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Abstract 

Adolescent is a crucial stage in the life of an individual. It is a transition 
period between puberty and adulthood in human development extending 
mainly over the teen years and terminating legally when age of maturity is 
reached. This paper, therefore, examines the role of social media in 
adolescent sexuality. Concept of social media and, social network were 
examined. The effect of social media on adolescent sexuality were 
highlighted. Conclusion and recommendations were made in line with the 
discussion. 

 
 
 Adolescent is a stage of life between childhood and maturity (adulthood). It is 
a transition period between puberty and adulthood in human development extending 
mainly over the teen years and  terminating legally when age of maturity is reach 
(Steinberg, 2011). 
 According to Isiugo-Abanide (2005) it is generally known that the period of 
adolescence is a phase in life when young people are particularly vulnerable to many 
risks, especially in relation to their sexuality. Similarly Poton (2002) attested that 
sexuality is often a vital aspect of adolescent’s lives. This is because in human nature, 
sexual desire begins to appear with the onset of puberty which has to do with 
adolescent. Also because they are growing up in an increasingly complex environment 
that requires them to take tougher decision, often without adequate preparation.  
 Brown (2002) posited that the sexual behavior of adolescents is, in most cases, 
influenced by their cultures, norms and mores, their sexual orientation, and the issues 
of social control such as age. The author also opined that human sexuality though 
natural can be developed from a variety of social interactions such as their family, 
sexuality education programmes, their friends, their peers and depictions in the “social 
media”. There is growing concern about young people’s exposure to sexual content 
through television and other electronic media and about its potential effects on their 
sexual attitudes beliefs and behavior (Lenhart, 2007). This social media allows users to 
create and exchange user-generated content where people talk, share information, 
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participate and network through technologies such as blogs and social networking sites 
(Chapman, 2000). 
 Gruber & Grube (2000) accordingly posited that researchers have documented 
the growing of sexual behavior in televised media, as well as associations between 
adolescent viewing patterns and their sexual activities. Ybarra, Espelage and Mtchell 
(2007) affirms that social media encourages adolescent to talk about sex, to do 
something sexual or share personal sexual information even when that person does not 
want to.  
 Tolman (2007) put it that the amount of sexual content on media has doubled 
several years, and there is little representation of safe sex practices in the portrayals. 
This is aptly demonstrated in the incessant and increased number of sexually 
transmitted diseases and unwanted pregnancies among youths. Therefore there is need 
for one to know about social media and its effects on adolescent sexuality.  
 
Concept of Social Media  
 Boundless (2015) defined social media as services that allow people to 
connect with other people of similar interest and background. They are interactive 
platforms where contents is created, distributed and shared by individuals on web. It is 
also a group of internet-based applications that build on the ideological and 
technological foundations of web. They consist of a profile, various ways to interact 
with other users, ability to setup groups, etc.  
 According to Moreno (2005) the term Web 2.0 was coined in 1999, internet 
pages featured mostly static content such as text and graphics. Websites operated on 
Web 1.0 technologies, where website hosts and owners were the primary content 
contributors. Online information targeted a mostly passive audience that received 
rather than contributed content. However, with the introduction of Web 2.0, internet 
technologies around the turn of the 21st century, social media venues such as blogs 
began to allow users to interact and collaborate with each other in virtual communities. 
This more open, communal method of social media dialogue contrasted significantly 
with the top-down approach that characterized the early years of the web.  
 Specifically, social media began meeting the characteristics of web 2.0 
websites, providing a rich user experience, dynamic content, scalability, openness and 
collective intelligence. Active social media users could take images, and upload videos 
and text. Users could then share this information, with a selected group of friends or 
publicly across the web. However, this has also opened up social media websites to 
spamming, trolling and flaming by unscrupulous or less mature users. Nevertheless, 
social media has grown rapidly in the U.S and around the world due to its blending of 
technology and social interaction for the co-creation of value.  
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Types of Social Media  
  Some of the most popular current forms of social media according to 
Boundless (2015) are; 
Social network: Allow users to build web pages featuring personal port folios and 
interest. These pages file are used to connect with friends, colleagues and other users 
in order to share media content and communication e.g. Facebook.  
 
Weblog: Some of the oldest and most popular forms of social media are blogs. Blogs 
are often viewed as online journals that order content chronologically or by data, 
month, year and category. E.g. Word Press.  
 
Microblogs: Are blogging tools that feature short posts, as opposed to journals-style 
posts. It is particularly common for posting quick updates and distributing content via 
mobile devices. The sites include Twitter and Tumbler. However, social networks such 
as Facebook, Google +, LinkedIn and Myspace also have their own microblogging 
features.  
 
Content communities: Users on content communities organize, share and comment 
on different types of content, including images, and videos: YouTube, Flickr and 
Scribd are examples of content communities. 
 
Wikis: These websites allow a community of people to add and edit content in a 
community-based database. One of the best known wikis is Wikipedia.  
 
Post casts: These are audio and video files available through subscription services 
such as Apple i Tunes.  
Other types of social media include the following: 
• Rating and review sites (e.g. Yelp) 
• Social bookmarking or social tagging features (e.g. Digg, Stumble Upon) 
• Forums and discussion boards (e.g. Yahoo; Answers) 
• Virtual Social World (e.g. Second Life; World of WarCraft) 
• Music and audio sharing (e.g. Spotify; Pandora Radio). 
 
Social Media, Adolescent and Sexuality  
 Social media websites and applications allow users to create and exchange 
user-generated content where people talk, share information, participate and network 
through technologies such as blogs and social networking sites. While most adolescent 
use social media responsibility, it is obvious still an extremely powerful and private 
communication too, that can be used irresponsibly.  
 Television Free American (2007) attested that modern day adolescents are 
exposed to more media on a daily basis than any generation before them. Recent 
studies have indicated that the average teenager watches roughly 1500 hours of social 
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media per year. As such, modern day adolescents are exposed to many representations 
in the net. Lehart (2007) also opined that there is media profusion because exposure to 
media has increased over the past decade, adolescents utilization of computers, cell 
phones, stereos and televisions to gain access to various medium of popular culture has 
also increased. Lehart further noted that almost all households have, at least one 
television, more than 314 of all adolescents have access to internet, and more than 90% 
adolescents use internet at least occasionally. The author also affirmed that within the 
past ten years, the amount of social networking sites available to the public has greatly 
increased as well as the number of adolescents using them. Report on high proportion 
of adolescents who use social media indicates that 73% (12-17 years old) having had at 
least one social network profile. And as the result of the amount of time adolescents 
spend using these devices, their total media exposure is high. Walker (2011) also 
asserted that adolescents receive a considerable amount of information about sex 
through social media without highlight on the risks and responsibilities of sex. He 
further noted that the media often invites these young people to jury on the bandwagon 
as everyone is doing it, if they are not doing it; they are not part of the crowd. This also 
indicates that the media often lured or influenced them to do things they would not 
have normally done without extra push from the media.  
 Dhaundryal, & Renuka (2006) in the study “Television sex influences, teen 
pregnancy” put it that adolescents who have high levels of exposure to media 
(television) programmes that contain sexual contents are twice as likely to be involved 
in sexual activities which may result in pregnancy as compared to their peers who 
watch few such shows.  
 Layden (2010) in the same vein, also noted that 80% of prime time TV shows 
contain sexual content, and that internet is an especially hazardous “sex educator”. 
These he discovered from the survey of 1500 children aged 10-17. The study further 
revealed that 42% of adolescent viewed online pornographic websites, while 66% 
accidentally saw image they did not plan to view which has push them into practicing 
sex with their styles. 
 Tolman, Kim & Sorsol (2007) argued that increase adolescents’ sexual 
feelings and behavior were not only associated with viewing sexual talk and sexual 
behavior on media, but were related greatly to viewing the heterosexual script, 
particularly among girls and the type of sexual messages viewed, the sexual outcome 
considered and the gender of the viewer.  
 American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) (2005) also opined that websites and 
television shows are well-liked by the adolescent and the ways sex is portrayed in them 
may be major factors in the invitation to sexual intercourse. This has lead to increased 
rate in sexually transmitted diseases or infection and unintended pregnancies among 
the teenagers or youths, as such careful attention be paid to messages on sexuality and 
contraception.  
 Ward (2003) also posited that frequent and increased exposure to sexually 
oriented genres such as pornography, opera, music and videos is associated with 
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greater acceptance of stereotypical and casual attitudes about sexual intercourse, with 
higher expectation about prevalence of sexual outcomes and even occasionally with 
greater levels of sexual experience.  
 Wilson & Wilson (2001) accordingly in their research work has viewed it that 
media has became a big part of advertisement for our teens, they tend to look at 
newspaper, magazine, and be on social networking sites (Facebook, MySpace, etc.) 
daily. These particular media are steering our children in the wrong direction and very 
unethical. Infact, it has found ways to sell sex, so the use of such appeals should 
constantly be scrutinized in terms of ethics, regardless of the target audience.  
 Clifford (2009) comments on another serious outcome or effect of social 
media on adolescent or teens in relationships as sending nude pictures of themselves to 
a partner. Relationship abuse can also include sending non-stop text messages or 
posing cruel comments on a boy friend or girl friend on Facebook or MySpace page.  
 National campaign to prevent teen and unplanned pregnancy (2008) noted that 
sexting which is a form of texting where individual send or receive sexual suggestive 
nude or nearly nude images or messages is on the increase also among the 
adolescence. Study revealed that about 20% of teens reported that they have sexting or 
posted nude or semi-nude pictures or videos of themselves. Sexting is a misdemeanor 
offence for teens under 18, it can also result in suspension of the victim from school, 
which may result in emotional distress with accompanying mental health.  
 According to Braun-Couville & Rojas (2009) prolonged and increased 
exposure to sexually explicit materials can lead to exaggerated beliefs of sexual 
activity among peers, sexual permissible attitudes, and sexual partners. Recent 
research suggests that male youths who use sexually explicit materials may develop 
unrealistic sexual values and beliefs and demonstrate sexual preoccupation. Female 
youths reported feeling physically inferior. Owen, Behun, Manning & Reid (2012); 
Layden (2010) also put it that adolescents are normalizing sexual abuse done to them 
because of pornographic exposure. Females are especially prone to the normalization 
of sexual promiscuity, which heightens their risk of being victims of unwanted sexual 
violence and of sexually transmitted diseases.  
 Kanouse, Elliott, & Martino (2006) are of the opinion that the more teens 
listened to degrading sexual music content, the more likely they were to subsequently 
initiate intercourse unplanned pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections are more 
common among those who initiate earlier. Prolonged exposure to pornography leads to 
exaggerated perception of sexual activity in the populace like group sex, 
sadomasochisho practices and bestiality; it also creates disposition changes including 
diminished trust in intimate partners, the abandonment of hopes for sexual exclusively 
with partners, and the evaluation of promiscuity as the natural state. It fosters cynical 
attitudes about love, and sexual pleasures are considered attainable without affection 
towards partners (Gruber & Grube, 2000). 
 Research has long established that movies influence sexual attitudes and 
behaviour as well. The study published in psychological science, found that the more 
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teens were exposed to sexual content in movies, the earlier they started having sex and 
the likelier they were to have casual, unprotected sex (Green, 2006). In another study, 
boys who were exposed to sexually explicit media were three times more likely to 
engage in oral sex and intercourse two years after exposure then non-exposed boys. 
Young girls exposed to sexual content in the media were twice as likely to engage in 
oral sex and one and half times more likely to have intercourse. Also there is indication 
from research findings that adolescent who listened to music with degrading sexual 
than those who had less exposure (Ikpe, 2004). 
 High risk sex is attributed to early exposure of children (adolescents) to sexual 
content. Research shows that children who have sex by age 13 are more likely to have 
multiple sex partners, engage in frequent intercourse, have unprotected sex and use 
drugs or alcohol before sex. In study conducted by one of the researcher, more than 
66% of boys and 40% of girls reported wanting to try some of the sexual behaviours 
they saw in the media (and by high school many have done so) which increases the 
risk of sexually transmitted disease and unwanted pregnancies (Steinberger, 2011). 
 Sex, love and relationship addictions are attributed to early exposure sexual 
content in social media. Not every child who is exposed to sexual content will struggle 
with a mental health disorder but research shows that early exposure to addition is a 
risk factor for sex addictions and other intimacy disorders. In one study of 932 sex 
addicts, 90% of male, 77% of female reported that pornography was a factor in their 
addition. With the widespread availability of explicit material on the internet, these 
problems are becoming more prevalent and are surfacing at young ages 
(Commonsensed Media, 2012).  
 Sexual violence according to some studies is attributed to early exposure (by 
age 14) to pornography and other explicit materials. It increases the risk of a child 
becoming a victim of sexual violence or acting out sexually against another child. For 
some people, habitual use of pornography may prompt a desire for more violence or 
humiliation if people seek to act out what they see, they may be more likely to commit 
sexual assault, rape or child molestation (Ybarra, Espelage, & Mitchell, 2007).  
 
Summary/ Conclusion  
 Adolescent is a period of life between childhood and maturity (adulthood). It 
is a phase in life when young people are particularly vulnerable to many risks 
especially related to sexuality.  
 Social media (social networking websites) such as Facebook, MySpace, 2go 
etc can have a tremendous impact on adolescence sexuality. Research with traditional 
media has shown that exposure to social media are link to imitation of substance use, 
sexual feelings and activities among adolescents.  
 The difference is that with social media adolescents not only consume 
information, they also produce it. One of the studies showed that nearly half of 18 
years old on MySpace publicly discuss risky health behaviour a phenomenon that was 
less frequently among teens who displayed information about other interests.  

A tim  JosephA tim  JosephA tim  JosephA tim  Joseph     JonesJonesJonesJones 



 126

 

African Education Indices, Volume 10 No. 1, November, 2017. ISSN 2276 – 982X 

 Early exposure to sexual contents in the media may have a profound impact on 
children’s values, attitudes and behaviours toward sex and relationships. Unfortunately 
media portrayals do not always reflect the same. We need to watch, play and listen to 
and take advantage of teachable moments to discuss any inappropriate contents or 
behaviour with children.  
 
Recommendations  

1. Internet providers such as Google/Yahoo and social networking sites, such as 
Facebook and YouTube, need to continue to work with parents and policy 
makers to create awareness and opportunities for privacy. 

2. Parents/caregivers need to educate themselves about social media and the 
ways their teens may use it, as well as the common risks to help them 
understand and navigate the technology.  

3. Family discussions are positive for teens and can result in less risky 
behaviours – most of those teens who said their parents have talked to them ‘a 
lot’ reported. 

4. Children’s traditional media use should be supervised, but also parents and 
paediatricians should understand social networking sites so that they can 
advise children about their use. 

5. The entertainment industry should be directed towards the production of more 
responsible sexual content that focuses on the interpersonal relationship in 
which sexual activities takes place.  

6. Advertisers should not be using sex to promote products.  
7. Advertisements which promote erectile dysfunction products should not be 

allowed to be on air early hours of the night. Parent should set and enforce 
limits around screen time.  

8. Parents can use media story lines as teachable moments to discuss sex with 
their teens instead of doing “the big talk”.  

9. Make use of internet filters and parental control. 
10. Talk to your child about media representation of sex, relationships and gender 

roles and teach them to question the accuracy and intent of the messages they 
receive. 

11. Make healthy, respectful relationship and self worth.  
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