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Sex Without
Consequences

“Sex in Primetime Television: 1979 Versus 1989” by Barry S.
Sapolsky and Joseph O. Tabarlet, in Journal of Broadcasting &
Electronic Media (Fall 1991), Broadcast Education Assn., 1771

N St. N.W., Washington, D.C. 20036.

Every couch potato knows that primetime
television is full of sex. How full? To find
out, Sapolsky and Tabarlet, both profes-
sors of communication at Florida State
University, scrutinized a week’s worth of
1989 primetime TV. Along with a team of
graduate students, they hunted for in-
stances of touching, kissing, hugging, and
intercourse as well as sexual violence and
sexual references. All told, they found that
sex comes up once every four minutes
during primetime. (Curiously, however,
frequency tails off after 10 pMm) A 1979
study, by contrast, found one sexual act or
reference every five minutes.

To justify all of this on-screen steam, the
networks assert that they are only reflect-
ing society’s shifting values. Critics, how-
ever, say that networks lure audiences
with sex to gain higher ratings and more
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ad revenue. Indeed, according to Sapolsky
and Tabarlet, in 1989 the number one
rated network, NBC, had the most sexual
content (44 percent of all incidents). The
number two network, ABC, came in at 41
percent. In 1979, NBC had the least
amount of sex and was in last place, and
ABC, with the most sex, was number one.

What bothers Sapolsky and Tabarlet
most, however, is what has not changed on
TV. Although the incidence of (and public
concern over) teen pregnancies and dan-
gerous sexual diseases has jumped, in 1989
only a tiny fraction (4.4 percent) of the net-
works’ sexual material touched upon such
issues. AIDS went completely unmen-
tioned during the week under study. Tele-
vision’s celebration of sex without conse-
quences, the authors say, reflects neither
reality nor good sense.

“Hip Weeklies are Hot!” by Ed Avis, in The Quill (Jan.-Feb.

1992), P.O. Box 77, Greencastle, Ind. 46135-0077.

The nation’s daily newspapers are report-
ing the economic recession in their head-
lines and feeling it in their bottom lines.
Advertising revenues have been shrinking;
several dailies have folded. Meanwhile, re-
ports Avis, associate editor of the Quill,
free “alternative” weeklies are thriving.
From Phoenix to Boston, the alterna-
tives have targeted the lucrative 18- to 34-
year-old market “by doing what alterna-
tives do best: keeping a skeptical eye on
the establishment. .. providing compre-
hensive arts and entertainment coverage,
concentrating on local issues, and serving
heavy doses of wit and sarcasm.” They also
have succeeded in matching their audi-
ence to a strong advertising base of small
merchants. Classified ads are an important
source of revenue (and reader interest), es-
pecially personal ads that many innovative
weeklies have tied into telephone voice
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