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not females) was qualifi ed by an interaction between 
exposure to sex on television and intercourse initia-
tion (coeffi cient, 0.13). This interaction implies that for 
males who had not had sex by the third survey, greater 
exposure to sexual content was associated with a posi-
tive shift in sex-related outcome expectancies, just as 
was true for all females. Conversely, among males who 
did initiate intercourse, those who watched higher levels 
of sexual material on television were more likely than 
those who watched lower levels to experience a negative 
shift in expectancies. Intercourse experience was not it-
self a predictor of expectancy shifts among members of 
either sex.

Shifts in Expectancies as a Mediator
Having established that a negative shift in outcome expec-
tancies is a plausible mediator of the association between 
exposure to sex on television and initiation regret among 
males, we estimated a path model to assess the mediat-
ing pathways. Like the sample for model 1, the analytic 
sample for this model was restricted to youth who initi-
ated intercourse between September 2001 and the time of 
the third survey. Because many parameters of this model 
merely replicate those presented in models 1 and 2, and 
our goal was solely to test for mediation among males, we 
present only the results related to this test.

As expected, males’ exposure to sex on television was 
positively associated with a negative shift in sexual out-
come expectancies (coeffi cient, 0.09; standard error, 0.04; 
p<.05), which in turn was associated with an increased 
likelihood of regret (coeffi cient, 0.65; standard error, 0.14; 
p<.001). In addition, exposure to sex was associated with 
initiation regret among males (coeffi cient, 0.28; standard 
error, 0.12; p<.05), independent of shifts in their sexual 
outcome expectancies. The modifi ed Sobel test for the 
indirect effect of exposure to televised sexual content on 
initiation regret through a negative shift in expectancies 
yielded a z-value of 1.88 and a p value of .06, which we 
interpret as evidence of mediation, given the conservative 
nature of the Sobel test.

DISCUSSION
In our national sample of youth, we found remarkably 
high rates of sexual initiation regret. The majority of sexu-
ally experienced females and more than one in three males 
said that they wished they had waited longer to have sex 
for the fi rst time. Moreover, many regretted more than one 
aspect of the experience (they had not been ready to have 
sex, their relationship had not been at the right point or 
they had not been with the right person), suggesting that 
the question about the timing of fi rst intercourse captured 
both feelings of regret and youths’ sense that things would 
have been better if only they had waited longer to have sex 
for the fi rst time.

We hypothesized that television contributes to these 
high rates of regret and found support for this hypothesis 
among males. Specifi cally, males exposed to higher levels 

of sexual content on television prior to having sex for the 
fi rst time were more likely to regret the circumstances of 
their sexual initiation than were males who watched less 
sexual content. In prior work, we found that exposure 
to sexual content on television was associated with early 
sexual initiation, even after we controlled for other pre-
dictors of adolescent sex.23 This fi nding suggested that 
watching sexual material on television might lead to ear-
lier sexual initiation, a concern because early sex may 
have negative ramifi cations for youth. Earlier age at fi rst 
sex is correlated with elevated risks of both pregnancy 
and STDs,46 and might have negative social and emotion-
al consequences. Nonetheless, our prior study did not 
directly link television viewing with health or emotional 
harm, raising the question of whether youth who see 
more sex on television experience outcomes that they 
themselves perceive to be negative. The  present fi nd-
ings indicate they do. However, we cannot tell from our 
data whether the regrets that respondents expressed are 
minor or deeply felt, an important  question for  further 
study.

We had reasoned that television portrayals of sexuality, 
which typically stress the positive possibilities of sex rath-
er than its potential problems and consequences, build 
high expectations that are unlikely to be met by actual 
experience. Thus, youth who view a lot of sex on televi-
sion should be more likely to show evidence of a “reality 
check.” That is, their expectations should fall more after 
sexual initiation than should the expectations of youth 
who view less sex on television. We obtained strong sup-
port for this hypothesized negative shift among males. 

TABLE 2. Unstandardized regression coeffi cients (and standard errors) from logis-
tic regression analysis assessing the relationship between selected measures and 
 negative shift in sexual outcome expectancies following sexual initiation, among 
youth who had not had sex in 2002, by gender

Measure Males Females
 (N=474) (N=507)

Television exposure
Total 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02)
Sexual content –0.06 (0.02)* –0.06 (0.02)*

Initiated intercourse between 2002 and 2004 –0.01 (0.04) –0.01 (0.04)
Sexual content exposure x intercourse initiation 0.13 (0.05)**,††† –0.05 (0.05)
Age    0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
Race/ethnicity (vs. white)  

Black –0.03 (0.08) –0.03 (0.08)
Hispanic –0.12 (0.07) –0.12 (0.07)
Other  –0.03 (0.07) –0.03 (0.07)

Two-parent household 0.05 (0.05) 0.05 (0.05)
Parental education 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
Parental disapproval of sex 0.09 (0.08) 0.09 (0.08)
Has mainly older friends 0.00 (0.05) 0.00 (0.05)
Friends’ approval of sex 0.01 (0.03)† 0.06 (0.03)*
Religiosity 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02)
Intention to have sex 0.04 (0.03) 0.04 (0.03)
Positive outcome expectancies 0.11 (0.04)** 0.11 (0.04)**
Sexual self-effi cacy 0.07 (0.03)*,†† –0.02 (0.03)

*Coeffi cient for regression signifi cant at p<.05. **Coeffi cient for regression signifi cant at p<.01. 
 †Gender difference signifi cant at p<.05. ††Gender difference signifi cant at p<.01. †††Gender differ-
ence  signifi cant at p<.001. Notes: All variables were assessed in 2001, except for the television measures 
(2002). Measures of relationship with fi rst partner, two-parent household and older friends were 
dichotomous; measures of television exposure, age and outcome expectancies were continuous. All 
other variables were categorical; for details, see page 95.


