
Discussion

.

Greater engagement with social media sites, such as 
Facebook, have been found to overinflate college 

students’ perceptions of sexual norms by exposing 
them to content suggesting greater approval of risky 

sexual behaviors [1].
q As social media sites become a more pervasive part of 

college life, it is more common for young people on these 
sites to encounter content ranging from from humorous 
memes and information about sexual health, to graphic 
pornography. A study conducted on 270 adolescents on 
MySpace found that 24% of all profiles contained sexual 
behavior references [3]. 

q One study found participants who observed sexually 
suggestive photos on Facebook expected that a larger 
percentage of their peers would engage in risky sex; 
seeing such materials also predicted increases in 
participant’s likelihood to engage in risky sex [1].

q Results of a study, unrelated to social media, showed that 
participants perceived that other students would be more 
comfortable in engaging in smoking, drinking, illegal drug 
use, and sexual behaviors more so than the participants 
would be comfortable engaging in [2]. Thus, this study 
might suggest that seeing other students’ post about 
sexual encounters on social media may even exacerbate 
this effect. 

q This study is the first to explore how other students’ 
sexual posts moderates the association between 
individuals’ sexual posts and the extent to which 
individuals engage in sexual activities. 

q H1: Due to the fact that social media posts might 
overinflate perceived sexual norms, we hypothesized that 
the extent to which participants perceived others’ to post 
more frequently would be positively associated with how 
much social media has influenced the individual’s 
engagement in sexual activity.

q H2: Similarly, we predicted that participant’s own posts 
would be positively associated with how much social 
media has influenced their sexual activity engagement.

q H3: We expected others’ posts to moderate the 
association between self posts and social media influence 
on individual’s sexual behaviors such that perceiving 
others to post more and higher self posts would be linked 
to the highest sexual activity engagement. 
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Aim: This cross-sectional study examined how 
participants’ perceptions of how much others post 
sexually explicit content on social media (others’ posts) 
moderates the relationship between the extent to which 
participants post sexually explicit content on social 
media (self posts) and the extent to which their sexual 
behaviors are influenced by social media (SM 
influence). 

ResultsMethods
Participants

q This was a one-time, cross-sectional study 
approved by the Institutional Review Board 
conducted at a large, public, Southern university.

q Recruitment was primarily conducted through the 
university’s online research management system.

q Participants needed to be at least 18 years or older 
to participate in this study in order to provide 
informed consent, and received extra credit for 
participation.

q Participants (N=486; 76.7% females) were 
students enrolled at a large southern university. 

q The mean age of the participants was 21.5 (SD = 
3.6). The sample was 19.8% Caucasian, 35.5% 
Hispanic or Latino, 13.6% African American, and 
24% Asian.  

Measures
q Others’ Posts of Sexual Material: To measure 

how much participants think others post sexually 
suggestive material on social media, respondents 
were asked: “How often do you think other UH 
students post suggestive material on social 
media?” on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1= 
“Never”, and 7= “More than daily”. 

q Self Posts of Sexual Material: To measure how 
much participants themselves post sexually 
suggestive material on social media, participants 
were asked: “How often do you post sexually 
suggestive material (e.g., images, jokes, etc.) on 
social media?” on a 7-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1= “Never”, and 7= “More than daily”. 

q Social Media Influence on Sexual Behaviors: To 
measure how much social media influences 
participants’ sexual behaviors, participants were 
asked: “To what extent has social media influenced 
how often you engage sexual activity?” on a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from: 1= ”Not at all” to 7= 
“Very much so”.

q Contrary to our expectations, others’ posts were not a  
significant predictor of the extent to which social media 
influenced frequency of participants’ sexual behaviors(H1). 

q Perhaps one reason why we did not find a significant 
association, even though the beta coefficient was positive 
(in the expected direction), could have been due to the fact 
that participants did not perceive certain sexual posts (e.g., 
memes) to be sexually explicit content. 

q As expected, self posts were positively associated with the 
extent to which social media influenced frequency of 
participants’ sexual behaviors (H2). It may be that 
participants were better able to self-report on their own 
posts as opposed to others’ posts.

q Others’ posts moderated the association between self-
posts and social media influence on sexual behaviors, 
such that those who were higher in self posts were more 
likely to engage in sexual behaviors that were influenced 
by social media more frequently, particularly if they 
perceived others to post less frequently. 

q Extant literature has also shown that when an individual 
publicly presents something as part of their identity, they 
feel more committed to engaging in that behavior [4, 5]. 
Moreover, self posts may be an extension of their offline 
identities. For instance, it could be that  the participant or 
their peers identify or associate these individuals as being 
the type of personality who might engage in risky sexual 
behaviors (e.g., a social media sexual identity).

q As this study is the first of its kind to explore self and 
others’ posts in terms of predicting social media influence 
on participants’ sexual behaviors, this study is particularly 
interesting because it offers contrary findings to other  
pluralistic ignorance studies regarding other health 
behaviors (smoking, drinking, and illegal drug use) [2]. This 
would suggest that students who perceived higher posting 
by others and who posted a lot themselves would be the 
most likely to have their sexual practices influenced by 
social media.

q Although this was not explicitly tested in this study, 
findings might suggest that people who post more about 
sexual activity might be engaging in riskier sexual behavior 
and inflating peer norms on such behavior. Analytic Strategy

q Hierarchal, linear regression analysis was used in 
this study.

q In Step 1, self posts and others’ posts were 
entered in as predictor variables of the extent to 
which social media influences participants’ sexual 
behaviors. Results revealed that self posts (H2) 
was significant in predicting of the extent to which 
social media influences participants’ sexual 
behaviors. Contrary to our hypothesis, others’ post 
(H2) was not a significant predictor.

q In Step 2, the interaction between others’ 
posts*self post was also significantly and positively 
associated with the extent to which social media 
influences participants’ sexual behaviors.
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