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Brief Biography: Jane Brown, PhD, is the James L. Knight Professor in the School of Journalism and Mass Communication at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC-CH). She is an expert on how the media are used by and influence adolescents' health and has studied the influence of the media on adolescents' tobacco and alcohol use, aggression, and sexual behavior. Brown is the co-editor or co-author of four books, including Sexual Teens, Sexual Media (Erlbaum, 2002), and the Encyclopedia of Children, Adolescents, and the Media (Sage, 2008). She serves on the research advisory board of The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unwanted Pregnancy, the Trojan Sexual Health Advisory Council, and the Institute of Medicine Board on Children, Youth and Families.  

Source: http://www.cpc.unc.edu/people/fellows/bio?person=jdbrown
In this brief video, Dr. Brown discusses her research on “sex, drugs and rock-n-roll,” as she likes to joke about her research on the media’s impact on youth behavior. We refer to Dr. Brown’s work in Chapter 11, Box 8 (p. 235).

Video transcript

Jane Brown: I’m Jane Brown. I am at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill in the School of Journalism and Mass Communication.  

Parvanta: Sarah tells me that you have worked on a number of very successful intervention and research projects. The one in particular we are going to ask you about is Teen Media.

Jane Brown: We did a longitudinal study with 12 to 14 year olds. We first looked at what kinds of media they used when they were 12 to 14 and we content analyzed the media they were using to see how much and what kind of sexual behavior was discussed or depicted. Then we found that two years later those who had what we considered heavier sexual media diets when they were 12 to 14 were twice as likely to have had sexual intercourse by the time they were 16 years old. [This is] one of now four studies that have found similar patterns over time. 

Parvanta: That is an extremely striking finding. Let me take you back for a minute and tell me how did you do the content analysis? What was involved in that?

Jane Brown: One of the reviewers said it was the quintessential content analysis that should never be attempted again! Because we collected the media that at least ten percent of the three thousand teens who had responded to our survey said that they were using frequently. So we collected all these media-- magazines, movies, music albums and television shows. 

Parvanta: Websites also?

Jane Brown: We collected websites, but back then most of what they were saying they were going to were portals. So they were hard to analyze and we did not know where they were going on in the portals. So we did not include Internet sites in the sexual media diet measure that we calculated ultimately.    

Parvanta: Ok. So what would be then a heavy sexual content media diet versus a light one?

Jane Brown: What we saw is that some kids are really interested in sexual content in the media and they are really looking for it. Today it would be girls who are watching “Gossip Girl” and reruns of “Sex and the City,” and listening to hip-hop or rap music which is more sexual than most other kinds of music, reading “Seventeen” or moving quickly on to “Cosmo” and the women’s magazines -- that would be a heavy sexual media diet. Then there are some kids who are not interested in sexual content at all; still not interested in it even at 16. So if we stay focused on  the girls, they would be the bookworms because they are reading--they are reading novels and playing music or sports and not as interested in this popular sexual culture. 

Parvanta:  You have a theory that you were working from or a theoretical framework you were using?

Jane Brown:  Fundamentally our work draws on social cognitive learning theory that posits that the ideas that the media present provide very compelling models that don’t suffer any negative consequences from engaging in early sexual behavior without protection and often with multiple partners. So then we developed the concept of sexual super peers. We found that kids are very indentified with some of these media characters and that they are thinking “Well, they are engaging in this behavior and they are not suffering any consequences, so why shouldn’t I be engaging in this behavior?” We found, for example, that early maturing girls were more likely to be looking for sexual content in the media than girls who had not sexually matured. We think that part of it is that the other places that they might learn about sex in their lives were not thinking they were ready for sex or not thinking they were interested in learning about it; and weren’t thinking of 11 year olds as interested in sexual norms. So the girls were seeking the information from the media. 

Parvanta: So now that you have published some of this work and you found such striking results, have you been asked to develop interventions based on it? Are people coming to you for guidance and what they should be doing? 

Jane Brown: Yes--yes. 

Parvanta: Can you tell me more about that?

Jane Brown: We did this work in early 2000 and not many of the adolescents we were working with had high speed internet at the time and so I think it may be a very different media world today than it was even six years ago when we did this work. So now we are doing some more analysis of social networking sites and how young people present themselves sexually on these social networking sites to begin to see how we might use those--that kind of media to be talking with these young people about sexually healthy behavior. 

Parvanta: That is something that we are really interested in and in fact in this conference I am learning more about is the use of some of the new media. So are you looking at either MySpace or [Facebook]?

Jane Brown: Yes, we have collected the MySpace pages of about 700 adolescents and early adults who have answered a survey for three waves previously. So we are going to be able to see what they say in their survey as compared to how they are presenting themselves online in the social networking sites. So that is going to be very interesting. 

Parvanta: Yes, this is very important stuff. How did you measure your results? How did you put together the media diet with--this is a longitudinal study--how did you collect your data on their sexual practices later?  

Jane Brown: Well, we actually wrote a paper about our recruitment strategy because it is not easy to get to early adolescents to ask them about sexual behavior. So what we did was go into schools initially. Schools did not want us using time or talking to their kids about sex. So we just recruited kids and said “Would you like to be involved in this study?” And about 85 percent said, “Yes we would like to be involved in this study.” We then sent them the media use survey, paper and pencil, to their homes with the parental consent form. Parents sent the consent form in one envelope and the kids sent the media use survey in another envelope. And then we took a random sample segmented by race and gender of 1,000 of those who sent the questionnaires back. We then went into their homes with laptop computers. The survey was asked with headphones and laptop computers; they just had to touch the screen with their answer. We found that it was very confidential; most parents didn’t look at the survey ahead of time even though they could. Even in the middle of conservative North Carolina one parent said, “Oh, thank goodness. Somebody is talking to my child about sex!” They wanted to. It was amazing. There was very little refusal either from parents or kids and we had great retention from time one to time two. 

Parvanta: Which is also unusual? 

Jane Brown: Yes, yes.

Parvanta: I think to have such a good retention rate. 

Jane Brown: We paid them $20. 

Parvanta: Which I think for kids then was a lot of money. 

Jane Brown: Yes, that was a big deal.

Parvanta: That’s great. Are there skills that you are doing that you think students who are studying either health communication in public health schools or studying journalism--are there specific skills that were used in this research that you think all students really need to have?

Jane Brown: Ah, well I think if you are interested in adolescents you really need to know what their daily life is like and really how they are using these media. We did a qualitative component to this study as well where we did interviews with the teens in their bedrooms.  This is fascinating. 

We took pictures of their walls and looked at how they were using media material to project a sense of self. We have been analyzing how sexual that self or that identity they are creating is. And we asked them all about how they were using media and looking at how much media they had under their personal control. And some kids were texting while we were interviewing them. It was wonderful. 

And that was sort of at the beginning of the 24-7 media that we are in now. So I think we need to do a lot more of that -- really know what the adolescent’s world is really like before we start dropping surveys on top of them. 

You need to learn not only what we in journalism and mass communication know about marketing and persuasion, and good effective communication and the channels and so on, but we also need to know about these health issues. 

And underlying all of that is to have very basic, really good knowledge about the audience. I was just in this session this morning about the new media with Nedra (Weinreich) who said, “We shouldn’t even be thinking any more about them as audiences, we should be thinking about them as people who are engaged in a conversation with us.”  So, we have a whole lot to learn about how to engage young [people]—well, I work with young people-- but how to engage with people we want to live healthier lives. I think it is a whole new age. 

She (Nedra Weinreich) was suggesting also that you don’t create campaigns anymore; you create movements where you are involving these people in their own health behavior. And what you are doing is stimulating them and engaging them in thinking about “how do I live a healthier life?” That is a very different way of thinking about it rather than us dropping our messages on top of them.         
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