides information on who gets encouraged and who gets discouraged to display
these behaviours and cognitions (Bandura, 1994).

The Present Study

This paper provides an overview of the development and application of a new code-
book measuring SDS on a specific sample, namely popular US sitcoms of the last
decades. Considering the widespread popularity and longevity of sitcoms (Juckel
et al., 2016), along with the use of sex and gender as key elements of the genre
(Dhaenens & Bauwel, 2017; Kunkel et al., 2007; Lampman et al., 2002), investi-
gation is warranted. Therefore, this study will investigate the portrayal of men and
women in sitcoms with regard to SDS. Combined with theory, content analytical
results offer insight into the possible effects that can be expected in viewers of these
shows (Sink & Mastro, 2017; Taylor et al., 2016). The research question this study
aspires to answer is: To what extent do popular US sitcoms of the last decades por-
tray the stereotypes and evaluations reflective of SDS?

Stereotypes: Sexual Scripts

This study aims to assess what is constituted in sitcoms to be “appropriate” or “nor-
mal” displays of sexuality for men and women by evaluating if differential sexual
scripts for men and women are presented. If sitcoms adhere to the SDS-supported
scripts of highly sexually preoccupied, sexually dominant and experienced, lust-
driven men, in contrast to sexually avoidant, uninterested and naive women, male
characters will think, talk and behave differently with regard to sex than female char-
acters. Thus, RQ’s 1a and 1b are:

la. Do men display more stereotypically masculine sexual behaviour (i.e., sexual
acts, sexual initiative, bragging about performance and superior private parts) than
women, and women more stereotypically feminine sexual behaviour (i.e., sexual
innocence) than men in sitcoms?

1b. Do men display more stereotypically masculine sexual cognitions (i.e., moti-
vation of lust and social status, sexual objectification, sexual references, sexual day-
dreams and flashbacks, masturbation, insecurity about performance) than women,
and women more stereotypically feminine sexual cognitions (i.e., desire for inti-
macy, motivation to abstain from sex by values, health, pregnancy prevention or not
being ready) than men in sitcoms?

Evaluations: Consequences of Sexual Behaviours and Cognitions
SDS rewards male sexuality, while punishing female sexuality (Milhausen et al.,

2019). To assess which behaviours and cognitions are reinforced and disincentivised
for men and women in sitcoms, the current study investigates which behaviours and
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cognitions yield positive and negative consequences for whom. If SDS are present in
sitcoms, characters will experience more reward and less punishment for displaying
behaviours and cognitions that conform to sexual scripts belonging to SDS. Behav-
iours and cognitions that are attributed to the sexual scripts of the other gender, on
the other hand, will yield negative consequences if SDS are upheld. RQ 2a, 2b, 2c,
and 2d are:

2a. Do men receive more positive consequences for stereotypically masculine
sexual behaviour than women, and women more positive consequences for stereo-
typically feminine sexual behaviour than men in sitcoms?

2b. Do men receive more negative consequences for stereotypically feminine sex-
ual behaviour than women, and women more negative consequences for masculine
sexual behaviour than men in sitcoms?

2c. Do men receive more positive consequences for stereotypically masculine
sexual cognitions than women, and women more positive consequences for stereo-
typically feminine sexual cognitions than men in sitcoms?

2d. Do men receive more negative consequences for stereotypically feminine sex-
ual cognitions than women, and women more negative consequences for masculine
sexual cognitions than men in sitcoms?

Methods
Sample

The sample contained sitcoms, defined as comedy-centred shows with a fixed set of
characters, an average episode length of twenty to thirty minutes, that are presented
in seasons (cf. Dhaenens & Bauwel, 2017). We focus on popular sitcoms that were
still running after 2000 to capture shows with enduring cultural relevance and sig-
nificant viewership in the streaming era (Netflix, 2024). This allows us to examine
content that still reaches many viewers even years after originally airing due to their
availability on streaming platforms. The final sample contained eight nonanimated
sitcoms with the highest number of votes on IMDb that were still running after the
year 2000. At the time of writing, these were Friends, The Big Bang Theory, How
I Met Your Mother, The Office, Modern Family, Arrested Development, Brooklyn
Nine-Nine, and Scrubs. We selected these shows based on IMDb votes, as this met-
ric provides a meaningful measure of sustained audience engagement, capturing
historical and ongoing popularity. IMDD is the most comprehensive publicly avail-
able database for movies and shows and has been the basis for drawing samples in
previous content analyses (e.g., Barker et al., 2019; Timmermans & Van den Bulck,
2018). However, it should be noted that IMDb’s dataset is biased toward European
and North American productions (Bioglio & Pensa, 2018), which led to our sample
exclusively containing US sitcoms. Therefore, subsequent findings are principally
relevant for popular US sitcoms of the last decades.

15 episodes were selected from each show. To achieve an even sample distribu-
tion throughout each show the following systematic sampling strategy was applied.
The total amount of episodes per show was divided by 15 to attain a fixed interval
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between coded episodes for each individual show. The first coded episode per show
was selected using a random number generator within its fixed interval. From the
first coded episode, the show-specific fixed interval was added to obtain each fol-
lowing episode to be coded. For example, for the show Scrubs, the random number
generator generated the number 11, so the first episode in the sample was season
1 episode 11. The show Scrubs has 182 episodes, so the show-specific interval is
182/15~ 12, meaning that the following episode was 11+ 12=23, season 1 episode
23.

The context units were single episodes. Everything outside of the specific episode
was not taken into account by the coders. The episodes were analysed at the char-
acter level. To most accurately reflect the full content, all speaking characters were
coded. In total, 120 episodes were coded, containing 1889 characters. This sample
size is within range or extends sample sizes of previous content analyses that inves-
tigated sexual expressions in television shows. For example, Aubrey (2004) analysed
84 episodes; Bond et al. (2019) 132 episodes; Kim et al. (2007) 75 episodes, and
Ortiz and Brooks (2014) 35 episodes.

Measures

A codebook was constructed to reliably and validly assess the occurrence of sexual
scripts and positive and negative consequences, see supplementary material (https://
osf.io/sxz4w/). This codebook was deductively generated based on previous concep-
tualisations of and findings about sexual scripts and SDS to reflect the multifaceted
nature of these constructs. The final codebook contains seventeen items reflecting
six specific dimensions of SDS scripts and the positive and negative consequences
of such scripts. For each item, it is indicated whether it is a stereotypically mascu-
line cognition (SMC), stereotypically masculine behaviour (SMB), stereotypically
feminine cognition (SFC) or stereotypically feminine behaviour (SFB).

Sexual Scripts

The literature gave rise to differing stereotypical sexual scripts for men and women
with regard to motivation for sex, abstinence, sexual acts, initiative, sexual preoccu-
pation, and sexual performance. All cognitions and behaviours are count variables,
indicating how often a character expressed the specific behaviour or cognition in one
episode. See Table 1 for count data of all sexual scripts.

Motivations for Sex Motivations for sex are defined as the driving forces that lead
a character to desire sexual interactions. Motivations were coded when characters
expressed they wanted to engage in sexual behaviour with a specific goal. Characters
did not necessarily have to perform the sexual act for their motivations to be coded.
Sexual motivations are not mutually exclusive. Characters may display different moti-
vations simultaneously or successively, and all displayed motivations are coded sepa-
rately. Based on the literature, three motivations were constructed (Aubrey, 2004;
Emmerink et al., 2017; Fasula et al., 2014; Hartley & Drew, 2002; Hensums et al.,
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Table 1 Counts of primary variables
Categories n n male char- n female
acters characters
Motivation for sex N=29 Intimacy 17 10 7
Positive consequences 2 1
Negative consequences 1 -
Social status 1 1 -
Positive consequences - - -
Negative consequences - - -
Lust 11 5 6
Positive consequences - - -
Negative consequences 1 1 -
Motivation for abstinence N=28 Values 8 4 3
Positive consequences - - -
Negative consequences 2 2 -
Health - - -
Positive consequences - - -
Negative consequences - - -
Prevention of pregnancy - - -
Positive consequences - - -
Negative consequences - - -
Not being ready - - -
Positive consequences - - -
Negative consequences - - -
Initiative N=114 114 72 42
Positive consequences 14 10 4
Negative consequences 20 17 3
Sexual acts N=299 299 161 138
Positive consequences 32 18 14
Negative consequences 33 24 9
Sexual preoccupation N=719 Sexual objectification 178 139 39
Positive consequences 16 12 4
Negative consequences 43 37 6
Sexual references 495 358 137
Positive consequences 45 36 9
Negative consequences 111 79 32
Sexual daydreams/flashbacks 11 7 4
Positive consequences 2 1 1
Negative consequences 2 - 2
Masturbation 11 11 0
Positive consequences - - -
Negative consequences 4 4 -
Sexual insecurity 24 23 1
Positive consequences 3 3 -
Negative consequences 6 6 -
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Table 1 (continued)

Categories n n male char- n female
acters characters
Sexual performance N =44 Bragging 23 17 6
Positive consequences 1
Negative consequences 4 1
Superior private parts 3 11 2
Positive consequences 2

Negative consequences
Innocence

Positive consequences

—_ = 0 = N = W =
|

—_ = O\ =
)

Negative consequences

2020; Hust et al., 2008; Kim et al., 2007; Masters et al., 2013; Mooney-Soomers
& Ussher, 2010; Muehlenhard & Quackenbush, 1998; Ortiz & Brooks, 2014; Reid
et al., 2011; Sakaluk et al., 2014; Seakbrook et al., 2016).

Intimacy (SFC). The motivation of intimacy is characterised by a relational desire
for commitment, romance, or love (Reid et al., 2011). A character might hope to
start a new relationship or seek to establish or maintain trust within an existing rela-
tionship through the means of sex.

Lust (SMC). Characters who are motivated by lust aim to obtain pleasure from
sex. They are inherently sex-driven, viewing sex as recreational and valuing sex
itself, because it is enjoyable (Masters et al., 2013). They might mention their libido
or erotic desire as a reason for engaging in sexual interactions.

Social Status (SMC). Sexual interactions may also be motivated by social status
when the desire for sex is driven by a belief that sexual experience will yield posi-
tive judgement from others (Fasula et al., 2014; Seabrook et al., 2016). A character
might want to engage in sexual acts because they believe this will increase their
popularity.

Abstinence Abstinence refers to specific reasons for not engaging in a sexual interac-
tion. If it were not for said specific reason, the character would perform the sexual act.
As this variable concerns the cognition of motivation and not the behaviour of sexual
acts, abstinence was coded when specific motivations were explicitly expressed even
if a sexual act did follow afterwards. While a plethora of motivations for abstinence
could be composed, for the purpose of this study, only stereotypical motivations
according to SDS are coded. Based on the literature, (Aubrey, 2004; Fasula et al.,
2014; Ortiz-Torres et al., 2003; Reid et al., 2011) four motivations for abstinence
were constructed: values, health, prevention of pregnancy, and not being ready.

Values (SFC). Value motivations arise from ideas about how people ought to
behave or think. When characters decide not to engage in sexual behaviour because
of value motives, the behaviour goes against internal or external principles about
what is right or wrong (Masters et al., 2013; Sahl & Keene, 2010).

@ Springer



2238 G. Maas et al.

Health (SFC). Abstaining from sex because of health motivations is related to
concerns about one’s own health or a partner’s health, usually because of fear of
contracting sexually transmitted diseases (Smith et al., 2008).

Prevention of Pregnancy (SFC). Similarly, abstaining from sex to prevent
pregnancy refers to the avoidance of sex due to the risk of involuntary pregnancy
(Fasula et al., 2014; Milhausen & Herold, 2002).

Not Being Ready (SFC). The motivation of not being ready is emotional, rather
than normative. It stems from feelings regarding one’s own sexuality, the person
they are with, and the situation (Hensums et al., 2020). For example, a character
might express that they are not ready to kiss yet, because they are unsure if they
can trust the other person.

Sexual Acts (SMB) The inclusion of sexual acts in SDS measurements is almost
universal (for examples, see Endendijk et al., 2020). Sexual acts refer to physi-
cal behaviours involving more than one person that display a sexual or romantic
connection between characters (Hartley & Drew, 2002). Examples of sexual acts
are kissing, hugging, intimate touching, oral sex, sexting, and sexual intercourse
(Kunkel et al., 2007; Signorielli & Bievenour, 2015). Given the genre character-
istics of sitcoms, sexual acts are unlikely to be shown explicitly. Thus, implicit
displays of sexual acts were also coded, if it could be assumed that the viewer is
aware of the sexual content. Additionally, sexual acts that were spoken about in the
context of the episode were included.

Initiative (SMB) Like sexual acts, initiative is included in most operationalisations
to measure SDS occurrence or SDS acceptance, for instance by Aubrey (2004),
Caron et al. (1993), Emmerink et al. (2017), Kim et al. (2007), Marks et al. (2019),
Muehlenhard and Quackenbush (1998), and Reid et al. (2011). Initiative refers
to verbally or physically making the first move that encourages or solicits sexual
interaction (Aubrey, 2004).

Sexual Preoccupation Sexual preoccupation refers to the habit of thinking about
sex excessively outside of sexual situations (Peter & Valkenburg, 2008; Snell &
Papini, 1989), and is linked to SDS in previous studies (e.g., Aubrey et al., 2020;
Emmerink et al., 2017; Hartley & Drew, 2002; Kim et al., 2007; Mooney-Soomers
& Ussher, 2010). Sexual preoccupation can be expressed through sexual objecti-
fication, sexual references, sexual daydreams and flashbacks, masturbation, and
sexual insecurity. The items of sexual preoccupation were only coded if they were
expressed outside of situations that logically warrant these expressions, like dur-
ing a sexual interaction or while the topic of conversation is already sexual.

Sexual Objectification (SMC). Sexual objectification was coded when charac-
ters observed others mainly through a lens of physical attractiveness or evaluated
the target based on their physical appearance. Sexually objectifying comments
impose sexuality upon someone based on their body when neither the situation
nor the target suggests this to be appropriate (Kim et al., 2007; Peter & Valken-
burg, 2008).
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Sexual References (SMC). Sexual references refer to verbal or visual sexual com-
ments, jokes and displays that make a clear reference to a sexual topic, be it sex-
ual metaphors, sexual fantasies, or direct references to sexual acts or private parts
(Aubrey, 2020; Ortiz & Brooks, 2014; Teran et al., 2021).

Sexual Daydreams/Flashbacks (SMC). Sexual daydreams and flashbacks dis-
play that characters explicitly think about sex (Snell & Papini, 1989). They refer to
moments where a character thinks about imagined or remembered sexual interac-
tions that are not occurring at that time.

Masturbation (SMC). Masturbation can be defined as the stimulation of genital
areas for sexual pleasure (Haus & Thompson, 2020). This action does not involve
others.

Sexual Insecurity (SMC). Characters may display insecurity about their level of
experience, body confidence, performance, partner’s needs, or general nervousness
(Kim et al., 2007; Sun et al., 2016).

Sexual Performance Sexual performance refers to a character’s (claimed) abilities in
sexual intercourse. Based on Caron et al. (1993), Emmerink et al. (2017), Kim et al.
(2007), Muehlenhard and Quackenbush (1998), and Sakaluk et al. (2014), three items
were used to operationalise sexual performance: bragging about sexual performance,
superior private parts, and sexual innocence.

Bragging (SMB). Bragging refers to overemphasising one’s sexual abilities in a
positive, sometimes exaggerated manner (Snell & Papini, 1989).

Superior Private Parts (SMB). When positive references are made about the size,
look or feel of someone’s private parts, it is coded as superior private parts (Kim
et al., 2007).

Sexual Innocence (SFB). Sexual innocence is coded when a lack of sexual expe-
rience or sexual knowledge is expressed (Fasula et al., 2014), for example when a
character states factually incorrect information about sex or when they communicate
that they are sexually inexperienced.

Consequences

Consequences of the behaviours and cognitions discussed above were coded to
assess the occurrence of SDS. Each behaviour or cognition had a corresponding pos-
itive and negative consequence variable. When a behaviour or cognition had direct
positive and/or negative consequences, this was coded for the specific behaviour or
cognition. Neutral consequences were not coded. Consequences were only coded
when a clear cause-and-effect relationship could be observed between the expression
and the consequence. Thus, consequences were only coded if the outcome would not
have occurred if it were not for the expressed behaviour or cognition.

It is relevant to measure what proportion of behaviours and cognitions yields
positive or negative consequences. If a specific behaviour or cognition occurs very
rarely, but almost always brings about negative consequences, this conveys that
this action is more likely to be punished than behaviours or cognitions that occur
many times and only bring about negative consequences a few times. The values
for the consequence variables are, therefore, calculated relative to the behaviours
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or cognitions that caused the consequence by dividing the number of consequences
for each specific behaviour or cognition by the total amount of the corresponding
behaviours or cognitions for each character. For example, if a character displayed
initiative 10 times and experienced 4 positive consequences because of this, their
value on the variable positive consequences of initiative would be 4/10=0.40. See
Table 1 for counts per consequence.

Positive Consequences Positive consequences were conceptualised as instances
where characters reaped benefits in any way. For example, through getting praise,
enhancement of one’s reputation, feeling good physically or emotionally, material
progress, increased intimacy, and pride (Aubrey, 2004; Bond et al., 2019; Hefner &
Wilson, 2013; Ortiz & Brooks, 2014). In total characters experienced 118 positive
consequences.

Negative Consequences Negative consequences were coded when characters expe-
rienced negativity in any way as a direct result of a behaviour or cognition. Negative
consequences could be emotional (e.g., feeling sad, angry, ashamed, or uncomforta-
ble) physical (e.g., STDs, involuntary pregnancies, experiencing pain), material (e.g.,
loss of a job, financial losses, or breaking an object) and social (e.g., getting bullied or
ridiculed, damage to relationships, or loss of trust) (Aubrey, 2004; Bond et al., 2019;
Eyal & Finnerty, 2009; Hefner & Wilson, 2013; Ortiz & Brooks, 2014; Reid et al.,
2011). Characters experienced negative consequences 230 times.

Character Gender

Every character’s gender was coded as either male (coded as 0; 63.2%), female
(coded as 1; 36.8%) or unclear/non-binary (coded as 3; 0%). Physical appearance,
behavioural patterns, voice pitch and tone, and information from IMDb and wiki fan
pages were used to determine gender. When a character’s gender is unclear or if it
is not on the binary spectrum of male and female, it is coded as not clear/nonbinary.
Character gender is the independent variable for each analysis.

Control Variables

Release Year Previous studies have shown stability over time with regard to the
occurrence of sexual scripts and SDS in mediated content (Aubrey et al., 2020; Kim
et al., 2007; Teran et al., 2021) and in cognitions about sexuality (Endendijk et al.,
2020). Release year was added as a covariate to assess if sitcoms are subject to this
same continuity or if changes occur over time. The release year of the episode is
coded according to the dates marked on IMDb.

Character Age Character age was added as a control variable because people tend
to learn from models who are demographically similar to them (Bussey & Bandura,
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1999). The age of characters was determined based on information on IMDb, wiki fan
pages, and physical appearance and behavioural patterns. Coders could, for example,
estimate ages by considering if characters’ daily schedules consist of primary school,
high school, college, work or retirement. Characters were put into one of four age
groups: child (£12; coded as 1), teen (13—17; coded as 2), adult (18-64; coded as 3),
elderly (>65; coded as 4). Most characters were adults (1638, 86.7%), followed by
elderly (124; 6.6%), teens (80; 4.2%), and children (46; 2.4%).

Sexual Orientation As SDS is a heteronormative standard (Zaikman et al., 2016),
sexual orientation was measured to study if SDS persists for characters whose sex-
ual orientation deviates from the heterosexual norm. Characters’ sexual orientation
was only coded when explicitly acknowledged in the episode. Four categories were
applied: gay (1), bisexual (2), heterosexual (3), and other (4). The most common
explicitly mentioned sexual orientation was gay, with 17 characters (0.9%), followed
by heterosexual (9 characters; 0.5%) and bisexual (1 character; 0.1%). No other sex-
ual orientations were referred to in the sample.

Coding and Reliability

One male and two female communication science graduate students coded the data.
The coding was equally divided, with each coder examining 40 episodes. To iden-
tify and resolve problems, the coders extensively discussed and adapted the code-
book before data gathering commenced. Three pre-tests were performed to establish
mutual agreement on coding procedures. During these pre-tests, coders indepen-
dently analysed episodes not included in the final dataset, then met to discuss dis-
crepancies, clarify operational definitions, and refine coding categories. This itera-
tive process continued until we reached satisfactory levels of agreement, ensuring
coders shared a consistent understanding of the codebook before formal data collec-
tion began. The total sample was coded in six weeks.

To represent the content of all shows, one episode from each show in the final
sample was randomly selected to assess intercoder reliability. Thus, eight epi-
sodes were coded by all coders. Krippendorff’s alpha was calculated using RStu-
dio to assess reliability (see Table 5). Release year, gender, character age, sexual
acts and sexual references (a>0.67) have acceptable intercoder reliabilities (Krip-
pendorff, 2004). Initiative (o« =0.60) and sexual preoccupation (a=0.65) approached
acceptability.

Several variables did not reach acceptable values. This can be explained by the fact
that the outcome variables are highly skewed (See Table 4 for the skewness and kur-
tosis values), with a high percentage of non-occurrence (measured as zero) and very
low counts. In this type of data, small deviations substantially lower Krippendorft’s
alpha, because rates of agreement due to chance are higher (De Swert, 2012; Himes
& Thompson, 2007). For example, for the variable innocence, one coder coded that
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it was displayed 3 times in total. The other coders coded that no characters displayed
innocence. Although this yields an agreement percentage of 97.9, it yields a negative
Krippendorft’s alpha of —0.01. The percentages of agreement show that all variables
with negative scores on Krippendorff’s alpha, score above 95.9 with regard to raw pro-
portion of agreement (see Table 5). This demonstrates that, for these specific variables,
the low Krippendorff’s alphas are not due to high amounts of disagreement among cod-
ers but mostly due to the skewness of the data. Although this does not indicate extreme
unreliability, it does indicate detection problems for variables that rarely occur. Results
from the variables that failed to reach acceptable Krippendorff’s alphas will therefore
be interpreted with caution.

Several variables did not occur in the reliability sample. While this shows agree-
ment—as all coders agreed that the variable was not present—reliability statistics could
not be calculated for these variables. Despite the low occurrence of some variables, all
variables were preserved in the codebook and final sample as their non-appearance pro-
vides information on which sexual scripts and consequences are not portrayed.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS 27. Negative binomial regressions were
applied to answer the research questions. This analysis is appropriate for testing asso-
ciations on skewed count outcome variables, that follow negative binomial distribution,
where low numbers occur more frequently than high numbers, and mean and vari-
ance are not equal (Cameron & Trivedi, 2013). Negative binomial regressions provide
regression coefficients, tests of the model as a whole, and estimated marginal means.
The incidence rate ratio (IRR) is a typical measure of effect size for negative binomial
regressions. This exponentiated value of the regression coefficient estimates the inci-
dence of the dependent variable for male characters (coded as 0) relative to female
characters (coded as 1) by dividing the estimated marginal means of the relevant vari-
able for male characters by the estimated marginal means for female characters. For
example, if the estimated marginal means on variable Y for male characters is 0.17,
and for female characters 0.13, the IRR=0.17/0.13=1,31. This /RR of 1.31 indicates
that the count for male characters is 1.31 times the count for female characters on that
specific variable. Expressed in a percentage, this would mean that male characters have
31% more counts than female characters.

Character gender was entered as the independent variable, character age and release
year were entered as covariates, and each cognition, behaviour and consequence was
entered as the dependent variable individually. As only 27 characters (1.4%) had a
coded sexual orientation, this initial control variable was excluded from analyses. The
collected data is publicly available on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/
sxz4wl/).
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Results

RQ1a. Do Men Display More Stereotypically Masculine Sexual Behaviour
than Women, and Women More Stereotypically Feminine Sexual Behaviour
than Men in Sitcoms?

RQla and 1b asked whether any significant gender differences existed within
the display of stereotypically masculine and feminine sexual scripts. To address
RQla, it was investigated whether men displayed more stereotypically masculine
sexual behaviour than women, and women more stereotypically feminine sexual
behaviour than men.

Stereotypically Masculine Behaviours: Sexual Acts, Initiative & Masculine
Performance

The overall model for sexual acts was significant (Model X?(3)=18.53, p=0.000),
with male characters having a lower rate of displaying sexual acts (b=—0.38,
SE=0.13, 95% CI [-0.63, —0.13], X*(1)=9.13. p=0.003; IRR=0.68, 95% CI
[0.53, 0.88]). The incident rate of sex for male characters is 0.68 times the inci-
dent rate for female characters, indicating that male characters displayed sexual
acts at a rate 32% lower than female characters. However, it should be considered
that the sample contained 1193 male characters (63.2%) against only 696 female
characters (36.8%). Female characters displayed 138 instances of sex (46.2%),
while male characters displayed 161 instances of sex (53.8%).

Although the model as a whole was significant (Model X?(3)=8.06, p=0.045),
no gender differences were found in initiative (p=0.972). Likewise, the over-
all model for masculine performance was not significant (Model X’(3)=5.71,
p=127); gender did not correlate with masculine performance (p =0.076).

Stereotypically Feminine Behaviours: Innocence

With a significance of p=0.672, the overall model was not significant (Model
X?(3)=1.54). Gender (p =0.479) did not significantly predict innocence.

RQ1b. Do Men Display More Stereotypically Masculine Sexual Cognitions
than Women, and Women More Stereotypically Feminine Sexual Cognitions
than Men in Sitcoms?

RQI1b asked whether male characters displayed more stereotypically masculine

sexual cognitions than female characters, and female characters more stereotypi-
cally feminine sexual cognitions than male characters.
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Stereotypically Masculine Cognitions: Masculine Motivation & Preoccupation

The overall model for masculine motivation was not significant (Model X*(3)=17.31,
p=0.063). Gender (p=0.419) did not significantly correlate with masculine motiva-
tion. The model as a whole to predict preoccupation from gender while controlling
for release year and character age was significant (Model X*(3)=44.07, p=0.000),
with male characters displaying significantly more sexual preoccupation than female
characters (b=0.55, SE=0.10, 95% CI [0.36, 0.74], X*(1)=31.18. p=0.000;
IRR=1.73, 95% CI [1.43, 2.10]). The IRR of 1.73 indicates that male characters
showed sexual preoccupation at a rate 73% higher than female characters.

Additional negative binomial regressions were conducted to examine the indi-
vidual preoccupation categories. The overall models predicting sexual objectifica-
tion, sexual references, and sexual insecurity were significant (Model X*(3)=27.32,
p=0.000; Model X*(3)=20.11, p=0.000; Model X*(3)=15.08, p=0.002). Com-
pared to female characters, male characters had a significantly higher rate of display-
ing sexual objectification (b=0.74, SE=0.19, 95% CI [0.37, 1.11], X2(1)=15.59.
p=0.000; IRR=2.10, 95% CI [1.45, 3.04]), sexual references (b=0.42, SE=0.11,
95% CI [0.20, 0.63], X*(1)=14.00. p=0.000; IRR=1.52, 95% CI [1.22, 1.89]), and
sexual insecurity (b=2.59, SE=1.02, 95% CI [0.58, 4.59], X*(1)=6.40. p=0.011;
IRR=13.30, 95% CI [1.79, 98.63]). This means that male characters displayed sex-
ual objectification at a rate of 110% higher than female characters, displayed sex-
ual references at a rate of 52% higher than female characters, and displayed sexual
insecurity at a rate of 1230% higher compared to female characters. Due to the low
occurrence of masturbation (n=11) and sexual daydreams/flashbacks (n=11) in the
sample, negative binomial regression could not be run. All instances of masturba-
tion were performed by male characters, while six men and four women displayed
sexual daydreams/flashbacks.

Stereotypically Feminine Cognitions: Intimacy & Abstinence

The overall models for intimacy (Model X?(3)=0.27, p=0.966) and abstinence
(Model X*(3)=0.86, p=0.835) were not significant. Subsequently, analyses did not
result in any significant differences by character gender for intimacy (p=0.719) and
abstinence (p=0.451). See Table 2 for the regression coefficients for each stereo-
typical behaviour and cognition.

RQ2a. Do Men Receive More Positive Consequences for Stereotypically Masculine
Sexual Behaviour than Women, and Women More Positive Consequences
for Stereotypically Feminine Sexual Behaviour than Men in Sitcoms?

RQ2 assessed the relationship between gender and the positive and negative conse-
quences of displaying stereotypically masculine and feminine behaviours and cogni-
tions. RQ2a focussed on the difference in positive consequences for stereotypically
masculine and feminine behaviours. It should be noted that consequences—both
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Table2 Regression coefficients

for sexual behaviours and Dependent variables b SE  95% CI IRR p

cognitions by gender Sexual acts -38 13 —63 —.13 68 .003
Initiative .01 20 -39 40 1.01 972
Masculine performance .72 40 -.08 151 205 .076
Innocence .58 82 —-1.03 219 1.79 479
Preoccupation 55 .10 .36 74 1.73 .000
Masculine motivation —47 58 -—-1.61 .67 .63 419
Intimacy —-.18 50 -1.15 .79 .84 719
Abstinence -54 71 -93 86 59 451

Gender was the independent variable, coded as O=male and
1 =female

positive and negative—occurred infrequently (321 consequences total). Only
1.07% of coded behaviours and cognitions received a consequence. Therefore, not
all consequences (specifically, positive consequences of masculine performance
and positive consequences of innocence) could be analysed with negative binomial
regression.

Positive Consequences of Stereotypically Masculine Behaviour

Although the overall model for positive consequences of sex was significant (Model
X%(3)=8.27, p=0.041), no significant differences were found between male and
female characters (p=0.255). With a significance level of p=0.306, the model for
positive consequences of initiative was not significant (Model X?(3)=3.62). Gender
(»=0.990) did not predict positive consequences of initiative. Due to the low occur-
rence of positive consequences of masculine performance in the sample (n=3),
negative binomial regression could not be run. All instances were experienced by
female characters.

Positive Consequences of Stereotypically Feminine Behaviour

In the total sample, one character experienced a positive consequence of innocence.
This character was male.

RQ2b. Do Men Receive More Negative Consequences for Stereotypically Feminine
Sexual Behaviour than Women, and Women More Negative Consequences
for Masculine Sexual Behaviour than Men in Sitcoms?

To answer RQ2b, negative consequences of stereotypically masculine and feminine

sexual behaviour were investigated. Due to low occurrence, negative consequences
of innocence could not be analysed.
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Negative Consequences of Stereotypically Masculine Behaviour

The models for negative consequences of sex (Model X*(3) =4.84, p=0.184), initia-
tive (Model X*(3)=3.44, p=0.329) and masculine performance (Model X*(3)=3.64,
p=0.303) were not significant. Negative consequences of sex (p=0.267), initiative
(»p=0.142) and masculine performance (p=0.486) were not significantly predicted
by gender.

Negative Consequences of Stereotypically Feminine Behaviour

One character (male) experienced a negative consequence as a result of innocence.

RQ2c. Do Men Receive More Positive Consequences for Stereotypically Masculine
Sexual Cognitions than Women, and Women more Positive Consequences
for Stereotypically Feminine Sexual Cognitions than Men in Sitcoms?

To address RQ2c, it was investigated which characters experienced more positive conse-
quences for stereotypically feminine and masculine sexual cognitions. Due to low occur-
rence, positive consequences of masculine and feminine motivations were not analysed.

Positive Consequences of Stereotypically Masculine Cognitions

In the entire sample, no positive consequences occurred after characters displayed
masculine motivations. With a significance of p=0.586, the overall model for posi-
tive consequences of preoccupation was not significant (Model X*(3)=1.94). Male and
female characters did not significantly differ in positive consequences of preoccupation
(p=0.199).

Positive Consequences of Stereotypically Feminine Cognitions

The overall model for intimacy was not significant (Model X’(3)=0.154,
p=0.985). Thus, no significant differences in initiative were found for gender
(»=0.700). There were no characters who experienced positive consequences
after expressing a motivation for abstaining from sexual behaviour.

RQ2d. Do Men Receive More Negative Consequences for Stereotypically Feminine
Sexual Cognitions than Women, and Women more Negative Consequences
for Masculine Sexual Cognitions than Men in Sitcoms?

RQ2d concerns the extent to which male and female characters are subjected
to negative consequences for stereotypically masculine and feminine cogni-
tions. Due to low occurrence, negative consequences of masculine motivation,
intimacy and abstinence could not be analysed.
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Negative Consequences of Stereotypically Masculine Cognitions

The overall model for negative consequences of preoccupation was significant
(Model X*(3)=11.46, p=0.009), and showed that male characters were more
likely to experience negative consequences after displaying preoccupation than
female characters (b=0.76, SE=0.30, 95% CI [0.18, 1.34], X2(1)=6.58. p=0.010;
IRR=2.14, 95% CI [1.10, 3.82]). Only one character (male) received negative con-
sequences after displaying a stereotypically masculine motivation for sex.

Negative Consequences of Stereotypically Feminine cognitions
Intimacy and abstinence yielded three negative consequences in the total sample.

All three negative consequences were experienced by male characters. Table 3
shows the regression coefficients for each consequence, by gender.

Additional Findings

Release Year

Release year negatively predicted sexual acts (b=—-0.03, SE=0.01, 95% CI
[-0.05, —0.01], X*(1)=8.63. p=0.003; IRR=0.97, 95% CI [0.95, 0.99]), initiative

(b=-0.04, SE=0.02, 95% CI [-0.07, —0.01], X*(1)=7.74, p=0.005; IRR=0.96,
95% CI1[0.93, 0.99]), preoccupation (b=-0.02, SE=0.01, 95% CI [-0.03, —0.00],

Table 3 Regression coefficients for positive and negative consequences by gender

Dependent variables b SE 95% CI IRR 4

Positive consequences sexual acts -.57 .50 —1.56 42 .56 255
Negative consequences sexual acts .53 48 —.41 1.47 1.70 267
Positive consequences initiative .01 .63 -1.23 1.24 1.01 990
Negative consequences initiative 1.56 1.06 -.52 3.64 4.75 142

Positive consequences masculine performance - - - - - -
Negative consequences masculine performance 18 1.12 —-1.42 2.98 2.18 486
Positive consequences innocence - - - - _ _
Negative consequences innocence - - - - — _
Positive consequences preoccupation 57 44 -.30 1.43 1.76 199
Negative consequences preoccupation .76 .30 18 1.34 2.14 .010
Positive consequences masculine motivation - - - - — _
Negative consequences masculine motivation - - - -
Positive consequences intimacy -.55 1.42 —-3.32 2.23 .58 700
Negative consequences intimacy - - - - - -
Positive consequences abstinence - - - - — _
Negative consequences abstinence - - - - — _

Gender was the independent variable, coded as 0 =male and 1 =female
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X2(1)=5.17, p=0.023; IRR=0.98, 95% CI [0.97, 1.00]), and masculine motivation
(b=-0.12, SE=0.05, 95% CI [-21, — 03], X*(1)=6.25, p=0.012; IRR=0.89, 95%
CI[0.81, 0.98]). The later an episode aired, the less sex, initiative, sexual preoccupa-
tion, and masculine motivation characters displayed.

Positive consequences of sex were more frequent in episodes with a later release
year (b=0.12, SE=0.05, 95% CI [0.02, 0.21], X*(1)=5.54. p=0.019; IRR=1.12,
95% CI [1.02, 1.24]). Furthermore, displays of sexual preoccupation were less
often followed by negative consequences in newer episodes than in older episodes
(b=-0.04, SE=0.02, 95% CI [—0.08, —0.00], X*(1)=4.02. p=0.045; IRR=0.96,
95% CI1[0.92, 1.00]).

Character Age

Older characters showed more sexual preoccupation than younger characters
(b=0.27, SE=0.12, 95% CI [0.05, 0.50], X*(1)=5.53. p=0.019; IRR=1.32, 95%
CI [1.05, 1.65]), and younger characters were more likely to experience negative
consequences for displaying sexual acts than older characters (b=—-0.67, SE=0.34,
95% CI [—1.33, —0.01], X2(1)=4.00. p=0.046; IRR=0.512, 95% CI [0.27, 0.99]).

Discussion

This study set out to construct and apply a codebook to assess the presence of SDS
in popular US sitcoms of the last decades by comparing the portrayal of male and
female characters with respect to stereotypical behaviours and cognitions, combined
with the experienced consequences of those behaviours and cognitions. Our primary
contribution is the development of this comprehensive, theoretically grounded code-
book that evaluates male and female characters using identical indicators, allowing
for a more equitable assessment of SDS in media content. Our analysis of popu-
lar sitcoms of the last decades serves as an initial demonstration of the codebook’s
practical application.

We found that in accordance with sexual scripts theory—which posits that media
encourage stereotypical gendered sexual roles (Simon & Gagnon, 1986)—men were
portrayed as more sexually preoccupied than women. Male characters expressed
sexual preoccupation more often and more openly by making sexually objectify-
ing comments, referencing sexual topics, and disclosing feelings of insecurity about
their sexual prowess. In opposition to the stereotypical SDS script, female characters
were more likely to display sexual acts than male characters.

Men and women did not significantly differ in exhibiting other sexual scripts.
Male and female characters displayed an equal amount of sexual innocence and sex-
ual prowess, they had similar motivations for sex and abstinence, and were equally
likely to take initiative. Except for sexual preoccupation, men and women also
received a similar portrayal with regard to consequences. Thus, this study did not
find a high prevalence of SDS in popular sitcoms of the last decades.
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Implications for SDS in Research and Practice

Along with findings from previous content analyses, the current study found that
male characters are more sexually preoccupied than female characters (Hartley &
Drew, 2002; Lampman et al., 2002; Montemurro, 2003). Likewise, the sex as mas-
culinity script, which positions sexuality as a defining component of masculinity,
is the most common heterosexual script in the studies by Kim et al. (2007), Aubrey
et al. (2020), and Teran et al. (2021). If cultural expressions like sitcoms determine
which sexual scripts are socially acceptable for whom (Simon & Gagnon, 1986), the
script of the highly sexually preoccupied man conveys the idea that a large part of
men’s cognitive activity is spent on thinking about sex. While untrue and generally
harmless, this conception of universally “sex-obsessed” men produces a construc-
tion of masculinity that may affect men’s beliefs about what is expected of them
sexually (Teran et al., 2021). Men have reported experiencing pressure to be “ready”
for sex at all times (Delgado Amaro et al., 2021; Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2005; Seal
et al., 2000). This induces feelings of sexual insecurity or inadequacy among men,
while also discounting their emotional and relational needs (Smiler, 2013). Although
many men indicate desiring more egalitarian sexual roles, they struggle to deviate
from the existing script themselves (Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2005). The continual
depiction of sexually preoccupied men may contribute to the upkeep of these con-
strained gender roles.

On the other hand, the findings showed male characters to be more likely than
female characters to experience negative consequences after displays of sexual pre-
occupation. This finding is in opposition to SDS, which judges expressions of male
sexuality as more socially acceptable than expressions of female sexuality. Attribut-
ing negative consequences to specific expressions of sexual preoccupation for men
has a stigmatizing effect (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). It may teach viewers that men
who make sexual jokes, references, or comments are likely to be sanctioned. How-
ever, although not coded, it should be noted that coders observed that many negative
consequences experienced by male characters were others’ verbal expressions of dis-
approval (e.g., “ew” or “gross”). In many instances, the sexually preoccupied charac-
ter did not acknowledge, nor experience these expressions as a negative consequence.
Thus, the question should be asked if social learning is affected by how models inter-
pret consequences themselves. Future research—both content analytical and experi-
mental—might re-conceptualize consequences so that the context of the consequences
and how they are experienced by a model can be taken into account.

Another counter-intuitive finding is that women displayed more sexual acts
than men. Of relevance here is that speaking male characters outnumbered speak-
ing female characters (63.2% of characters were men, 36.8% women). This unequal
gender distribution on television has consistently been documented for decades
(Bleakley et al., 2012; Davis, 1990; Glascock, 2001; Head, 1954; McNeil, 1975;
Signorielli, 1989) and demonstrates that little improvement with regard to female
representation on screen has been achieved in sitcoms. Therefore, while in absolute
terms women were not depicted to have more sexual interactions than men, in rela-
tive terms they were. This contradicts the SDS-supported sexual script for female
sexuality, which prescribes feminine prudishness and sexual inexperience (Aubrey
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et al., 2020). Yet, the representation of women as relatively more sexually active
illuminates that women receive unequal representation with regard to both recogni-
tion—the frequency of appearance—and respect—the types and breadth of roles in
which they are portrayed (Bleakley et al., 2012; Clark, 1972). Whereas women’s
storylines often concern romantic or sexual relationships (with men), men can fulfil
many more roles unrelated to sex or romance. This limited range of roles indicates
a scarcity of positive, realistic female representation, presenting women as sexual
objects—a pattern consistent with findings from previous content analyses (Bleak-
ley et al., 2012; Lampman et al., 2002; Montemurro, 2003; Ward, 1995).

Regarding changes over time, additional analyses showed a decline over time in
the amount of sex, initiative, motivation of lust and status, and sexual preoccupation
that were shown. The more recently an episode aired, the less centrality the topic of
sex seemed to hold. Additionally, positive consequences of sex were more common,
while negative consequences of preoccupation were less common in newer episodes.
This seems to indicate an increasingly sex-positive attitude. The progressively popu-
lar movement of sex-positivity aims to reduce the interconnection of sex and sexual-
ity with shame by promoting a positive attitude towards sex and sexuality (Mercer,
2018). Future research might assess if sitcoms, and other fictional media, are indeed
becoming more sex-positive.

Methodological Implications

The primary contribution of this study is the development of our codebook, with
the analysis of sitcom data serving as an initial validation of its theoretical frame-
work. This study aimed to establish an integral SDS codebook for conducting con-
tent analyses that yields reliable and valid assessments of the occurrence of the SDS
within fictional audio-visual entertainment media. The codebook presents a notable
advancement as it incorporated theoretical and empirical descriptions of SDS from
the extant SDS literature thus far. In addition to this, the codebook evaluates por-
trayed men and women based on the same indicators, which allows for a less biased
assessment of SDS occurrence. The application of this codebook to analyse popular
sitcoms of the last decades provides an initial illustration of its practical utility.

Although this codebook was constructed after considerable research and practice
some limitations arose that warrant improvement. As the SDS was partially assessed
by tracking consequences, the low occurrence and related intercoder reliability of
positive and negative consequences are problematic. The low number of coded con-
sequences may be due to strict coding instructions. In addition to this, consequences
are often not very obvious, and easily missed (e.g., a disapproving grunt). Lastly, it
should be considered that many actions are not followed by a direct positive or nega-
tive consequence, as found in previous studies (Ward, 2003).

While the use of consequences as an indicator of social norms is suitable, we
recommend to expand the operationalisation of the SDS in media content beyond
direct consequences. SDS norms may be presented in more ways than through
direct reinforcement. For example, when derogatory names related to sexuality were
used, no code could be assigned with the current codebook unless it was an explicit
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consequence of the subject’s actions. In many cases, however, no actions had taken
place within the episode that were related to this negative outcome. When a woman
gets called a “slut”, even if no sexual act has occurred, this is an obvious expres-
sion of the SDS, which should therefore be incorporated in the codebook. Addition-
ally, references to past sexual encounters and their consequences hold relevance for
assessing what lessons media teach about sex.

Because the codebook focuses on individual sexual expressions per character, it
is coded when characters make a sexually objectifying comment, but it is not coded
when characters are sexually objectified. Although women experience more sexual
objectification than men in stereotypical sexual scripts (Kim et al., 2007), the occur-
rence of unequal sexual objectification between genders cannot be assessed in the
current codebook. Although it would entail the construction of a more elaborate and
coding-intensive codebook, future versions could include measurements on the sub-
ject of sexual objectification. Similarly, the codebook only provides information on
who receives positive or negative consequences. It cannot be determined if men or
women are more likely to dole out specific consequences themselves. Future studies
could explore who is more likely to punish and reward whom and for what. Examin-
ing gender patterns in the depiction of who is presented as arbiters of social norms
regarding sex would provide insight into the power structures surrounding sex and
gender in the world of television.

Although the current findings show the extent to which SDS are present in pop-
ular sitcoms of the last decades, they provide no insight into how audiences may
interpret these portrayals (Manganello et al., 2010). This also leaves the question of
whether the humour and exaggeration that are part of the sitcom genre affect how
the portrayed norms are interpreted by audiences. We encourage future studies, both
qualitative and quantitative, into the reception of gender norms about sex portrayed
on television to further understand how televised norms are interpreted by audi-
ences. Additionally, we want to invite the use of this codebook for correlational and
causational studies to investigate the relationship between viewing specific gender
norms about sex and the belief in these norms on a societal level.

Lastly, we want to emphasize the specificity of our sample, which contained only
popular US sitcom episodes that aired between 1994 and 2021. While providing
insights into influential shows that maintain significant viewership today, our sample
largely predates the full impact of social movements like MeToo and thus represents a
specific cultural moment in television history with limited representation of race, gen-
der, and sexual diversity identity. We encourage future research to include more recent
content to track how portrayals of gender norms about sex have evolved in changing
social contexts and to build upon the foundation established by this analysis.

Conclusion
In general, popular US sitcoms of the last decades do not flood viewers with SDS-

supported scripts of sexually dominant and experienced, lust-driven men, contrasted
with sexually avoidant, uninterested and naive women. Additionally, characters did
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not receive more rewards or less punishment for displaying sexual scripts that con-
form to gender stereotypes belonging to SDS. Neither did they get punished more
for displaying counter-stereotypical sexual behaviours and cognitions. Therefore,
popular sitcoms of the last decades are unlikely to contribute to the continuation of
SDS in society. Still, although SDS scripts are not reinforced in popular sitcoms of
the last decades, the asymmetrical portrayal of more sexually preoccupied men and
more sexually active women shows that gender equality has not been achieved yet.
Time will tell if, like other elements of SDS, gendered sexual depictions of preoc-
cupation and sexual acts will move towards more equality and emancipation as well.

Appendix A

See Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4 Skewness and kurtosis values of primary variables

Skewness Kurtosis

Motivation for sex masculine 16.22 291.25
Positive consequences - -

Negative consequences 43.46 1889.00

Motivation for sex feminine 11.96 157.92

Positive consequences 30.71 942.00

Negative consequences 43.46 1889.00

Abstinence 19.18 412.01
Positive consequences - -

Negative consequences 30.71 942.00

Initiative 7.76 82.18

Positive consequences 12.16 148.51

Negative consequences 11.74 141.74

Sexual acts 5.86 51.07

Positive consequences 9.21 8591

Negative consequences 12.45 209.45

Sexual preoccupation 4.36 28.06

Positive consequences 6.33 65.61

Negative consequences 9.66 132.11

Sexual performance masculine 10.20 124.50

Positive consequences 25.06 626.33

Negative consequences 18.45 342.90

Sexual performance feminine 19.18 412.01

Positive consequences 43.46 1889.00

Negative consequences 43.46 1889.00

Skewness and Kurtosis > 1 indicate variables are not normally distributed
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Table 5 Krippendorff’s alpha and percentage of agreement of all variables

Categories Consequences Krippendorff’s Percentage of
alpha agreement
Release year episode 1.00 87.7
Gender character 97 97.3
Sexual orientation char- .50 99.3
acter

Age character .76 89.0
Motivation for sex - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Intimacy - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Social status - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Lust .00 99.3
Positive - -
Negative - -
Abstinence - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Values .00 98.6
Positive - -
Negative - -
Health - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Prevention of pregnancy - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Not being ready 00 99.3
Positive - -
Negative - -
Initiative .60 94.5
Positive .33 98.6
Negative 33 98.6
Sexual acts 73 89.7
Positive 18 97.3
Negative .33 97.3
Sexual preoccupation .65 69.9
Positive - -
Negative - -
Sexual objectification 33 90.4
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Table 5 (continued)

Categories Consequences Krippendorff’s Percentage of
alpha agreement
Positive -01 95.9
Negative -.01 96.6
Sexual references .69 753
Positive .58 95.9
Negative 12 96.6
Sexual daydreams/flash- .00 98.6
backs
Positive - -
Negative .00 99.3
Masturbation 49 96.6
Positive - -
Negative - -
Sexual insecurity .00 99.3
Positive
Negative .00 99.3
Sexual performance - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Bragging -.01 95.9
Positive .00 99.3
Negative - -
Superior private parts - -
Positive - -
Negative - -
Innocence -01 97.9
Positive - -
Negative - -

Missing values signify coder agreement on the non-occurrence of the variable in the sample, thus reli-

ability was not assessed
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