
69

Copyright © 2010, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

Chapter 5

The Internet and Adolescent 
Sexual Identity

Bryant Paul
Indiana University, USA

Lelia Samson
Indiana University, USA

INTROdUCTION

Adolescence is a period of great psychological and 
social transformation. Puberty is a major devel-
opmental milestone of adolescence. The changes 
occurring during puberty signal the transition 
into adolescence from childhood. These changes 
are initiated by the synthesis and release of vari-
ous steroid hormones. This in turn results in the 

onset of secondary sexual characteristics as well 
as often striking changes in individuals’ mood, 
positive affect, sensation seeking and behavior 
(Petersen, Silbereisen, & Sorenson, 1996, p. 5). It 
is with this sometimes tumultuously transitioning 
brain that adolescents are often forced to develop 
a new sense of self identity; one befit for a world 
suddenly marked by so much physical, social, and 
psychological change. Given all of the chemical, 
biological, and (related) psychological changes oc-
curring during adolescence it should come as little 
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surprise that the development of one’s sexual self-
identity is one of the most complex experiences 
marking the period of transition from childhood 
to adulthood.

Researchers have long accepted that one of the 
primary tasks of adolescence is the development 
of a sense of self or identity (Erikson, 1968). This 
includes development on the part of individuals 
of a sense of how they fit into their social and 
physical worlds, as well as a perception of how 
they are perceived in those worlds by others. A 
fundamental part of the construction of every 
young person’s self-definition is the develop-
ment of a sexual identity (Buzwell & Rosenthal, 
1996; Chilman, 1983; Gagnon & Simon, 1987). 
According to Buzwell and Rosenthal (1996), 
sexual identity, in addition to an individual’s 
sexual preferences, perceptions of masculinity 
and femininity, or what they perceive to be ap-
propriate or inappropriate sexual behaviors, also 
includes “…an individual’s perception of his or 
her ‘qualities’ in the sexual domain” or “…their 
perceptions of the sexual self” (p. 490). These 
preferences and perceptions, it is argued, are 
largely a function of, among other things, the 
interplay between an individuals’ psychological 
constitution and their social experiences (De-
Lamater & Friedrich, 2002; Sisk, 2006). Key to 
understanding the development of adolescent 
sexual identity is therefore a consideration of 
both the structure of the adolescent mind and the 
nature and types of information and experiences 
upon which individuals rely in constructing this 
dimension of their self concept.

Although media have long been assumed to 
have a primary role in the process of sexual so-
cialization (for reviews, see Escobar-Chaves et al., 
2005; Ward, 2003; see also, Brown, 2000), recent 
research has demonstrated that the Internet is a 
particularly powerful source of information for 
young people regarding issues of sexual identity 
(Bremer & Rauch, 1998; Kraus & Russell, 2008; 
Peter & Valkenburg, 2008; Suzuki & Calzo, 2004). 
Adolescents have been found to frequently use 

the Internet to communicate about and explore 
their sexualities. This includes everything from 
the discussion of a broad range of sexual topics, 
to virtual dating, to participating in episodes of 
“virtual sex” (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield & 
Tynes, 2004; Subrahmanyam, Smahel, & Green-
field, 2006).

The current chapter argues that adolescents’ 
growing reliance on the Internet as a source of in-
formation exchange, entertainment, and potential 
social networking (both of a sexual and nonsexual 
nature) means that it is playing an increasingly 
important role in the development of young 
peoples’ sexual identities. Any understanding of 
contemporary sexual identity development must 
therefore include a consideration of the role of 
the Internet in this process. Further, we argue that 
specific attention must be given to understanding 
how various characteristics associated with the 
unique technological nature of the Internet are 
likely to be processed by, and influential on the 
distinctive adolescent mind. An understanding of 
this interaction will allow researchers, clinicians, 
and educators to better aid adolescents in effec-
tively preparing for, and dealing with the process 
of sexual identity construction in today’s world.

BACKGROUNd

Adolescents’ Use of the Internet

Data from the United States and the United 
Kingdom indicate that the amount of time ado-
lescents spend online has continued to increase 
since the Internet first became publicly available 
in the early 1990’s (Jackson, 2008; Livingstone 
et al., 2005). The number of teenagers using 
the Internet grew 24% between the years 2000 
and 2004 (PEW, 2005). Recent research by the 
Pew Internet and American Life Project (2007) 
indicates that overall, 93% of adolescents use the 
Internet, particularly as a venue for social interac-
tion. Sixty-one percent of the teens interviewed 



 

 

14 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may

be purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:

www.igi-global.com/chapter/internet-adolescent-sexual-identity/39291

Related Content

Brute Force Search Method for Cyberbullying Detection
Michal E. Ptaszynskiand Fumito Masui (2020). Developing Safer Online Environments for Children: Tools

and Policies for Combatting Cyber Aggression  (pp. 339-384).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/brute-force-search-method-for-cyberbullying-detection/241513

Individual Characteristics and Hacking, Piracy, Online Gambling and Pornography Use among

Students: A Study in Malaysia
Hosein Jafarkarimi, Alex Tze Hiang Sim, Robab Saadatdoostand Jee Mei Hee (2015). International Journal

of Cyber Behavior, Psychology and Learning (pp. 30-43).

www.irma-international.org/article/individual-characteristics-and-hacking-piracy-online-gambling-and-pornography-use-

among-students/135314

Distance Learning and Social Issues: Opportunities and Challenges in Preventing Violence
Sónia Maria Martins Caridadeand Maria Alzira Pimenta Dinis (2022). Research Anthology on Combating

Cyber-Aggression and Online Negativity (pp. 424-442).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/distance-learning-and-social-issues/301648

Semantically Linking Virtual Communities
Rajendra Akerkarand Terje Aaberge (2014). Cyber Behavior: Concepts, Methodologies, Tools, and

Applications  (pp. 364-379).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/semantically-linking-virtual-communities/107739

Cross-Cultural Comparison of Adolescents' Online Self-Presentation Strategies: Turkey and the

United States
Nevfel Boz, Yalda T. Uhlsand Patricia M. Greenfield (2016). International Journal of Cyber Behavior,

Psychology and Learning (pp. 1-16).

www.irma-international.org/article/cross-cultural-comparison-of-adolescents-online-self-presentation-strategies/160694

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/internet-adolescent-sexual-identity/39291
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/brute-force-search-method-for-cyberbullying-detection/241513
http://www.irma-international.org/article/individual-characteristics-and-hacking-piracy-online-gambling-and-pornography-use-among-students/135314
http://www.irma-international.org/article/individual-characteristics-and-hacking-piracy-online-gambling-and-pornography-use-among-students/135314
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/distance-learning-and-social-issues/301648
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/semantically-linking-virtual-communities/107739
http://www.irma-international.org/article/cross-cultural-comparison-of-adolescents-online-self-presentation-strategies/160694

