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18. The Media as Sex Educator

In order to ensurethat sexual activities produce satisfaction and promote sexual health,
versatile information and knowledge are needed aswell as an open attitude and skills
acquired through sexual knowledge and experience of both about sexuality and about
sexual interaction with partners.

A lack of knowledge hampers the formation of relationships, reduces the quality of
sexual experiences and often easily leads to undesirable consequences. Attitudes also
may become an obstacle for high quality experiences. Adeguate skills for interaction
between anindividual and hisor her partner in sexual communication are necessary for
satisfying experiences. An individual isnot born agood lover, but is ableto learn and
devel op to become such a person.

Media and Sexual Health

Although the school system, other public authorities, and various organisationsdo alot
of work toimprove sexological knowledge, attitudes and skills of the population, alarge
part of sex education and sexual health promotion occursthrough the media. Themedia
disseminates the latest sexological information, news from that field, and provides a
public forum for discussion of the sexual topicsthrough itsinformation and imagesthe
limits of socially acceptable sexual activity. The mediais one of the most important
factorsin determining peoples’ views of the meanings of sexuality. Thisincludes also
theideas of the significance of different sexual experiences, or thelack of them, for the
well-being and health of theindividual.

The role and significance of the mediain promoting knowledge about sexual matters
hasvaried greatly in different times. The content of sexol ogical messages conveyed by
the media has been largely determined and influenced by the particular professional
group or authority chosen to present such messages in various times (for instance, a
priest or amedical doctor). Before the 1960s especially the media tended to mystify
sexuality more than convey factual sexological information. Part of this was due to
censorship restrictions of the media.

Sexological topics have created innumerabl e pieces of newsand variousreview articles
for the daily press, magazines and electronic media. News departments of the media
have reported sexological news and events of current interest (often crimes). In other
areas of the media since the 1970s sexuality increasingly has been presented in more
enlightening waysand it has been described as an area of life which promotes human
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well-being. When theimportance of the mediahas grown, it has become the main source
of information about sexual mattersfor alarge number of people. Therefore, itisjutifiable
to consider themediaasasignificant societa institution affecting sexual health.

The significance of the mediais partly based on thefact that people often trust experts
appearingin public morethan their own experiences. For example, in Finland the authority
of physicians was used as late as the 1950s to distribute scare stories about the ill-
effects of masturbation. This presentation was regarded as true by many and it caused
alot of unnecessary fear and anxiety. At atime when people were, in other ways as
well, madetofeel guilty about their sexuality, the perceived physiological threatening
images portrayed by medical doctors led people to be afraid of the consequences of
masturbation, an act that makes them to feel good. Enjoyment was loaded with a
sicknesslabel. Fortunately, the medialater actively corrected these misconceptionsand
eased unnecessary fears connected with them.

Thanks to the media, more and more positive meanings have been associated with
sexuality and especially with women’srightsto enjoy sexual experiences. Thisprocess
wasslow inthebeginning but still irresistible. Views of the meanings of sexuality by the
present mediageneration are significantly more positive than the messages of preceding
generations.

The Finnish Media as Sex Educator before the 1990s

During the post-war years, sex lifewas publicly accepted only between married partners.
Most commonly priests were asked to be the experts and commentators on the subj ect
of sexuality. Sexual matters were then interpreted as moral questions. Only after the
mid-1960s did media take an active role in actual sex education work. This created
very lively sexual-political debate. Some magazines published their first themeissues
about sexual matters. Men’smagazines even wrote articles about the Kinsey report and
the pioneering sexological studiesof Mastersand Johnson. Gradually, information |eaflets
and guidebooks became availablefor all who wereinterested. Thisbreak-throughinthe
mediaconcerning sexudity waslater called the sexual revolution. It was, aboveall, abresk-
through of sexological knowledge becoming the common property of thewholenation.

| have studied changesin the presentation of sexuality inthe Finnish mediaby comparing
material of the years 1961, 1971, 1981, and 1991 (Kontula and Kosonen 1994). The
break-though of sexological information and broader attitudeswasclearly visible already
in comparing press material for theyears 1961 and 1971.

For instance, theleading newspaper Helsingin Sanomat diverted from old traditionsin

the early 1970s by starting to frequently write about contraception. This newspaper
a so discussed changesin sexual culture, the dismantling of censorship, the devel opment
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of the skillsof loving and the standing of sexuality in some cultural articles. Thesekinds
of topicswere hardly at all to befound in the early 1960s. In addition, the crimeswere
repeatedly reported in the way of adaily newspapers and the problems of commercial
sex were discussed.

Medical doctorsacquired, at |east from the beginning of the 1970s, aleading position as
sex educators and authorities in the field. In their columns they answered questions
about sexua ity sent to them by their readers. Because of their professional background,
abortions and sexually transmitted diseases got a good deal of coverage. The libera
abortion law enacted in 1970 created discussion. Theimagein magazines had changed
from the early 1960s in that there were no longer warnings about sex. Instead it was
often written about in apositive spirit and took women’s sexua rightsinto consideration.
Men's magazines taught men in a practical ways how to become better lovers. In the
mid-seventies these journals started to publish sex stories of their readers, and these
stories provided stimuli and modelsfor the sex life of readers.

In addition of educational approach sexual topics started to get a more entertaining
content. In the beginning, men’s magazines published reports about the sexual customs
of exotic culturesand the services of commercial sex aoroad. Inthe middle of the 1970s
verbal description of sexual actswasallowed. Starting in the 1970sthe mediagradually
started to focus on the sex appeal and intimate life of domestic public figures. Thiswas
acontinuation of the earlier Hollywood movie star culture and pin-up pictures of bare-
breasted film stars. Even in everyday life and rural communities the interest became
focused on sex appeal, and even men began to acquirethe status of asex object. Asaresullt,
mattersof sexuality came closer to the consciousness of everyday lifein peoples minds.

New topics of the media in the early seventies, even in the United States, were the
sexual enjoyment of women, women'’s sexual fantasies and various sexual problems,
especially maleimpotence. The criterion for the acceptability of sexual actsno longer
wasthelegality of therelationship but rather itsquality (Herold & Foster 1975.)

During the 1980sthe sex education given inthe medica columnsof the Finnish magazines
spread to even the most conservative magazines. Journalists started to write about sex
without the need to associateit only with marriage. Simultaneously, women’s magazines
began to discuss women's right to sexual self-determination and their right to sexual
activity inamuch moredirect way. The discussion included, however, warnings about
thethreat of sexual violence.

During the 1980s men’s magazines had evolved into distinct sex magazinesin which
both the sex material produced by the editors and the readers’ |etters described much
moreexplicitly different stages of love-making. The stories can beinterpreted to represent
the peak sexual experiencesor favourite fantasies of thewriters. They changed the sex
education given by these magazinesto alevel closeto givenredlity.
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Inthe 1980s sexual matterswere naturally also subject to entertai ning gossip and joking.
At thistime sex videos started to appear and they were recirculated from user to user
because of their novelty interest. Pictorial descriptions of intercourse wereallowed in
domestic sex magazinesin the mid-eighties. Soft porn cameto at disposal of everybody
interested at the latest in 1987 when the Finnish commercial television (MTV) started
to show Emmanuelle movies. Thiswasfollowed by the erotic evening programmes of
the Finnish television channel three. With the help of videos and television, people
received moreversatile stimuli and model sfor the devel opment of their sexual skills.

The Media as Sex Educator in the 1990s

In the early 1990s the Helsingin Sanomat began to write about sexuality in a more
versatile, moderate and positive way. Itsarticles described the spread of sexuality into
new areas, the sexuality of minorities and ways to improve one's sex life. AIDS,
commercial sex and excessive sex were identified as problems. The viewpoint of the
articleswas often to support sexual equality.

Sex information provided by medical doctorsfor both general and women’s magazines
had decreased in the beginning of the 1990s because the number of these columnswas
reduced. Instead writing about the sex life of cel ebrities became more common, asdid
presenting sex as an entertainment. A new aspect of women'’s magazines was a more
diversified presentation of men, including their portrayal as sex objects. Women were
repeatedly told how to devel op their erotic skillsand make them more versatile. Sexual
matterswere often discussed from afeminist point of view.

Sex magazines struggling with diminishing salesfigureshavetried toinformtheir readers
about how to have better sex. It has often been women who have answered the questions
of male readers in their columns about how to get new zest into a sex life which has
turned stale. Different fact-based articles have al so been published about various aspects
of sex. Sex magazines have provided awide range of material for the development of
love-making skills.

In order to compare the current sexual material from newspapers and magazines, |
analysed the way the Finnish press presented sexuality in asample of material fromthe
end of 1998 and the beginning of 1999. The analysiswas based on the contents of the
Helsingin Sanomat, thefreely distributed newspaper “ 100" and twel ve magazineswhich
were either women’s magazines or health magazines.

The magazines of the end of the millennium differed significantly from each other
depending on whether they were daily newspapers or magazines. Sexuality articlesin
the newspaperswere much more sociol ogical than inthe magazineswhereasthey were
more personal. The major difference wasthat the newspapers continuously wrote about
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sex crimes and the world of commercial sex (especially prostitution). In contrast, the
magazines concentrated on educational information and informative documentations
onthe subject sexuality.

Of al newspaper articles about sex in 1999 (with the addition of some news about
commercial sex) crimeswere thetopicsin about 40% of the articles. The second most
common genre was material which dealt with sexuality from an entertaining point of
view. Their share was about one fourth. The rest of the articles were divided into sex
information, medical news about sexuality, and sexual political newsand articles. The
share of each of these of all newspaper articles dealing with sexuality was about 10%.

The articles dealing with sexuality in the magazines at the end of 1998 and in the
beginning of 1999 were often informative. M agazines often included articles about, for
instance, how to seduce a man and how to keep him, how more zest can be added to
sex, how awoman can make a man happier, information about the woman’s g-point,
about imagination as a spice in sex life, advice about sensual massage, information
about how to cuddle a man, and information about risks of contagious diseases. In
addition, sexuality was dealt with from an entertai ning perspective and documentswere
published about such topics as, for instance, flirting, searching for partners, the first
timewith anew partner, things which spoil good sex, the sex of celebrities and the sex
life of fat women.

The Break-through of New Values

During the 1960sthe church was till astrong authority in defining theformsof publicly
acceptable sexuality. A that time sex was strongly subordinated to a Christian marriage.
At the end of the 1960s the authority and status of the medical profession gradually
rose and it became more interested into sexual issues. Some knowledgeable medical
doctors started to provide public sex education. During the 1970s there was a public
clash of different values. The authority of the medical profession together with aliberal
view defending the rights of an individual challenged the foundations of Christian sexual
ethics. Medicd doctorsdid not restrict themsel vesto merely providing information but they
aso gaveguidanceabout how to have asafeand satifying sex lifefrom ahealth perspective.

In the beginning of the 1980s some religious groups with moralistic attitudes toward
sexudlity tried to create abacklash (by trying to change the contents of school textbooks),
but they could no longer seriously challenge the authority of the medical professionin
matters of sexuality. The status of medicine was at its strongest in the press in the
beginning of the 1980s.

The individualistic ideology became more accepted during the 1980s and gradually
reduced the status of the medical professionin spiteof thelively AIDS debate after the
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mid-eighties. Thesignificance of medical profession further reduced in the beginning of
the 1990s, when aval ue debate began heavily to emphasise respect for anindividual’s
basic right to sexual self-determination and therelativity of sexual valuesand ideas.

Public discussion emphasised more strongly than ever that the individual has an
independent right to chose his or her partners of refrain from doing so, that one is
entitled to demand sexual knowledge and skillsfrom apartner and that people havethe
right to sexual satisfaction and to realising their own sexua imagesand fantasies. People
were no longer satisfied with amonotonous and boring sex life. The mediasupportedin
many waysthese kinds of expectations of ahigher-quality sex life.

After the early 1960s, one may conclude that sexuality and questions of sex were
strongly transferred from the private sphere into the public sphere by the press. In a
most concrete way this became visiblein images of scantily dressed people becoming
more common, detailed descriptions of the intimate lives of celebrity figures, and the
detailed sex stories of the readers of sex magazines. Sex and nudity becameamoreand
more everyday phenomenaand they were described in more and more versatile ways.
In asimilar way the norm connecting sex with marriage was broken and the sexual
rights and independent choices of individual swererecognised. Theright to sexual self-
determination received more and more support in the media. This change was shown
most clearly inthe promotion of the sexual rights of women.

Public discourse about sex in the mediahasaclear significancefor thesex life of private
individual s because most peoplewill not otherwise get much practical information and
guidance onthetopic. Sexuality infilms, videosand literature (al so guidebooks) arefor
most peoplethe only concrete model s of sexual behaviour availableto them (Abramson
& Mechanic 1983). It is usually not possible for children to observe the sex life of
adults or to formulate fantasies or model s about how to enjoy their own sex life. Erotic
literature, sex magazines and sex videos are therefore the main source of information
about different sexual patterns and various forms of sexuality. This guidance is
supplemented today by the storiesin women’'s magazi nes about how women devel oped
theskillsof agood lover. All thissexual material simultaneously promotes sexual health.

The Effect of the Media on the Attitudes and Love-
Making Skills

Empirical evidenceclearly demonstratesthat sexuality hasbeen publicly discussed during
the 1990s in a more detailed way than ever before. It has been suggested that this
discussionincreasesliberd attitudestoward sex (Stauffer & Frost 1976). The hypothesis
has been that the more public discussion thereisin both quantity and detail, the easier it
isfor peopleto accept sexuality initsvariousforms. The assumption isthat asaresult
of wider and more versatile public discussions about sex, peoples’ attitudes toward
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sexuality will becomemoreliberal. Thismeansthat peoplewould accept for themselves
and othersmore and more versatil e rel ationships and experiences.

This hypothesis about the effects of the media on behaviour is consistent with the
results obtained in thefollow-up Finnish sex survey (Kontula& Haavio-Mannila1995).
According to thissurvey attitudes of the general population becameclearly moreliberal
from the beginning of the 1970s to the beginning of the 1990s. As a result of this
change, sexual intercourse between young unmarried people was generally accepted,
casual sexual relations were considered more satisfying, and sexual intercourse was
accepted more often without love.

These changesin attitudes were especially great in the age cohorts that were young or
young adults in the beginning of the 1970s or later. The more open public discussion
about sexuality which began at that time had changed attitudestoward sex in these age
groups to a more liberal direction. People who were young before the 1970s were
significantly more conservative compared with younger age groups. In their youth public
discussion about sexuality wasmuch morerestricted, moraising and closdly tied tomarriage.

It seems evident that public presentations of love-making and love-making fantasiesas
well asthe practical guidance on sex have had aliberating effect on the sex lives of great
number of men and women. According to theresults of the Finnish sex survey (Kontula
and Haavio-Mannila 1995) the sexual habits of respondents under the age of 35 were
significantly more versatile and more satisfying in the beginning of the 1990sthan in
older age groups. Sexual habits seems to have become more versatile by people
experimenting with their partners about what they have seen and read.

From the point of view of thelove-making skillsof the population, sex magazineshave
fulfilled an important function of public educatorsin sexual matters. For decadesthey
have guided men to be better lovers and disseminated theoretical and practica information
to improve interactions between partners and make their sex lives more versatile. All
this hastaken place in akind of an underground spirit, because these magazines were
produced and sold under the threat of confiscation and suppression.

Thebold sex education pioneering work done by the sex magazines has been continued
in recent years by the women's magazines and health magazines. This has become
possiblefor peoplein Finland have understood that sexual activity and satisfaction are
health-promoting. Thisview isalso acommonly accepted life value for women.

Commercia sex hascreated for itssharethe new symbolic world associated with sexuality.
Receiving sex on asymbolic level and handling it psychologically iseasier thanto carry
it out in concrete activities, because there isn’'t need to invest or apply the fantasies
which arise to any physical relationship. They can remain as sexual fantasiesin the
same way as, for instance, the imaginary fantasy world of the television series“ The
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Bold and the Beautiful“. In the future people will be able to accumulate and test their
interaction skillsintheworld of virtual sex and virtual relationships.

When sexuality has occupied a significant and permanent position inthe media, it has
ledto agradual significant erotisation of peoples symbolic world. Thishasbeen found,
for instance, in sexual autobiographies (Kontula& Haavio-Mannila1997), where sex
often signifiesan continually present erotic tension in women in the younger age groups.
More and more of the components and situations of everyday life have acquired a
sexual significance or interpretation as a result of the change in the symbolic world.
This has contributed, for instance, to the fact that masturbation has lately become
significantly morewidespread in both gendersin all age groups.

In addition to being animportant institution of improving sexual health from the point of
view of sex education, the mediahas astrong effect on attitudestoward sexual matters.
When people have the chance to see, hear or read about the sexual habits, likings and
dreams of different groups of people, they can better understand the variability of
values related to sexuality and they are more ready to accept differences. This should
lead to increasing tolerance. The most important aspect in this change is that people
have been given permission (i.e. giving permissioninthe PLISSI T sex therapy scheme,
chapter 10) to realise their own sexua needs and wishesin amore satisfying way that
earlier. Sexual tolerance and liberalism has promoted sexual health.

Estimates on the population level indicate that the lack of a partner is possibly the
biggest obstacle on the way to good sexual health. Even in this area the media has
offered itsservices. Inthearticles, programmes and the counsel ling columns, adviceis
given on how to find a partner and people have looked for contacts and partnersin the
advertisement pages. Entertaining partner-finding programmes have given people models
for how to make a good impression on a potential partner. In recent years various
telephone servicesand the chat boxesfor singleson the Internet have provided quick ways
to find people in need of a partner. These new forms of making contact are suitable for a
busy lifestylein which people otherwise havetoo littletimeto search for apartner.

Sex therapy and family therapy can give people practical knowledge and guidance for
the devel opment of sexual skills. Also good friends can guide each other in these skills.
In most cases the development of the love-making skills of individuals and couples
remains, in addition to lessons learned from previous experiences, dependent on the
contribution of the media and the commercial sex industry. They show and describe
ways peopl e can touch and satisfy each other in enjoyable ways. Thesekinds of stimuli
encourageindividualsto realise their own dreamsand listen to thewishes and feelings
of their partner in more sensitive ways.

Often, of course, expectations of the partners conflict. The mediaalso givesunrealistic
model s about sexuality or model swhich are not suitable for one of the partners. Solving
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these problemsinevitably belongsto thereality of human partnerships. Nevertheless, if
oneisnot ableto solve them with one’s own resources, sexological expertsareavailable.

I wish to thank Juha Timonen (research assistant of Ilsa Lottes) for his systematic
collection and coding of the contents of the articles from several magazines and from
Helsinki newspapersfor 5 monthsin 1999.
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