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Abstract 

Black women have been shown in mainstream media and social media in ways that 

reinforce negative stereotypes and reduce them to objects, which leads to the 

sexualization and stigmatization of their bodies and sexuality. There was a gap in 

understanding how exposure to social media content may influence sexual behavior and 

identity among young Black women, and how hypersexualized narratives sparked by 

stories in social media reflect sexual risk-taking. The purpose of this qualitative study 

was to explore and track popular social media sites to determine the themes of the 

messages most frequently viewed targeting Black women. The research question 

addressed the prevalent themes of messages related to sexual risk behaviors in TikTok 

and Instagram targeting young Black women. Kelman’s social influence model formed 

the framework for the study. The model includes concepts of conformity, identification, 

and internalization processes that underlie exposure to negative cultural stereotypes such 

as the “Jezebel.” A qualitative content analysis of 300 TikTok and Instagram stories over 

3 months was filtered thematically for themes and sociocultural meaning. Four themes 

were found: (a) sexualization and identity, (b) validation and social compliance, (c) risk 

normalization, and (d) resistance and counternarratives. The findings may impact social 

change and the social determinants of health by informing media content creators and 

media policy regarding health equity and more empowerment for young Black women. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Social media use has been linked to healthy and unhealthy mental health effects, 

especially for teenage and young adult users (Zahrai et al., 2022). The existing research 

on exposure to explicit sexual content and its influence on sexual behavior focused on the 

general population, with limited attention given to demographic groups such as young 

Black women. Although studies acknowledged the pervasive nature of social media 

platforms as sources of explicit content and their potential impact on attitudes toward sex 

and sexuality, there was a notable gap in understanding how targeted content on social 

media relates to the sexual risk behavior of young Black women (Ward et al., 2020). The 

current study addressed this gap in understanding by qualitatively analyzing social media 

messaging directed at young Black women age 16 to 25 by examining the themes present 

in this content, including stereotypes; the study sought to elucidate messaging related to 

the sexual behavior of this demographic. 

 Additionally, by applying the social influence theory proposed by Kelman 

(1974), I hoped to understand how social compliance drives young Black women to 

respond to messaging and engage in sexually risky behaviors as a means of seeking social 

acceptance. The results of this study have implications for the design of focused 

interventions meant to lessen health inequalities linked to hazardous sexual activity in 

this population. By offering insights into the difficulties faced by young Black women in 

negotiating social media influences on their sexual health, this study may provide new 

insight into the overall impact of social media depictions on various social groups. 
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Background 

In the field of public health, comprehension of the sexual behavior of distinct 

groups, such as young Black women, is essential for several reasons. Due to the 

difficulties and vulnerabilities faced by the group, as well as how social, cultural, and 

economic factors interact, group members’ experiences and results concerning sexual 

health require careful consideration (Irwin & Shafer, 2021). Researchers have 

demonstrated that young Black women face worse sexual health outcomes in the United 

States compared with women of other races and ethnicities, including sexually 

transmitted infections and unplanned pregnancies (Hatcher et al., 2016; Moorman, 2022). 

Bowleg et al. (2017) and Moss et al. (2022) discussed how most of these sexual health 

disparities can be attributed to socioeconomic inequality, the prevalence of institutional 

racism in health care, and the lack of access to high-quality health services. 

Social Problem 

Black women have been frequently shown in mainstream media and social media 

in ways that reinforce negative stereotypes and reduce them to objects, which leads to the 

sexualization and stigmatization of their bodies and sexuality (Leath et al., 2021); (Avery 

et al., 2021). In addition to warping opinions on the sexual expression of Black women, 

this hypersexualization affects their sexual attitudes, practices, and self-perception. As a 

result of the depiction of young Black women on mainstream and social media, 

negotiating sexual relationships, getting thorough sexual education, and making decisions 

regarding their reproductive health may present difficulties for young Black women 

(Wilson, 2021). The National Organization for Women (2021) suggested that ignoring or 
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misinterpreting these outcomes in sexual health creates the intentional result of making 

poor outcomes not only for women’s sexual health seem natural but also the general state 

of public health. 

Ignoring the social drivers of sexual health inequalities, especially in those areas 

of vulnerability, prevents the correction of existing health inequalities and reproduces 

inequality (Gomez et al., 2020). In disadvantaged populations, ignoring the root causes of 

sexual health inequalities exacerbates preexisting health disparities and adds to injustice 

(Gomez et al., 2020). Furthermore, when the experiences and viewpoints of young Black 

women are disregarded in public health research and interventions, the effectiveness of 

laws intended to advance sexual health and avert adverse health consequences is 

jeopardized. Placing the focus on the examination of sexual behavior among young Black 

women within public health discussions may lead to more effective treatments and 

policies that cater to their distinct needs and obstacles. Embracing intersectional forms of 

oppression, including sexism, racism, and stigma, that impact young Black women’s 

experiences with sexual health and eradicating them is part of this strategy.  

At the legislative level, there has been a focus on improving culturally relevant 

sex education to the issues of health inequities in Black communities. Understanding the 

structural and social factors affecting sexual health helps develop the treatments that can 

empower young Black women to achieve improved sexual health outcomes and optimize 

their overall health and well-being (Prather et al., 2018). An essential part of this is 

recognizing and working against other intersecting forms of discrimination (racism, 

sexism, stigma) and lobbying for laws that would improve health in Black communities 
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by addressing the social determinants of health, inequities in health, and sexual health 

inequities (Waters et al., 2022). Understanding and addressing the structural and 

sociocultural influences on young Black women’s sexual health may help empower them, 

improve their health outcomes, and optimize their sexual health and quality of life. 

Research Problem 

The problem addressed in the current study was the lack of understanding of the 

potential influence that social media messaging has on the capacity of young Black 

women to engage in sexually risky behavior. The study sought to identify themes in 

social media messaging targeting young Black women and how these themes may 

influence their self-perception and engagement in sexually risky behaviors. 

Understanding these messages and their potential influence may support addressing 

health disparities associated with undesirable health outcomes, including sexually 

transmitted diseases and unintended pregnancies. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to explore themes of messages related to sexual risk 

behaviors on social media platforms that are targeted to young Black women age 16 to 

25. The 16–25 age demographic was selected because it encompasses the spectrum of 

young Black women who are most active on social media (Santoniccolo et al., 2023). 

Through an analysis of social media posts, I identified themes that encourage sexually 

risky behaviors being distributed to this population. 
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Research Question 

The central research question was the following: What are the prevalent themes of 

messages related to sexual risk behaviors from social media sites TikTok and Instagram 

targeting young Black women? 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

The study drew from social influence theory (Kelman, 1974), which centers on 

how social interactions and structures inform people’s behaviors and attitudes, including 

norms often learned and adopted across social structures and through firsthand 

interactions with others. I used social influence theory, specifically Kelman’s (1974) 

social compliance theory, as the lens to understand how sexual behaviors are influenced 

by social media content among young Black women. Kelman (1974, as cited in 

Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024) described social compliance as a person’s 

willingness to comply with social expectations and norms to receive approval and 

acceptance from others, even when these individuals do not believe in the behavior. For 

instance, while socializing in public spaces on social media platforms, young Black 

women may encounter sexual imagery or messages consistent with the prevalent 

stereotypes or norms about sexuality. Despite personal reservations or dissonance, 

individuals may engage in behaviors promoted or depicted in such content to conform to 

perceived societal expectations or gain validation from their social networks. 

Kelman’s (1974, as cited in Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024) social 

influence theory suggests that people may identify with or copy influential people’s 

actions or attitudes. Influencers, famous people, and peers play a significant role in 
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establishing standards and trends on social media sites such as TikTok and Instagram 

about various topics including sexual behavior (Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024). 

To fit in with their social circles, young Black women may look up to these influential 

individuals and adopt their actions, especially their views toward sexual permissiveness 

(Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024). Additional discussion of this framework is 

provided in Chapter 2. 

Nature of the Study 

I used a qualitative exploratory design to investigate social media messaging 

related to the sexual risk behavior of young Black women. Specifically, I conducted a 

qualitative content analysis of archival multimedia data from social media platforms 

popular among this demographic. The data collection included narrative posts, images, 

video clips, and music lyrics on TikTok and Instagram. The data were gathered over 3–4 

weeks, with the possibility of examining previous posts from influential accounts. 

Data access was facilitated by the widespread availability of social media 

platforms via smartphones and data available in the public domain. This design was 

chosen due to its efficacy in exploring contextual and social messages that circulate in 

public among the cohort of Black women. Qualitative research, as advocated by Bryman 

(2015), allows for a comprehensive understanding of social issues within a limited 

population sample, aligning with the objectives of the current study. By using qualitative 

methods, I aimed to gather detailed insights into the messaging on social media 

concerning Black women and its impact on their sexual behavior. 
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Definitions 

Identification: The concept of identification is part of the social influence theory, 

which states that people imitate the attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs of prominent people 

or role models that they find admirable or want to be like, such as traits or values, and 

incorporate them into themselves (Kelman, 1974).  

Internalization: How people incorporate outside influences into their belief 

systems and self-concepts, such as cultural norms or values (Kelman, 1974). 

Internalization entails assimilating external norms or standards as one’s views or 

attitudes. 

Jezebel: The term in the Bible refers to a wicked and treacherous woman. During 

the slavery era, the term was used to refer to Black women who desired sexual 

relationships with White men along with an appetite that was described as insatiable and, 

therefore, nullified the idea of a White man having to rape a Black woman. The 

stereotype was used to justify the systemic rape of Black women by White enslavers. (K. 

Sue Jewell, 1993). 

Social compliance: Compliance is a response to external demands motivated by 

concerns about the social ramifications of that behavior. According to Kelman (1974), 

social compliance means conforming to social norms without doing so within or with 

support. 

Social influence theory: According to Kelman (1974), social influence theory 

addresses how other people’s presence and activities affect people’s emotions, ideas, and 
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actions. Social influence theory also addresses how people modify their behaviors, 

attitudes, and adherence to social standards. 

Social media influencer: According to Li (2016), an influencer is someone whose 

network has empowered them, who is highly active on social media, and who makes a 

significant impact.  

Thot: An acronym that stands for “that hoe over there.” The term is used as 

derogatory slang to describe a female who has had several casual sexual experiences 

(Seabrook et al., 2019). 

Assumptions 

The study’s assumptions and limitations shaped the scope and potential impact of 

the findings. The first assumption was the heavy use of social media. This assumption 

was based on statistical data that portrayed intensive usage patterns of social media 

among internet users in this age group (Shensa et al., 2020). Shensa et al. (2020) 

proposed that social media, as a widespread means of communication and a source of 

interaction and information, is a viable alternative that has replaced older channels for 

this younger demographic. Consequently, the assumption aligns with daily social media 

usage, a heavy pattern for people in this age group (Moran, 2022). 

I also assumed that a person’s personality is more malleable during this time due 

to the transition from youth to adulthood, during which there can be many life-changing 

events such as the start of one’s career or marriage, as Gwon and Jeong (2018) noted. 

This can make people more easily influenced by external influences from the 

entertainment industry, such as media and social media. Finally, the view that social 
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media attendance leads to stereotypes was assumed because users were informed that 

both platforms contribute to racial and gender stereotypes. I based this view on studies 

showing that mainstream media supports stereotypes (see Green, 2020). I assumed social 

media platforms could do the same if regular TV promotes stereotypes. 

Scope and Delimitations 

The social problem of this study was social media messaging among young Black 

women age 16 to 25 influencing body image and sexual behavior. I used clinical and 

technical diagnostic language assigned to the object of research rather than using terms 

preferred by the women researched (e.g., relationship violence or sexual violence). The 

inclusion of a 16–25 age range, a common approach in the literature, stemmed from a 

literature-driven decision to focus on an increased risk group for adverse sexual health 

outcomes rather than on any population the researchers were working directly with. The 

16–25 age range was selected because of its malleability in transition to adulthood and 

the heavy use of social media within this demographic (see Nyst, 2023). The current 

study intended to address the difficulties young Black women encounter in understanding 

the effects of social media on their sexual health by limiting the scope to them. 

The populations included and excluded in the study, along with the theories and 

conceptual frameworks relevant to the research field, constituted the study’s limits. 

Young Black women between the ages of 16–25 were the study’s target demographic, 

which recognized their unique sociocultural background and vulnerabilities concerning 

sexual health. People outside of this age range and those who do not identify as young 

Black women were excluded from the study. The research intended to offer a transparent 
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framework for analyzing the results and comprehending their significance for public 

health actions and future research by outlining the study’s boundaries and addressing any 

potential shortcomings. 

Social media’s influence on sexual behavior may vary depending on the 

community. Some of the elements impacting this influence include encounters with 

prejudice, sociocultural norms, and access to health care. Therefore, it was essential to 

consider transferability because, although this study’s findings revealed how social media 

messaging affects young Black women’s sexual behavior, it is likely that these 

conclusions would not apply to other cultural contexts or demographic groups. Therefore, 

caution should be exercised when transferring the results to different demographic groups 

outside young Black women in the 16–25 age range. The purpose of this study was to 

understand how social media messages affect young Black women’s sexual behavior 

while considering the limits of the research design in terms of generalizability and 

transferability. The research aimed to offer an open framework for analyzing the results 

and comprehending their significance for public health interventions and future research 

projects by outlining the study’s boundaries and addressing potential barriers. 

Limitations 

I may have been biased regarding the information in some of the messages. Bias 

may result when a researcher influences the data selected for analysis before beginning 

the process. This may occur when researchers examine transcripts of verbal exchanges 

captured during focus groups, particularly when researchers interview participants. The 

researcher may give preference to some participants over others when going over the 
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transcript if the researcher finds something exciting or relatable in what participants have 

to say. 

I acknowledged the possibility of insufficient data within the chosen data 

collection period. This limitation was possible due to factors such as limited availability 

of relevant content or restrictions imposed by social media platforms on accessing 

historical data. Another limitation was focusing on only two social media platforms, 

TikTok and Instagram, which may have restricted the diversity of data sources and 

perspectives. The study may have overlooked valuable insights from other platforms or 

online spaces where similar discussions on sexual behavior and identity among young 

Black women may occur. By acknowledging these assumptions and limitations, I aimed 

to provide a transparent framework for interpreting the research findings and 

understanding their implications. 

Significance 

I explored how social media messages affect young Black women’s sexual 

behavior, filling in a significant knowledge gap in the literature. By concentrating on 

Black women, I hoped to provide insight into the factors influencing their attitudes, 

views, and involvement in sexually hazardous activities. In the field of public health, it is 

essential to comprehend the sexual behavior of young Black women for many compelling 

reasons. Black women face unique challenges and vulnerabilities in addition to the 

interplay of social, cultural, and economic factors. Black women are particularly 

susceptible to adverse outcomes regarding their sexual health (Henderson et al., 2019). 

Compared to women from other racial and ethnic groups in the United States, young 
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Black women face a disproportionate number of sexually transmitted infections, such as 

HIV/AIDS, and unplanned pregnancies (Hatcher et al., 2016). Bowleg et al. (2017) stated 

that systemic issues such as institutional racism, economic inequality, and restricted 

access to high-quality health care services are the root causes of these health disparities.  

Young Black women’s sexual conduct needed to be taken into consideration to 

address these disparities and advance fair access to sexual health care. Additionally, a 

combination of oppressions, including racism, sexism, and stigma, frequently define the 

cultural and social environments in which young Black women negotiate their sexual 

encounters. Leath et al. (2021) claimed that these factors contribute to the sexualization 

of Black women in society and the media and the upkeep of unfavorable stereotypes. 

Therefore, young Black women may face unique challenges in negotiating sexual 

relationships, obtaining access to contraception, and seeking reproductive health care, all 

of which affect their sexual health and well-being. Wide-ranging consequences might 

result from ignoring or misinterpreting the sexual health issues that young Black women 

experience.  

Failure to address the systemic and sociocultural drivers of health inequities 

results in the perpetuation of disparities in sexual health outcomes and the escalation of 

existing inequalities (Gomez et al., 2020). In addition, the efficacy of initiatives meant to 

promote sexual health and lessen health disparities is compromised when the experiences 

and viewpoints of young Black women are ignored in public health research and 

policymaking processes. Public health programs may be better tailored to suit the needs 

of young Black women and address the underlying issues contributing to health 
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disparities by concentrating on their sexual behavior. With this approach, culturally 

sensitive and responsive interventions may be developed to understand and address the 

overlapping effects of gender, race, and socioeconomic position on sexual health 

outcomes.  

To achieve public health objectives, advance health equity, and address inequities 

in sexual health outcomes, researchers should investigate the sexual behavior of young 

Black women. Interventions may be developed to empower young Black women, 

encourage healthy decision making, and enhance general sexual health and well-being 

within this population by acknowledging the structural and sociocultural variables that 

influence their experiences with sexual health. The current study offered insights into 

how young Black women’s sexual risk behavior is influenced by social media 

representations, creating opportunities for successful public health interventions.  

Summary 

This study examined how young Black women age 16 to 25 respond to sexual risk 

messages on social media. Although social media has been shown to have a substantial 

influence on attitudes regarding sex and sexuality, little research has been done to 

examine how social media affects young Black women. I employed a qualitative content 

analysis approach to explore the recurring themes in social media messaging intended for 

this audience, focusing on stereotypes such as being overly sexualized, thots, and 

Jezebels. I used Kelman’s (1974) social influence theory to clarify how social compliance 

influences young Black women’s inclination to engage in risky sexual behaviors. This 
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study was needed to provide a more detailed understanding of the variables influencing 

young Black women’s sexual risk-taking behavior. 

 Through the identification of the relationship between sexual behavior, 

stereotypes, and social media content, the research may contribute to the development of 

focused treatments to decrease health disparities in this population. Finding and 

addressing the structural and social causes of health disparities may provide opportunities 

for creating treatments tailored to young Black women and promoting safe sexual 

decision making. This study filled a gap in the literature by examining the difficulties 

young Black women encounter in balancing the effects of social media on their sexual 

health. By focusing on this population, the study sought to promote health equity, lessen 

disparities in sexual health outcomes, and promote public health objectives. A thorough 

analysis of the literature and theoretical frameworks relevant to the study’s goals is 

provided in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter highlights the comprehensive literature reviewed to clarify the 

mounting evidence that, when considered cumulatively, demonstrated a consistent 

association between social media content and sexual identity development and sexual risk 

behavior propensity. Drawing from various scholarly sources, the review synthesizes the 

existing knowledge base in this area, providing suggestions and insights for future 

investigations and considering possible ethical considerations and temporal constraints 

under which these inquiries can proceed. Essential to this assessment is an exploration of 

how social media wields its extensive influence on various components of sexual 

behavior and identity. This includes examining the literature to determine how people 

connect with social media content, how gender dynamics influence the interaction 

between people on the internet, and the level of difficulty that stems from internalizing 

sexualized media images. The review also considers the historical portrayal of Black 

women in media, what influence that may have over modern ideals regarding sexual 

identity and behavior, and how much of the media portrays specific topics through a male 

perspective. 

By synthesizing and critically evaluating findings from diverse scholarly sources, 

this chapter comprehensively explains the complex interplay between social media 

content and sexual identity formation. The chapter also considers areas where research is 

lacking and suggests directions for further investigation, addressing methodological 

issues and ethical questions that may arise while examining this complex topic. This 

literature review provides a framework for advancing knowledge and contains 
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information that may guide interventions to promote healthy sexual identities and 

behaviors in the digital age. 

Literature Search Strategy 

The literature search was conducted in the Walden Library databases and the 

Google Scholar search engine. Key search terms included “social media,” “stereotype 

endorsement,” “young Black women,” “male gaze,” “African American women,” and 

“sexual identity.” The methodology involved putting these terms into the search engines, 

including Google Scholar and the library database. Various combinations of these 

keywords were employed, such as “sexualization of Black women on social media,” 

“fetishization of Black women and their sexual identity,” “Black women stereotypes and 

influence on their sexual behavior,” “social media and sexual identity/sexuality/gendered 

issues,” and “Black women sexualization history.” Articles were selected based on peer-

reviewed status and publication within a 5-year time frame. 

Theoretical Foundation 

This study was grounded in social influence theory (Kelman 1974), which 

provides a solid basis for understanding how people are impacted by their social 

environments. The theory was used to clarify the processes by which social media affects 

people on a personal and communal level, with a focus on actions such as taking risks 

with one’s sexual health. Kelman’s (1974) model identifies three primary forms of social 

influence: internalization, identification, and compliance. 

Compliance occurs when people follow social norms or expectations to win 

others over or avoid disapproval. This could appear on social media as people adopt 
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specific attitudes or behaviors in reaction to expectations or perceived social pressure 

spread via online platforms. However, identification entails connecting with a particular 

group or social identity, frequently strengthening one’s sense of affiliation or belonging. 

Social media may persuade people to adopt the attitudes or actions of well-known people 

or social groups that they respect or wish to be a part of. 

The highest level of social influence is internalization, which occurs when people 

incorporate external norms or values into their belief systems because they find them 

personally relevant or meaningful. In terms of sexual risk behavior, this can mean that 

people internalize expectations or cultural norms around sexual behavior, which could be 

bolstered or sustained by social media platforms. The current study attempted reveal the 

complex dynamics in people’s sexual risk-taking behavior, particularly when it comes to 

social media involvement, by establishing its foundation in Kelman’s (1974) social 

influence theory. This theoretical framework was used to explore how social media 

influences attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors around sexual health and risk through a 

sophisticated comprehension of compliance, identification, and internalization processes.  

Compliance 

Compliance occurs when individuals conform to influence in hopes of gaining 

acceptance or approval from others. The motivation for compliance lies in the desire for 

social inclusion rather than a genuine belief in the adopted behaviors. Kelman (1974) 

provided examples such as fashion trends in which individuals conform to gain 

acceptance within their social circles. Similarly, social media content targeting young 

Black women may prompt them toward sexual expression as a means of seeking societal 
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validation, potentially leading to adverse outcomes such as early unprotected sexual 

activity, unplanned pregnancies, and increased prevalence of sexually transmitted 

infections (Gagnon & Simon, 2017). 

Identification 

Identification involves individuals adopting behaviors to establish or maintain 

satisfying self-defining relationships with others. Individuals conform to align with 

desired relational dynamics, deriving satisfaction from such conformity. Kelman (1974) 

suggested that this concept can be used understand how Black girls emulate behaviors 

from social media to maintain their position within broader social constructs. 

Internalization 

Internalization occurs when individuals embrace influence because the induced 

behaviors resonate with their intrinsic values. Individuals find fulfillment in adopting 

these behaviors for their inherent sake. This facet of social influence theory was used to 

examine whether the impact of social media on Black girls’ sexualization stems from 

internalization or other modes of influence. 

Internalization also entails assimilating outside influences into one’s belief system 

and self-concept, such as social media information (Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 

2024). Young Black women may internalize societal standards or preconceptions about 

their sexuality through repeated exposure to explicit sexual content or messages on social 

media, which can impact how they view themselves and their attitudes toward sexual 

conduct. This process of internalization can contribute to the normalization of sexually 

risky behaviors or the reinforcement of harmful stereotypes, perpetuating a cycle of 
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influence within online communities. The social influence theoretical framework 

provided insights into how social media content changes attitudes, perceptions, and 

actions in the context of social media’s impact on young Black women’s sexual activity. 

By analyzing the interactions between social conformity, identification, and 

internalization, scholars can better understand how people use and react to sexual content 

on social media platforms (Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024). Furthermore, this 

knowledge may guide the creation of focused interventions and educational plans meant 

to encourage healthy sexual behavior and lessen the detrimental effects of social media 

on the sexual health and well-being of young Black women. 

Sexual Risk Behavior 

Sexual risk behavior refers to having intercourse with someone who carries a high 

risk of contracting an STD or becoming pregnant unintentionally (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2023). Although individuals typically make decisions regarding 

such behaviors independently, various factors within their immediate environment can 

influence their choices. For example, environmental influences such as mainstream and 

social media’s portrayals of sexual risk behavior may increase the individual’s likelihood 

of engaging in these behaviors, especially in the case that such behaviors are present 

among younger generations. As a result, the target demographic may be exposed to 

imagery and content supporting sexual risk behavior on platforms that are influential in 

their lives, thereby increasing their chances of exhibiting these behaviors. 

Oral sex, vaginal sex, and anal sex present even more risk. In 2021, the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (2023) reported that only 9% of high school students 
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who had had sex had been tested for sexually transmitted infections such as HIV, and 

48% of those students did not use a condom. High school students are following their 

hormones and their culture. The hormonal changes of adolescence leave individuals eager 

to do the sexual activity they desire most (Petraitis, 2021). For instance, Maccoby (1980, 

as cited in Thepthien, 2022) showed that when sexual activity is a means to status, 

adolescents will be more likely to engage in it. Sexual risk behavior typically surfaces in 

adolescence and may persist into adulthood if opportunities for risky sexual behavior 

persist (Thepthien, 2022). Although risk factors such as substance use may increase the 

likelihood of participation in sexual risk behavior, the most significant influences reside 

in the social and cultural norms that shape human behavior (Zimmerman et al., 2018). 

Societies with conservative norms generally have lower levels of sexual risk 

behavior as a result of the social consequences of participation (Thepthien, 2022). 

Societies that, for example, more tightly regulate media depictions could limit the 

influence of programming that normalizes sexual risk behavior. As a result, the primary 

drivers of behavior as deeply ingrained as sexual risk behavior are social and cultural 

ones. Because mainstream and social media are influential platforms for shaping societal 

norms and behaviors, these platforms have the potential to lead to either an increase or 

decrease in incidents of sexual risk behavior, particularly among younger populations. 
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Literature Review 

Black Women’s Depiction in the Media and Its Influence on Their Sexual Identity 

and Sexual Risk Behavior 

The sexual development of Black women is shaped by their daily experiences, 

which are often framed within distinct gender and racial contexts. These experiences 

contribute to the formation of stereotypes and sexual scripts that influence the sexual 

development of Black women. Socialization about African American women’s sexuality 

occurs across various settings, with the impact of each setting potentially varying based 

on gender and racial experiences (Santoniccolo et al., 2023). Through social interactions 

and exposure to sexual content in media representations or preconceptions, Black women 

acquire knowledge about sexual meanings (Avery et al., 2021). The media plays a 

significant role in shaping individuals’ perceptions of themselves and the world around 

them. Stereotypes depicted in the media create life images that individuals assimilate and 

perceive as typical (Shensa et al., 2020). 

These representations not only perpetuate racial prejudices and assumptions by 

non-Black individuals but also impact the lives of those they depict. Black women are 

particularly affected by these stereotypes because they often must expend additional 

emotional labor to combat preconceived notions held by their peers (Spates et al., 2020). 

The persistent depictions of Black women’s sexuality in the media further exacerbate 

their emotional burden, serving as reminders of previous stigmatization (Loft, 2020). 

Black women also face the challenge of dispelling these stereotypes and preconceptions, 

which burden them in ways that other women do not experience. This added effort 
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required to navigate predominantly White environments does not foster an environment 

supportive of Black women. Despite societal changes over time, these stereotypes have 

remained entrenched in American culture, perpetuating oppression and negative 

perceptions of Black women (Loft, 2020). 

Using the objectification theory, Thorpe et al. (2022) examined correlations and 

sexual self-consciousness ratings in Black women age 19 to 42 in the South United 

States. Their analysis revealed that participants with higher levels of sexual shame were 

more likely to have nonmale partners, were younger, had a history of sexual anxiety, 

experienced discomfort during sexual activity, and reported lower levels of sexual 

satisfaction. This underscores the impact of stereotypes on Black women’s sexuality and 

personal lives, highlighting the challenge they face in feeling comfortable in their skin 

due to societal expectations (Avery et al., 2021). Media depictions of gender stereotypes 

are often context based and grounded in cultural or social pretexts, which makes it easier 

to perpetuate stereotypical narratives. Santoniccolo et al. (2023) focused on such 

depictions in artistic contexts, examining the correlation between media depictions of 

gender stereotypes, objectification, and sexualization. Their findings demonstrated the 

prevalence of stereotypes, objectification, and sexualization in various contexts, 

contributing to sexism, harassment, and gender role norms. 

Exposure to such representations has been linked to adverse physical and 

psychological health consequences, including increased body surveillance and lower 

quality of life (Santoniccolo et al., 2023). Social branding has long been used to control 

the behavior of individuals and groups. Sexual autonomy in women is hindered by 
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society’s perception of Black women as sexual objects, leading to a reluctance to 

embrace such freedom due to the fear of being labeled as promiscuous. This fear results 

in a hesitancy to discuss condom use and a tendency to relinquish autonomy within 

relationships, thereby perpetuating risky sexual behavior (Bond et al., 2021). Racialized 

sexual stereotypes create pressure for Black women to conform to socially acceptable 

conduct in intimate relationships, perpetuating harmful stereotypes and impacting their 

behavior (Bond et al., 2021). 

Moorman (2020) found that media focus on the sexuality of single Black women 

and societal attitudes toward unmarried status influenced Black women’s relationship 

beliefs, often supporting their decision to remain single. Seabrook et al. (2019) 

demonstrated the influence of media on relationship perceptions and found that general 

television viewing was positively correlated with support for heterosexual scripts that 

limit women’s sexual agency. Wilson (2021) highlighted the detrimental effects of media 

objectification on Black women’s mental health, leading to various issues such as body 

shaming and anxiety. As Moss et al. (2022) discussed, the problem of associating 

sexualized images with all African American women creates harm for those who do not 

fit these standards. In hip-hop culture, the emphasis on the sexuality of women leads to 

their objectification and influences negative stereotyping regarding Black women’s 

sexual identity (Moss et al., 2022).  

Historical Context of Black Women’s Sociosexual Identity 

The sociosexualization of Black women evolved from the period of enslavement, 

prompting lasting stereotypes and attitudes that remain today. Bond et al. (2021) noted 
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the continuities dating back to the transatlantic slave trade between Europe and Africa in 

the 1400s, when Black women’s sexuality was central. Negative stereotypes such as the 

Jezebel archetype, originating from the era of enslavement, persist in contemporary 

media and are prevalent on social media platforms such as TikTok (Loft, 2020). 

Throughout slavery in America, White society propagated the belief that Black women 

were inherently lustful beings, perpetuating a persistent prejudice against them (Avery et 

al., 2021). 

Social dominance shapes perceptions of sexual attractiveness and impacts the 

self-esteem of marginalized groups. Loft (2020) explains that Black women’s bodies 

historically deviated from idealized white femininity, often perceived as sexualized in 

contrast to purity attributed to white women. The racialized perceptions continue to 

stigmatize Black women, portraying them as hypersexual, manipulative, and 

promiscuous, thus supporting their dehumanization (Travis et al., 2021).  Historical 

examples such as the exploitation of Sarah Bartmann’s, known as “Hottentot Venus,” 

represented the public objectification of black women’s bodies, demonstrating their 

commodification and confirming this dehumanization even after her death (Loft, 2020). 

Sexual victimization of Black women persisted before and after the abolition of slavery, 

serving to justify and perpetuate sexual assault while symbolizing the political and social 

dominance of white individuals (Ward et al., 2020).  

As media expanded alongside abolition efforts to regulate the representation of 

Black women’s sexuality, further entrenching racialized sexual stereotypes (Loft, 2020). 

Bond et al. (2021) argue that reproductive and sexual health inadequately address the 
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intersectional lens through which Black women navigate American culture. These 

oppressive histories and persistent prejudices have created male-dominant, racialized 

sexual scripts that continue to shape how Black women are defined sexually. These 

scripts have also contributed to poor reproductive and sexual health outcomes, 

including higher rates of  HIV and other STIs (Bond et al., 2021). Black women are 

often viewed through race-based sexual stereotypes that portray them as seductive and 

promiscuous, contrasting with the virtues of modesty and purity commonly associated 

with white women (Bond et al., 2021). These socio-cognitive frameworks are 

established through cultural socialization, influence, and sexual expectations based on 

race and ethnicity (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1979). 

Fuller-Taleria et al. (2018) assert that historical depictions of African American 

women as hypersexual and combative continue to shape modern preconceptions. The 

negative sexual stereotypes rooted in the history of enslavement continue to influence 

contemporary perceptions and behaviors. Peterson et al.’s study (cited in Fuller-Taleria et 

al., 2018) suggests that exposure to sexualized tropes in rap videos correlates with riskier 

sexual behaviors among African American women, underscoring the perpetuation of 

negative stereotypes. In addition, African Americans internalizing these stereotypes 

helps the maintenance of racist attitudes, supporting the continued prevalence of 

negative images and self-hatred (Wilson, 2021).  

Race-based sexual stereotypes (RBSS) have persisted in depicting  Black 

women’s sexuality as attractive, seductive, and promiscuous; this is in stark contrast with 

the purity and modesty associated with white women (Bond et al., 2021). These ingrained 
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racialized sexual scripts stemming from socio-cognitive frameworks acquired through 

cultural socialization shape expectations and attitudes towards sexual interactions based 

on race or ethnicity (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1979). Fuller-Taleria et al. (2018) assert that 

historical depictions of African American females as hypersexual and combative have 

perpetuated modern preconceptions. The negative sexual stereotypes rooted in the history 

of enslavement continue to influence contemporary perceptions and behaviors. Peterson 

et al.’s study (cited in Fuller-Taleria et al., 2018) suggests that exposure to sexualized 

tropes in rap videos correlates with riskier sexual behaviors among African American 

women, underscoring the perpetuation of negative stereotypes. Moreover, the 

internalization of these stereotypes among African Americans contributes to the 

propagation of racist attitudes, perpetuating pervasive negative imagery and internalized 

prejudice (Fuller-Taleria et al., 2018). 

Influence of Social Media on Sexual Identity 

Media has significantly shaped individuals’ perceptions of themselves and their 

world. (Shensa et al., 2020). Through this influence, media becomes a platform to address 

social discourse. Kaur and Bashir (2015) examined social media's positive and negative 

effects, highlighting its ability to expand learning opportunities and improve interaction 

while contributing to adverse outcomes. In their findings, they determined that although 

social media can help in expanding learning opportunities, be a good source of health 

information, as well as improve interaction and socialization, it can also lead to various 

adverse outcomes such as diminished self-worth, negative body image, feelings 

worthless, and symptoms of eating disorders, among others (Shensa et al., 2020). 
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Recognizing social media as part and parcel of social life, not an isolated phenomenon, is 

imperative. As we well know, the actions of social media users include the process of 

communication with others and the formation of self-perception based on what their 

friends, followers, or connected contacts on social platforms share or post. 

The detrimental effects of social media usage extend to traditional media channels 

such as movies and television (Shensa et al., 2020). Extensive research has examined the 

impact of media on various aspects of mental health, mainly focusing on its influence on 

body image among young men and women (Ward et al., 2022). Studies have indicated 

that media consumption significantly predicts not only men’s attitudes toward dieting and 

their adherence to a personal thin ideal but also women’s symptoms of eating disorders 

(Ward et al., 2020). Research has shown a correlation between higher levels of self-

sexualization and lower levels of sexual self-efficacy, alongside increased consumption 

of women’s magazines, reality television, and comedy television (Coleman et al., 2020). 

Exploitation of Black Women on Social Media 

Initially designed for social interaction and networking, social media platforms 

have evolved into assertive communication and commerce tools (Ali et al., 2020). 

However, the dynamics of engagement in the digital realm often mirror those of the 

physical world, potentially amplifying societal marginalization and exploitation. Due to 

their gender and race, Black women who are subject to many forms of intersecting 

oppression face particular difficulties on social media platforms (Musgrave et al., 2022).  

Black women are exploited in several ways, such as racism and sexual objectification 

through social media (Musgrave et al., 2022). Comment sections on posts by Black 
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women often become venues for racially motivated attacks, reflecting broader societal 

prejudices.  

Moreover, social media algorithms tend to favor highly sexualized content, 

perpetuating a cycle where black women feel compelled to create such content to 

enhance their visibility and engagement (Musgrave et al., 2022). While these issues 

extend beyond race, black women are disproportionately affected, highlighting systemic 

biases inherent in both society and social media platforms. Though essential for 

profitability, the algorithmic mechanisms driving social media platforms reflect and 

perpetuate societal preferences (Musgrave et al., 2022). The preference for sexualized 

content involving Black women underscores persistent stereotypes and societal views 

regarding their sexuality. Consequently, Black women continue to be objectified and 

reduced to sexual objects, reinforcing historical patterns of exploitation (Musgrave et al., 

2022).  

Profit motives propel social media algorithms but also mirror and reinforce 

societal values, intensifying the exploitation of Black women. Social media platforms are 

often perceived as the town squares of contemporary society, where one imagines open 

discourse around social and political matters (Gray & Stein, 2021). However, the 

adoption of restrictive content policies, referred to as being ‘Zucked,’ obstruct 

discussions on the issues that matter most to marginalized communities, including Black 

women. These policies stymie debate on sensitive topics like sexual assault and racism in 

a country that has historically stifled those voices and exploited their labor (Gray & Stein, 
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2021). They not only obscure authentic dialogue but also present barriers to addressing 

the structural injustices faced by Black women. 

The exploitation of Black women on social media also includes cultural 

appropriation and the erasure of their labor (Anderson et al., 2021). Black women’s 

cultural and artistic expressions are often appropriated by other groups, relegating them 

to the margins and denying them economic benefits. This erasure also reduces their 

significant contributions to society, allowing the ongoing systemic biases that result in 

societal indifference to their daily reality to persist (Anderson et al., 2021). They 

consequently deny credit and economic benefits, further propagating cycles of poverty 

and exploitation. 

 Addressing the exploitation of Black women on social media will require a multi-

pronged approach. Social media companies must critically evaluate their algorithms and 

content policies to eliminate biases and promote diverse voices. Our society must address 

societal attitudes, systemic inequities, and other elements that serve to create an online 

user experience that is just and inclusive for all users, including Black women. 

Race and Sexualization Backlash 

In an ideal social system, the reaction to social stimuli would be the same 

irrespective of the parties responsible for producing the stimuli. Modern-day society is, 

however, far from ideal, and there are numerous cases of double standards, especially 

regarding social ideals. Non-black women, for example, have received a social pass when 

it comes to the exploitation of their bodies (Tribble et al., 2019). Despite being massively 

talented, women such as Jennifer Lopez and Kim Kardashian have received considerable 
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social acclaim due to how they highlight their bodies. The society admires them as 

beautiful women deserving of praise.(Baptiste et al., 2023). They are not considered as 

women who are simply using their bodies to get ahead, as is the case with Black women 

who have employed similar tactics to lower levels of success. 

The double standard employed against black women is evident on social media 

platforms. These platforms have created new avenues for people to make a living through 

more nontraditional means. One of these ways is women amassing a massive following 

by showcasing their bodies and monetizing their large following through brand influencer 

deals or subscription services such as Only Fans (Tribble et al., 2019). However, there is 

a discrepancy regarding how women employed in this mode of action are viewed based 

on race.  

Black women who have used such a mode of action on social media are described 

as being thots or skeezers (Livingston et al., 2012). In the broader sense, they are seen as 

morally loose women who take advantage of their physical features to attract a 

predominantly male following (Tribble et al., 2019). The case is, however, different 

regarding non-Black women employing the same mode of action. They see them as 

pioneers in breaking gender-based norms and being accessible to explore their bodies and 

showcase them to the world. Such a double standard speaks to the fact that stereotypes 

about black women from the days of slavery are still prevalent in the present (Tribble et 

al., 2019).  

Society still sees Black women as having an insatiable sexual appetite and willing 

to seduce men as a means of having this sexual appetite satisfied. Non-Black women, 
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especially white women, are viewed as being pure and having a form of natural beauty 

that is supposed to be admired by the greater society. Throughout the history of the 

United States, Black women have never been viewed as the ideal when it comes to beauty 

standards. That privilege has been the exclusive reserve of the white woman (Baptiste et 

al., 2023). Black women receive discrimination based on their body features, skin color, 

hair, and other variables that are related to their bodies (Baptiste et al., 2023). 

An example of this is the natural hair of a Black woman being considered 

unprofessional in a formal employment setting. At the same time, society does not apply 

this standard to the natural hair of other races of women, such as white (Baptiste et al., 

2023). Such standards have extended to the world of social media and the freedom that 

black women have to showcase their physical features relative to women of other races. 

Black women are also the recipients of messaging on how they do not meet the 

mainstream beauty standards. Such messaging can cause Black women to internalize 

negative self-images that have an impact on their self-esteem (Baptiste et al., 2023). 

An excellent example of this is the idea that Black women have an aggressive 

sexual appetite. Such messaging, when internalized, may lead to black women acting in 

more sexually aggressive ways, especially on social media. The internalization of 

negative self-images impacts these women’s sense of self-worth and their relationship 

with the greater society. It leads to the materialization of the stereotypes used to create 

these negative self-images in the first place (Baptiste et al., 2023). 
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Internalization of Content in the Media 

Internalization is the process by which cultural norms and values are so ingrained 

within individual minds that they shape how they perceive and behave (Ward et al., 

2022). Thus, it is essential for our understanding of the impact of sexualized media on 

society. It involves the adoption and acceptance of cultural norms regarding sexuality, 

which various cultural factors can influence. Internalized sexualization refers explicitly to 

believing that a woman’s worth is closely tied to her appearance and sexuality to her 

sexual attractiveness to men (Ward & Grower, 2020). The intersection of race and 

sexuality poses unique challenges for Black women, impacting their ability to navigate 

societal expectations regarding their sexuality.  

Black women often face conflicting pressures, with black men expecting them to 

conform to traditional roles of chastity and caretaking. Also, usually, they are seen as 

“promiscuous” or “hypersexualized” by whites, which is similar to “a degrade from those 

who feel disenfranchised economically, socially, and politically” (Crooks et al., 2019). 

Black women must fight to make their voices heard, have control and power over their 

own lives, and define themselves in their way, just like every other woman (Ward et al., 

2020). Sexualization in the media is inextricably bound to gender. The media continues 

to perpetuate and propagate prejudices while maintaining the conventional power 

dynamics of male to female- (Bond et al., 2021). Women are constantly considered as the 

objects of male desire by the portrayals in the media, so women are basically on show for 

male sexual pleasure (Bond et al., 2021). Women have been digested for hundreds of 

years, standing by as the passive items of male desire. Their sexual agency and sexual 
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happiness were less significant, generally, than their satisfaction with male desire (Bond 

et al., 2021). 

Positives of Mainstream and Social Media 

Enhancing communication through social media and mainstream media provides 

undeniable benefits.(Siddiqui et al., 2022). Social messaging has additional benefits. One 

example is health campaigns that induce individuals with specific diseases to take certain 

measures to enhance their self-preservation (Akram, 2018). Social media has made self-

promotion easier (Akram, 2018). It has created a means for people to directly reach out to 

the public instead of relying on mainstream media. 

 Social media has allowed people to circumvent the elements of gatekeeping 

linked to mainstream media and enhance the rate at which user-generated content will 

enable people to express themselves in a more accessible and open environment. Despite 

social media’s potential to perpetuate suboptimal portrayals of black women and 

contribute to their sexualization, deliberate shifts in messaging can counteract these 

effects (Akram, 2018). Campaigns aimed at bolstering the self-esteem of black women 

and showcasing diverse aspects of their identities beyond their sexuality are crucial. For 

instance, social media can celebrate the natural beauty of Black women, challenging 

stereotypes regarding their appearance, such as perceptions of unprofessionalism 

associated with natural hair in corporate settings (Fritz et al., 2020).  

However, to bring about a revolutionary change in social media messaging, there 

needs to be a more widespread shift in how Black communities and women are perceived 

(Siddiqui et al., 2016). Due to decades of institutionalized oppression and exploitation, 
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historical representations of Black women have contributed to the persistence of 

stereotypes, such as the hypersexualizing Jezebel archetype (Fuller et al., 2018). It will 

need a paradigm change to support more inclusive and nuanced images of Black women 

in the media to move past these damaging tropes. 

Summary 

The literature review underscores the profound impact of mainstream and social 

media portrayals on the self-concept and sexual risk behavior of Black women. 

Internalization is at the heart of this phenomenon; people internalize and become the 

messages communicated through media representations, especially those related to their 

identities. The stereotype of Black women as promiscuous and hypersexual goes far back 

in Western media, and music videos are full of the representations that fuel it. The effect 

is massive, as people live out these representations and mimic the behaviors they see. 

In our digital day and age, the ubiquity and immediacy of social media have 

propelled its status as a major influencer in shaping perceptions and behavior. The study 

unravels the complex interplay of media depictions, identity formation, and behavior that 

follows could not be timelier. At the crux of it is the intersection of how social media 

images of Black women contribute to the internalization of these depictions, decipher 

how these images are internalized to discern their impact on the sexual risk behavior of 

Black women. 

This study sought to elaborate on the intersection of processes at play through an 

incident analysis of the social media internalization of one stereotype among Black 

women. It sought to contribute to a broader understanding of the processes driving sexual 
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risk behavior among Black women by examining how media representations influence 

individuals’ self-concept and behavior. Finally, the study aimed to provide a basis for 

targeted interventions and strategies aimed at alleviating the harmful effects of media 

representation and promoting better outcomes for African American women about their 

sexual health and well-being. 

Key Concepts Explored in the Literature Review 

Culturally Responsive Interventions 

Gomez et al. (2020) define culturally responsive interventions as approaches to 

social service delivery or healthcare considering diverse populations’ linguistic, cultural, 

and social needs. By adjusting services and tactics to the cultural settings and preferences 

of the people or communities they serve, these interventions seek to advance health 

equity. 

Health Disparities 

As Gomez et al. (2020) have described, there are still disparities in the healthcare 

sector. Disparities in health outcomes and healthcare service accessibility among various 

demographic groups are health disparities, and social, economic, and environmental 

variables frequently impact them. Due to these discrepancies, socioeconomic level, race, 

ethnicity, and geographic location substantially affect people’s health outcomes and 

capacity to receive necessary healthcare services. 

Hypersexualization 

Hypersexualization is the practice of putting much attention on physical attributes 

and sexuality while highly sexualizing individuals or groups, particularly women (Leath 
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et al., 2021). People become objects and commodities through this process, which 

eventually turns them into sexual beings. The persistence of objectification feeds 

prejudice and false representations in the media and society. 

Structural Racism 

Structural racism occurs when laws, institutions, and conventions intentionally 

embed racial prejudice, causing disparities in outcomes, opportunities, and resource 

distribution. (Bowleg et al., 2017). Historical and contemporary behaviors contribute to 

racial disparities in housing, healthcare, employment, and education. 



37 

 

 

Chapter 3: Research Method 

Social media is the new town square where people engage in discourse and self-

expression (Pulido et al., 2020). The impact of social media may surpass that of 

mainstream media, given the rising number of social media users (Zhang et al., 2020). 

The increasing number of social media users means that elements linked to social media 

are becoming deterministic regarding life decisions made by people in specific age 

groups (Pulido et al., 2020). Examples include establishing fashion and social trends 

among age demographics based on social media trends. The case is no different when it 

comes to modes of sexual expression among young Black women. 

In the current study, I examined the influence of social media messaging on the 

decisions of young Black women to engage in sexually risky behavior. For this study, the 

term sexually risky behavior referred to behavior of a sexual nature that may lead to 

unwanted consequences such as transmission of sexually transmitted diseases or 

unwanted pregnancies (see Baru et al., 2019). Examples of such behaviors include 

unprotected sex. I explored themes embedded in social media messaging targeting young 

Black women that influence their self-perception and engagement in sexually risky 

behavior. 

Research Design and Rationale 

A qualitative multimedia content analysis methodology was employed in this 

study, focusing on social media websites TikTok and Instagram (see Nirjara, 2023). This 

methodology involved analyzing qualitative data, including text, audio, and images, to 

identify patterns and meanings within the data (see Bengtsson, 2016). The methodology 
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further involved systematically categorizing and interpreting the collected data’s content 

to offer deeper insight into the studied phenomenon (Drisko & Maschi, 2016). 

The selection of the qualitative content analysis methodology was based on the 

need to explore the nuanced content found on TikTok and Instagram to uncover the 

underlying themes linked to sexually risky behavior targeted at young Black women. 

This methodology is helpful when it comes to identifying themes that may be hidden by 

conventional communication patterns employed by more conservative societies to 

conceal information being presented to the public (Bengtsson, 2016). The purpose of the 

current study was to examine social media messaging to differentiate between different 

forms of messaging targeting Black women and their propensity to prompt them to think 

about and potentially engage in sexually risky behavior. 

The qualitative content analysis methodology can be applied whether knowledge 

is believed to be socially constructed, acquired, or innate (Elo et al., 2014). The 

methodology further comprises descriptions of the manifest content and the latent content 

that may be distant from the text but still close to the lived experience of the research 

participants (Graneheim et al., 2017). This means that the methodology could be used to 

gain a comprehensive understanding of the impact of social media messaging on the 

sexual risk behavior of young Black women. The messaging was analyzed in terms of its 

innate content and the lived experiences of the young Black women. Their lived 

experiences could be established by their responses to posts containing the messaging. 

Examples include likes and comments that show support for or opposition to specific 
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social media posts that contain themes linked to engagement in potential sexually risky 

behavior. 

This study was exploratory. Exploratory studies are usually employed in 

analyzing research problems when there is limited knowledge or understanding of the 

phenomenon under study (Mayring, 2021). Given that social media is a relatively new 

form of technology, its generational impact is yet to be fully established in a research-

based environment (Zhang et al., 2020); it is safe to assume that there is limited research-

based knowledge about social media and the propensity of specific groups, such as 

youths and women, to engage in sexually risky behavior. The heavy use of social media 

and the rise of influencer culture, however, points to the potential of social media to 

influence behavior at the mass level (Pulido et al., 2020). I sought to explore not only the 

influence of social media when it comes to the sexual risk behavior of young Black 

women but also the nuances involved in the establishment of such influence. An 

exploration of these nuances was important in establishing how social media can 

influence young Black women at the individual level when it comes to their capacity and 

propensity to engage in sexual risk behavior in response to themes and messages that they 

have come across on social media over a given period. 

Role of the Researcher 

As the researcher, I was active throughout the study. First, I was tasked with 

designing the study. This involved selecting the data collection methods and ensuring that 

the methodology used aligned with the theoretical and conceptual frameworks guiding 

the study (see Palinkas et al., 2015). The study’s theoretical framework was social 
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influence theory, which centers on how social interactions and structures tend to inform 

people’s behaviors and attitudes, including norms often learned and adopted across social 

structures and through firsthand interaction with others (Kelman, 1974). My role as the 

researcher was to ensure that the methodology employed throughout the study was in line 

with the provisions of social influence theory so that there would be a logical flow of 

information from the introduction to the literature review to the methodology section. 

I was also tasked with collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data. I needed to 

ensure that I followed the procedures laid out when it comes to data collection to ensure 

that the collected data aligned with the requirements of the study. During data analysis, I 

conducted manifest and latent analysis to ensure I obtained as much information from the 

data as possible to answer the research question (see Bengtsson, 2016). I was further 

tasked with ensuring that the collected data were helpful for this study. 

As the researcher, I needed to be aware of my biases and perceptions as I 

conducted the study. I needed to be mindful that I was not the central focus of the study 

at the individual level. Instead, the central focus of the study was the research question. 

As such, I needed to separate my personal opinions from the perceptions from the survey. 

I needed to ensure that the data collection and analysis followed the procedure, not my 

likes and preferences (see Schreier, 2020). Achieving this would result in a more 

objective analysis with higher levels of validity being guaranteed in the study. 

I also analyzed my assumptions and interpretations to ensure they were sound and 

logical. The assumptions made by the researcher act as strategic guides and ensure that 

the researcher does not look at concepts that assumptions have already been made about 
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(Schreier, 2020). The existence of logical assumptions means that the researcher has a 

more straightforward path to focus on and answer the research question. Concentrating 

on areas where assumptions were made might have led to circular thinking and diverted 

my attention from the research question. Therefore, I needed to be cognizant of the 

confines of the study and ensure high levels of objectivity regarding my efforts and 

capacity to answer the research question. 

Methodology 

The methodology adopted for this study involved systemic analysis of archival 

content on two leading social media platforms: TikTok and Instagram. The archival data 

in question were mainly visual and textual. The study aimed to identify patterns, trends, 

and themes within the data that were relevant to the subject of sexually risky behavior 

among young Black women. TikTok and Instagram were selected as the leading social 

media platforms for data collection because of their popularity within the 16–25 age 

group and the possible level of interaction between content creators and content 

consumers on these platforms (see Zhang et al., 2020). These platforms allow content 

creators to go live and interact with their audience in real time. The platforms also have 

vibrant comment sections where the content consumers can get their voices heard. The 

content on these platforms is also grouped into hashtags (Zhang et al., 2020). The 

employment of hashtags allows content consumers to find content that is relevant to 

subjects that are of interest to them. Content consumers can filter out certain content and 

ensure they only see relevant information (Pulido et al., 2020). These provisions 

benefited the current study because they indicated how content can target specific 
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audiences on TikTok and Instagram. For this study, I looked at the original social media 

posts and the top three comments or responses under each post. 

Data Selection Logic 

The selection of data in the form of social media posts and responses for the study 

was based on the purposive sampling approach. This is a nonprobabilistic sampling 

approach that involves the selection of units because they have characteristics needed in 

the sample (Palinkas et al., 2015). The use of purposive sampling for the current study 

was based on a wide array of information and content posted on Instagram and TikTok 

daily. Going through this content in its entirety to find messaging that was linked to the 

sexual risk behavior of young Black women would have been nearly impossible. Instead, 

I employed purposive sampling using specific hashtags to filter out irrelevant content 

based on the research question. 

Keyword searches were conducted on Instagram and TikTok. The keywords in 

question were hashtags linked to sexual behavior and health. The inclusion criteria 

prioritized relevant posts given the research objectives. The posts addressed the sexual 

behavior of young Black women, such as their proposed dating habits and their 

propensity to engage in unprotected sex. Keywords such as #sprinklesprinkle and 

#hotgirlsummer were used. These keywords focused on social trends aimed at 

influencing the sexual risk behavior of young black women. For example, the 

#sprinklesprinkle keyword provides strategic approaches for young women to use men 

for financial gain (Nirjara, 2023). The social context of the keyword is based on the idea 

that women should take advantage of their sexuality and sexual appeal to gain a financial 
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benefit in the current dating and sexual landscape. These women are, therefore, 

encouraged to engage in behavior that can be described as sexually risky with the aim of 

financial growth as opposed to a focus on their long-term physical, emotional, and mental 

health when dating or seeking out prospective partners (Nirjara, 2023). 

Posts on social media were selected based on the chosen hashtags. The hashtags 

were selected based on social media trends and their popularity on the TikTok and 

Instagram platforms. The selection of posts under specific hashtags meant the sampling 

procedure was purposive (see Palinkas et al., 2015). In addition to the posts, comments 

were also included in the data set. The top three comments in each of the selected posts 

were chosen. The comments were based on the number of likes they received and the 

number of replies. The number of likes on each comment indicated the number of people 

who agreed with the content. The number of replies indicated the level of interaction 

generated by the comment due to its capacity to elicit a reaction from the members of the 

target demographic. 

The primary hashtags that were used to locate the relevant content were 

#sprinklesprinkle, #hotgirlsummer, #adviceforgirls #queen, #yaas, #datingtipsforwomen, 

#drizledrizle, #sprinklesprinklelady, #providermen, #pedestalwife, #softgirlera, 

#keptwife, #relationshipcoach, #5050relationships, and #datingadvice. The sample 

collected within 2 weeks. Strategic hashtag searches were executed daily for 2 weeks, 

focusing on new content posted exclusively within these 4 weeks. Older posts were 

excluded from the sample. The top three posts each day with the highest levels of 

interaction were included in the study. The process was iterative and was meant to ensure 
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that saturation was reached regarding the themes included in the posts in question. 

Saturation was reached when the ideas and themes were repeated in the selected posts 

and top comments. 

Instrumentation 

I developed the data collection matrix for the study. The matrix was based on data 

collected from TikTok and Instagram. I structured the data collection matrix to capture all 

of the relevant information from the selected social media posts and the top three 

comments under each post. The data included in the matrix were the central messaging of 

the social media post and the social context behind the post. I conducted an analysis of 

the social context to understand better the post’s central message and how it was likely to 

be interpreted and understood by members of the target audience. 

The first coding scheme used in the study was the hashtags used to identify 

relevant posts. The coding scheme involved several tags: #sprinklesprinkle, 

#hotgirlsummer, #adviceforgirls #queen, #yaas, and #datingadvice. The selection of these 

hashtags was informed by the research objective, which was to explore themes of 

messages related to sexual risk behaviors on social media platforms among young Black 

women age 16 to 25. The coding scheme was further influenced by the theoretical 

framework guiding the study, which was social influence theory. The hashtags in 

question were linked to posts promoting certain behaviors among the target demographic. 

Promoting these behaviors aligned with social influence theory, especially regarding how 

social interactions inform people’s behavior and attitudes (see Kelman, 1974). The 

compliance lens was relevant because it addresses social inclusion as the motivation for 
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behavior (see Kelman, 1974). People can engage in behavior being encouraged in the 

posts under the specific tags to secure social inclusion. Therefore, hashtags aligned with 

the study’s objectives and the theoretical framework guiding the study. 

Procedures for Pilot Study 

A small pilot study was carried out before conducting the study. The main 

objective of the pilot study was to refine the coding scheme, especially the selection of 

hashtags used to locate posts that would be part of the data set. The coding scheme 

selected was tested over 2 days. Strategic hashtag searches were performed to find posts 

made within those 2 days. The posts were then analyzed to assess their content and the 

relevance of the content, considering the objectives of the study and the research 

question. Additional hashtags under the identified posts were also analyzed to determine 

their capacity to identify more targeted posts. 

Feedback from the pilot study was beneficial regarding potential adjustments to 

the coding scheme. The hashtags used were reevaluated in comparison to additional tags 

identified under the posts made within the 2-day period. Adjustments were made to the 

hashtag coding scheme to ensure that it was robust and allowed for the strategic 

deification of social media posts relevant to the study. 

The pilot study was also critical in establishing an external standard regarding 

health. The idea was to establish the specific context of Black women and how their well-

being and overall health were affected by social media. As the researcher, I needed to 

remain unbiased regarding the data collection process. This meant that I did not base the 

selection of the social media posts according to my view of what is appropriate or 
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socially acceptable social media messaging. Instead, the data selection was based on the 

traction the posts received on social media. The general standards for health and well-

being were determined based on the themes prevalent in social media posts. In other 

words, the standards were determined based on the predominant messaging from the 

posts and their impact on the target demographic in terms of some of the behaviors they 

encouraged. 

Practicing healthy coping strategies is one of the standards for a healthy and 

productive life. The healthy coping strategies in question were linked to individuals’ 

mental and emotional states and the various stimuli to which they are exposed 

consistently (Musgrave et al., 2022). For the current study, social media messages were 

thought of as a stimulus that impacts people’s propensity to have healthy and productive 

lives. My role as the researcher was to establish an unbiased view of the social media 

posts. I did not determine the appropriateness of the posts and whether they had gone too 

far. 

Having a baseline for what is appropriate for mental and emotional health is 

critical when conducting this study. The baseline provides context and helps to establish a 

framework for understanding the various social media nuances in a culturally sensitive 

manner (Kanchan et al., 2023). The baseline is also critical in ensuring that ethical 

standards are met. Among the measures in the baseline for living a healthy mental and 

emotional life within the context of social media usage is the nature of interactions on 

social media (Cohen et al., 2023). The nature of conversations linked to social media 

posts is likely to impact the emotional and psychological disposition of the people who 
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view the posts and engage with other social media users about the posts (Khan et al., 

2021). Mindful consumption is another critical element of a healthy emotional life 

concerning social media engagement. As such, it is essential to analyze the mindfulness 

of the social media posts and the associated comments regarding the context under which 

the social media posts are made (Cohen et al., 2023). In this context, mindfulness refers 

to the extent of purposeful engagement linked to the posts in question and the emotions 

that the posts are meant to create within the social media users who see the posts. 

Examples include posts intended to create anger or hatred towards specific population 

demographics (Kanchan et al., 2023). The baseline in question, therefore, focuses on 

areas such as mindfulness, purposeful engagement, the nature of social media 

interactions, the intent behind the social media posts, and the underlying context that 

anchors the content of the social media posts within the existing social environment. 

Procedures for Data Collection 

The data is in the public domain and published on TikTok and Instagram for 

public consumption. The hashtags #sprinklesprinkle, #hotgirlsummer, #adviceforgirls, 

#queen, #yaas, #datingtipsforwomen, #drizledrizle, #sprinklesprinklelady, #providermen, 

#pedestalwife, #softgirlera, #keptwife, #relationshipcoach, #5050relationships, and 

#datingadvice will be used to search and retrieve posts on TikTok and Instagram 

systematically. The hashtags will act as keywords to identify posts specific to their 

messaging. Only publicly available content will be analyzed to ensure privacy. The 

names of the content creators will also be redacted to ensure their privacy. 
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The study will also include the top three comments under each selected top post. 

The top comments will be identified based on the number of likes per comment and the 

number of replies per comment. TikTok and Instagram have a feature that filters 

comments by relevance and interaction. These filters will be used to identify the top 

comments under each post. Conversely, the posts will be identified based on the level of 

interaction linked to them. The level of interaction, in this regard, refers to the number of 

views and likes under each post. The number of reposts under each post will also be used 

to identify the top posts each day, with the three posts with the highest level of views, 

reposts, and interaction included in the sample. 

The data collection procedures, from sampling to transcription of videos, 

especially on TikTok, will be broken down step by step. This breakdown is meant to 

ensure the highest possible transparency in the study and ensure its reliability in the 

future. The data collection process is projected to take between three and four weeks. It is 

important to note that the process is iterative and will continue until a saturation point has 

been reached. This is where collecting additional data does not lead to new information 

different from what has already been observed. Given that the study will involve more 

than 30 social media posts daily, I can project that saturation will be reached anywhere 

between the 14-day and 30-day period. The process will continue until accurate 

saturation is reached, meaning that the data has been exhausted regarding the insights and 

information collected from the social media posts concerning the research question and 

study objectives. 
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Data Analysis Plan 

Data analysis will involve both latent and manifest analysis. Manifest analysis 

focuses on precisely what has been said (Bengtsson, 2016). It requires transcription of the 

material from the posts and the top comments and a word-by-word analysis of the data in 

question. Latent analysis, on the other hand, is more profound and looks at what it 

intended to have been said (Kuckartz et al., 2023). Regarding both these methods, the 

data analysis process will begin with decontextualization. The process involves finding 

meaningful units from the transcribed data (Kuckartz et al., 2023). Each chunk of data 

will be analyzed to find the meaningful words from each section. The process will be 

done using NVivo. 

The second step after decontextualization is recontextualization. It involves 

contextualizing the meaningful units identified after decontextualization (Bengtsson, 

2016). Including context will involve re-watching the posts and finding relationships 

between the posts and the meaningful units identified after decontextualization. The idea 

here is to give these meaningful units more background-based justification for their 

existence in the posts and transcripts (Bengtsson, 2016). Their recontextualization will, 

therefore, help to understand better their meaning concerning the subject of the sexual 

risk behavior of young Black women. 

The third step in the analysis process will be categorization. It will involve 

identifying homogenous groups from meaningful units (Bengtsson, 2016). The 

meaningful units were categorized into themes based on their decontextualized meaning 

and their thematic meaning based on recontextualization through NVivo. The final step 
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will be a compilation, which will involve drawing realistic conclusions based on the 

identified themes from the data (Kuckartz et al., 2023). The realistic findings will be in 

line with the need to answer the question about the extent to which these social media 

posts influence the propensity of young Black women aged between 16 and 25 to engage 

in sexually risky behavior, such as unprotected sex. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

The validity of the collected data was established through a detailed cross-

analysis from peers and an expert panel. Establishing credibility means ensuring that the 

methodology used in data collection and analysis is sound and that no relevant data has 

been excluded (Mayring, 2021). Cross-analysis from peers and an expert panel will shed 

light on the soundness of the methodology employed and any blind spots that I may have 

missed in executing the study. 

Dependability refers to stability. I will keep a detailed audit trail showcasing all 

the procedures I carried out, especially during the decontextualization and 

recontextualization processes. The changes will be tracked using detailed memos that 

capture all aspects of the change made during the process. I will have a detailed 

breakdown of all the coding decisions I make during the study and ensure that this 

information is presented to a panel of experts for analysis when needed. 

Transferability refers to the extent to which the study results may apply to other 

groups or settings (Graneheim et al., 2017). One of the methods I will employ in this 

regard is variation in participant selection. I will choose social media posts with the 

highest traction in terms of views and engagement. The case is the same for the responses 
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selected per post. This strategy will ensure that I select social media posts that reach the 

most significant number of people on each platform on the given day, meaning that they 

have the highest probability of having the most significant impact on the target 

demographic. 

Conformability can be thought of as an issue of representation. It focuses on the 

neutrality and objectivity of the data (Graneheim et al., 2017). I will ensure 

confirmability by constantly being aware of my biases and ensuring that these biases do 

not impact the research procedure or data analysis in any way. In this regard, I will keep a 

reflexive journal to document my thoughts and feelings throughout the data analysis 

process. The journal will help me identify moments of discomfort and bias and ensure 

they do not impact my general data analysis. 

Ethical Procedures 

First, I will collect data and go through a detailed de-identification process. The 

process will involve removing all information about the identities of the users of social 

media posts and the people’s identities using the top comments per post. Informed 

consent from the users of the posts is not necessary, given that the posts are published on 

public platforms and are meant for public consumption. However, it is essential to 

remove all personal identifiers that may lead to the identities of the creators of the posts 

being revealed, including real names or usernames that they employ on social media. 

I will maintain exclusive access to the collected data. The data will be stored in a 

personal database and made available to the institution upon request. Upon receiving the 

data from the institution, it will be stored and deleted based on the institution’s internal 
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guidelines. The data on my database will be stored for not exceeding ten years, after 

which it will be deleted. 

Summary 

Qualitative content analysis serves as the primary research methodology to 

answer the research question on the impact of social media on the sexual risk behavior of 

young Black women between the ages of 16 and 25. Purposive sampling will be used to 

create a sample of social media posts and post replies relating to selected hashtags linked 

to advice relating to sexual behavior and general intersexual relationships, such as 

#sprinklesprinkle. The top social media posts and replies will be selected within two 

weeks and analyzed for themes using manifest and latent analysis. Themes will be 

identified from the data and conclusions drawn based on their relationship to sexually 

risky behavior, such as engagement in unprotected sex. 
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Chapter 4: Results  

My goal in this study was to identify patterns of social media messages 

addressing or potentially influencing sexual risk-taking behavior among young Black 

women. I engaged in qualitative content analysis of posts from TikTok and Instagram 

with the help of NVivo software with the analysis of the data. The focus was researching 

the messages associated with 10 hashtags chosen based on their relevance to sexual 

orientation, cultural diversity, and risky behaviors. In this chapter, I explain the process 

of data selection, construction of the data set, coding, and performance of a thematic 

content analysis leading to the discovery of findings. 

Data Collection 

The data set was made up of selected posts extracted from TikTok and Instagram. 

My strategy was to examine these two sites using 10 predetermined hashtags as markers 

in messages to indicate possible data about sexual identity and behavior. The hashtags I 

looked for included #hotgirlsummer, #blackgirlmagic, #itsavibe, #sexyy, #thick, 

#bodygoals, #trending, #fyp, #ebonyprincess, and #melaninqueen. 

I examined the compiled data daily. Each day I selected the three posts from 

Instagram and TikTok with the highest number of view counts, as a measure of response 

and influence strength, to be included in the data set for a total of 30 posts per day. Under 

each of these posts, I also considered the top three comments with the highest number of 

user interactions regarding likes and replies. This sampling method ensured that only the 

content that received considerable engagement was subjected to analysis.  
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Data Preparation and Coding Approach 

Data Organization 

I used NVivo, a qualitative data analysis tool, for data analysis. NVivo software 

assisted me in sorting, coding, and categorizing the data, offering a detailed description 

and analysis of the manifest and latent content in the captions and comments in the data 

set. I exported the data into NVivo for analysis, where I analyzed the posts by hashtags 

and then divided them into captions and comments. Captions represented the message 

sent by the content creators, and comments captured the target audience’s overall 

engagement and perception, which indicated social validation or condemnation. 

Capturing the original post’s content and the user engagement under the post made sense 

to obtain a holistic understanding of the engagement in question. I also put the data 

through a detailed de-identification process. This process involved going through the data 

line by line and eliminating any personal information that could hint at or reveal the 

identities of social media users who commented or posted (see Siddaway et al., 2019). I 

removed all the identifying information without altering the rest of the data to ensure 

objectivity. 

Initial Coding Scheme 

The first coding framework was based on the theoretical categories drawn from 

Kelman’s (1974) social influence theory: compliance, identification, and internalization. I 

used the coding framework to analyze the data and generate the themes: sexualization, 

validation seeking, peer influence, and risk normalization. The first step I undertook in 

the analysis was open coding to identify primary phrases from the text presented in the 
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data set (see Selvi, 2019). My second step was axial coding, which involved breaking 

down related codes and grouping them (see Schreier, 2020). 

Iterative Coding Process 

During the coding process, I identified and further developed several themes. For 

example, several terms initially described aspects of self-worth and validation, and they 

were combined under the common category of validation seeking. Moreover, the large 

category of social influence was divided into two smaller categories: compliance and 

identification. Coding in cycles facilitated the qualitative analysis of content and the 

social relations inscribed in these public forums (see Schreier, 2020). 

Thematic Analysis and Findings 

Theme 1: Sexualization and Identity 

The first pattern that I observed was that Black women’s identities had been 

sexualized through the content of social media platforms. Some of the posts included 

hashtags such as #blackgirlmagic and #hotgirlsummer as a way of parading the correct 

image in terms of the appearance of the women. This theme was also attributed to the 

societal discourses that cast Black women using sexually oriented stigmatized narratives. 

For instance, hashtags such as #OwnYourCurves, #blackgirlmagic, and #HotGirlSummer 

propelled users to enjoy their sexuality and make it an integral part of their identities. 

Comments linked to these hashtags included “she looks amazing,” “earthy black girl 

starter pack,” “siz got plans,” “you can BANK on me,” and “face card like magic.” 

The messages that were analyzed supported the notion that sexual appeal is seen 

as a source of identity for young Black women. Despite the heavy leanings toward sex 
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appeal in the posts, the comments section contained hints of protest regarding the framing 

of Black women as overly sexualized beings. Some users expressed concern over why the 

bodies of Black women had to be presented in such a manner. Observations such as “is 

this all we’re supposed to be about?” “she is more than her body,” “her brains matter 

too,” “empowerment does not have to be sexualized,” and “why does empowered look 

like sexual?” were captured, which offered a glimpse of a portion of social media users 

uncomfortable with the continued objectification of Black women. 

Theme 2: Validation and Social Compliance 

Another important theme from the data was the need for approval, the second 

element of Kelman’s (1974) social influence theory. Comments for hashtags such as 

#sprinklesprinkle and #queen frequently contained approval and encouragement of 

sexualized behaviors that may be deemed acceptable, at least from the vantage point of 

the target demographic. The most common posts that were found to have an impact on 

women’s sense of agency were ones in which engagement in sexualized behavior was 

presented as a way to achieve a better status in society or to receive positive attention. 

Examples included the following post caption: “get that attention, girl! #queen 

#confidence.” Feedback from the users supporting such notions and comments, such as 

“yass queen!” “you go girl.” “go get it,” “gorl power at its best,” “perse, you learn,” 

“turning it all around; live your best life!” or “well said, someone finally understood a 

power move!” further compounded the extent to which the messaging in question 

resonated with sections of the target audience. 
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When analyzing these comments, I found validation dominant among the 

incentives for participating in online posts. Likes, comments, and shares became concrete 

signals of acceptance, and the quest for engagement became a priority throughout the 

examined messages. All of the positive language and cute emojis promoting sexually 

suggestive behavior signified compliance with the online social culture that equated 

worth with visibility and a bonus of sexual attraction (see Santoniccolo et al., 2023). 

Theme 3: Risk Normalization and Behavioral Influence 

I identified risk normalization in content related to hashtags such as 

#sprinklesprinkle, #datingadvice, and #hotgirlsummer. This theme captured a culture in 

which activity and comments alluded to or glorified sexual risk-related behaviors such as 

casual dating that have the potential to lead to unsafe sex. With captions such as “you 

only live once, make it worth it #hotgirlsummer” or “do not worry about what they think, 

it is your life #sprinklesprinkle,” risk-taking was seen as the embodiment of freedom and 

liberation and sexual exploration as freedom gone wild. 

These comments also helped to embed the risk behaviors further. For example, 

one of the comments under the hashtag #casualdating was, “This is the energy I am 

coming with this year; it’s about time I gave no fucks.” Another said, “At last, someone 

who understands it’s not about commitment.” These responses demonstrated how risk-

taking is localized so that the proposed notions become a group-supported activity and 

everyone encourages similar behaviors. 

From the social influence theory perspective, this theme corresponds to 

mechanistic compliance and identification (Kelman, 1974). The data seemed to indicate 
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that young Black women on these sites were more likely to mimic the behaviors of their 

peers or those seen on these sites, especially when couched as socially acceptable or 

liberating. The users supported the frequently repeated messages, which led to the 

normalization of risk-taking because the group expected everyone to follow the 

community trend (see Rettenberger et al., 2016). This conclusion was consistent with 

existing research indicating that social media can influence perceived norms regarding 

risk behaviors, particularly in the absence of counterinformation or critical evaluation 

(Wilson, 2021).Theme 4: Resistance and Counternarratives 

This theme involved the reaction of social media users to targeted messaging, 

specifically a voice in opposition to dominant narratives of highly sexualized Black 

female bodies. A considerable number of comments, although reproducing the dominant 

thematic frames related to sexualization, validation seeking, and risk normalization, also 

responded actively to these discursive constructions. This resistance mostly came within 

hashtags such as #blackgirlmagic and #queen, where the users rallied for more than the 

pretty faces and lifestyle that involved taking risks. These comments included “we cannot 

be the new adults,” “we need to do better,” “old school black women,” and “I am 

shocked.” Although some comments under the posts promoted a different kind of 

empowerment schema, such as self-respecting, overcoming personal achievement, or 

meaningful relationships instead of objectifying one’s body for money, others seemed to 

embrace the dominant narratives pushed by the initial posts. 

One of the top comments with the most extensive user engagement, including 

likes and replies under the tag #thick, was “Looks and validation are not everything; self-
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love also counts.” Another reply to a post under the tag #itsavibe with the caption “living 

in the moment and having fun” noted, “But first, respect and love for yourself.” Such 

counternarratives seemed to gain much attention on social media. They hinted at people 

wanting content that did justice to the Black women’s identity other than simply 

highlighting their sexuality and making in the central theme behind their sense of 

identity. 

Under the theme of resistance and counternarratives, there was a voice of agency 

on the part of users who were not passive consumers of online content but could refuse or 

challenge the narratives appearing on social networks. These interactions were 

internalization processes in which people adopted values or beliefs that may not be in 

tandem with what social media platforms were making popular (see Seabrook et al., 

2019). Instead of following the norms of their groups, these users demonstrated personal 

beliefs and principles that did not require them to rely on sexual attractiveness and 

confirmation-seeking behavior (see Kelman, 1974). Their counternarratives aligned with 

the study on resilience within racial minority communities, where people employ 

subverting metanarratives in response to oppressive narratives. 

Conclusion of Data Analysis 

Analyzing social media content from TikTok and Instagram revealed four key 

themes. Three of these themes, sexualization and identity, validation and social 

compliance, and risk normalization, can be considered as working to contribute to the 

development of sexual risk behavior among young Black women. These themes revealed 

how young Black women interact and how some communities on sites such as Instagram 
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construct their identity, behaviors, and perceptions of the world and engage in behavior 

that may be categorized as sexually risky. There was also a theme of counternarratives 

that seemed to go against the popular narrative of excessive sexualization and may have 

an impact on reducing risky sexual behavior among young Black women. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

In this chapter, I discuss results from Chapter 4 and relate these findings to the 

literature and the theoretical perspective adopted in this study. I also underscore the 

theoretical and practical contributions and directions for future research. Further, I 

discuss the implications and limitations of the study and make suggestions for future 

research and case interventions. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

The findings of this study revealed four major themes: sexualization and identity, 

validation and social compliance, risk normalization, and resistance and 

counternarratives. These themes are consistent with Kelman’s (1974) social influence 

theory to explain how the content on social media will impact the behavioral intentions 

and self-images of young Black women, especially their propensity to engage in sexually 

risky behavior (Musgrave et al., 2022). In this section, I present each theme in the context 

of the literature and the theoretical framework guiding the study. 

Sexualization and Cultural Representation 

One of the themes I discussed in Chapter 4 was sexualization and culture. 

Musgrave et al. (2022), Moss et al. (2022), and Jerald et al. (2019) underlined how social 

media platforms reinforce and disseminate stereotypical representations of young Black 

women and how these representations impact the self-perception and potential behavior 

of the target audience. In the current study, these portrayals focused on a beauty standard 

that was based on the sexual objectification of young Black women with a focus on their 

physical features, such as their posterior. Some of the hashtags developed to embrace and 
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potentially empower Black people, such as #blackgirlmagic, #queen, #thick, #bodygoals, 

and #hotgirlsummer, were found to be replicated by non-Black people. This led to the 

propagation of beauty standards among Black women that were grounded in physical 

features that are prevalent in other racial groups. Examples included long, straight, and 

blonde hair primarily associated with White women. These portrayals can be interpreted 

to mean that the natural beauty of Black women does not suffice in the current social 

marketplace (Jean et al., 2022). Black women are encouraged to alter their physical 

features to be considered beautiful, a development that has an impact on their self-

esteem. The commercialization of these cultural images lessens the realness of such 

cultures and normalizes the placement of Black women’s bodies within the materialistic 

purview of the White gaze (Green, 2020). 

These findings align with existing literature regarding the sexualization of Black 

women in media. Green (2020), Fuller Taleria et al. (2018), and Fritz et al. (2020) 

indicated that sexual objectification leads to the confined and often negative perceptions 

that young Black women have of themselves. Sexual appeal becomes a component of 

empowerment, and this cycle continues to make identity dependent on appearance 

(Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024). This aspect of the findings relates to Kelman’s 

(1974) comprehension of compliance as young Black women feel pressured to embrace 

those representations to be accepted by society. Black women are not only pressured to 

embrace the more sexualized depictions of the idealized Black woman but pushed to alter 

their physical features to match those of women from other races, including altering their 

hair and potentially lightening their skin tone (Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024). 
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Additionally, the tendency of non-Black people to take actions informed by Black 

culture indicates how questions of cultural ownership and cultural identity are 

systematized (Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024). The diminishment of 

#blackgirlmagic, for example, erases the power narrative based on Black women’s 

realities and turns it into a trend that follows White beauty standards. This change defeats 

the purpose of those hashtags and plays a part in erasing the identity that those hashtags 

were supposed to promote. 

Validation and Social Compliance 

The second theme, validation, and social compliance, represents how external 

validation influences people’s behaviors in cyberspace (see Davlembayeva & 

Papagiannidis, 2024). The data analysis indicated how posts under hashtags such as 

#queen and #sprinklesprinkle were intentional to elicit admiration and praise while 

promoting certain culturally accepted behaviors among Black women, including 

economic dependence on men, as espoused by the #sprinklesprinkle tag. The 

assertiveness of validation-seeking behavior was most apparent in the strategies 

employed by the content creators, including the adjustment of erotic content to portray a 

seemingly idealized form of sexual conduct. The element of dependence on men for 

economic well-being emphasized the capacity of Black women to capitalize on their 

sexuality as a means of earning a living. The trend was framed to appear mainstream (see 

Craig et al., 2021). Women who worked hard to support themselves were portrayed as 

lacking the capacity to use their natural gifts to secure the same outcome. The validation 

element meant that young Black women are being pushed to use their bodies as a means 
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of gaining financial support and to take advantage of men for financial gain whenever 

they can, a trend that is linked to sexual risk behavior such as the exchange of sexual 

favors for money. 

According to Kelman’s (1974, as cited in Davlembayeva & Papagiannidis, 2024) 

social compliance theory, an individual practices behaviors that are approved by society 

to be accepted. Authenticity-focused engagement with social media content reflects the 

weakness of young Black women to fit into society and the undue pressures that society 

places on them. Prior studies such as Coleman et al. (2020) and Crooks et al. (2019) 

affirm this finding with evidence that showed how most social media sites act as a 

sounding board for conventional beauty and gendered roles. The users may 

unintentionally repeat the common social values where attractiveness is valued above 

other characteristics. 

When people seek validation, it can create a significant impact on their self-

esteem and their psychological well-being. Desiring external validation may always 

cause a person to feel worthless if they do not receive social validation (Davlembayeva & 

Papagiannidis, 2024). This comes as a result of a realization that validation is needed, and 

this fits with other research, such as Chandler et al. (2021) and Brown et al. (2017), 

regarding the increased use of social media and anxiety and decreased self-esteem, 

especially among women. The solidification of sexualized norms adds to this situation by 

promoting unrealistic primary standards for women that result in body dissatisfaction 

(Bond et al., 2021). 
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Risk Normalization 

Risk normalization was established as the last dimension around which there were 

portrayals of behaviors, including casual dating for financial gain and unprotected sexual 

activities, as normal and laudable. This attitude was most discernible in hashtags such as 

#hotgirlsummer and #datingadvice, where posts and comments were couched in terms 

that sought to normalize self-endangering behaviors. The depreciation of casual dating 

was scaled by captions such as “live the best life, meaningless”; this was supported by 

users’ comments such as “live an unfettered life.” These comments hinted at a carefree 

lifestyle in which people are encouraged to enjoy the present and let the future take care 

of itself. Sexual encounters are, for example, encouraged and linked exclusively to 

pleasure, with the potential risks being left out (Zahrai et al., 2022). The risk 

normalization element encourages young Black women to explore their sexuality and 

engage in their sexual fantasies while ensuring that they benefit financially from these 

sexual engagements while leaving out the risks such as sexually transmitted infections 

and unwanted pregnancies. 

Although such representations can be discussed in the context of empowering 

themes, they can also bring about problematic representations that obscure possible 

outcomes. This concept fits with the identification process, as Kelman (1974) explained, 

whereby people emulate behavior from influential personalities. The literature on media 

effects, such as Jerald et al. (2019) and Jean et al. (2022), also supports these findings, 

showing that passive acquisition of normalized risky behaviors affects active decision 

making, particularly when the target audience is vulnerable. 
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Resistance and Counternarratives 

In line with the content analysis framework, identifying compliance and 

subordination was considered a valuable element of the study (see Bridges et al., 2016). 

The comments that questioned these representations, such as “true queens know their 

worth beyond likes,” were a rejection of the commercialization of the sexuality of Black 

women. This divergence drew attention to one group of users who enjoyed personal 

accomplishments and self-esteem more than the applause of others. This divergence also 

pointed to the emergence of a counterculture among Black women that sought to go 

against the established social trend of idealized equalization and the promotion of 

engagement in sexual risk behavior. The counternarrative promoted the idea of a Black 

woman who is grounded in her values and understanding of self and whose concept of 

self-worth is internal and not based on external validation that is acquired through 

displays of sexuality (see Beres, 2014). 

Such a reaction indicates that, although social media creates robust prototypes 

interfering with the wholesome representation of racial minorities, it also provides 

opportunities for such representation to be challenged (Beres, 2014). These 

counternarratives are evidence of the multifaceted nature of social media messaging and 

communication. They indicate that social media is not monochromatic regarding social 

messaging (Avery et al., 2021). The extent to which users can challenge traditional 

representations is evidence of the emancipatory potential of social media engineering. 

Even though social media makes it easier for negative messages to circulate, it can also 
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be a platform through which empowering messages can be spoken and stories shared 

(Avery et al., 2021). 

Synthesis of Findings With Theoretical Framework 

The themes outlined in this study are closely related to Kelman’s (1974) social 

influence theory of compliance, identification, and internalization. There was high social 

compliance, as observed through the interaction patterns that the users upheld while 

supporting socially appreciated behaviors, such as sexualization or seeking validation. 

The desire to adhere to these norms was evident in the number of reactions that included 

likes, shares, follows, and comments on TikTok and Instagram posts, depicting how 

social approval leads to behaviors that are perceived to have the potential to lead to 

sexual risk. 

Identification was another element evident in how social media users engaged 

with the posts and content. Critical aspects of the identification element involved 

accepting or identifying with some popular attitudes or people (see Pulido et al., 2020). 

Social media users are predisposed to learning schemas corresponding to such 

identification, which indicates the willingness to integrate into that particular type of 

behavior. Hashtags such as #hotgirlsummer and #sprinklesprinkle are examples of this 

type of logic because behaviors were framed as empowering or authentic, making the 

behaviors the norm that young women should aspire to be like. 

Internalization mechanisms were seen in the counternarrative part, whereby some 

users went against the usual social media messages and endorsed an opposite perspective 

of self-worth. This shows that influence is selective (Patel et al., 2016), and people have a 
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set of beliefs and standards that do not align with society’s, even when society promotes a 

given type of behavior, as with social media posts (Opara et al., 2020). Such resistance 

indicates the dynamism of how young Black women are socialized in how they conform 

to pressures and resist cultural expectations by claiming agency in asserting personal 

values that would afford them a sense of self (Nirjara, 2023). 

In light of these results, I sought to clarify how social media can impact sexual 

risk behavior using Kelman’s (1974) social influence theory. The discussion of 

compliance, identification, and internalization of social media content formed the 

theoretical underpinnings regarding how young Black women engage with and challenge 

hegemonic discourses within their content. Equity could be observed in how people 

engage in activities associated with acceptance by fellow members of society. The high 

frequency of issues related to affirmation and self-unsafe tendencies indicates that social 

media can encourage people to engage in experiments and behaviors that may be 

considered unbecoming to society to fit into certain groups (Ward et al., 2020). The 

continuous repetition of such themes on social media platforms through social media 

likes, sharing, and commenting shows how social media platforms encourage social 

compliance among users. 

Other significant predictors were identified. The young Black women on such 

sites socialized content suitable to their social self and acted based on the directors or 

online trends. Popular hashtags such as #hotgirlsummer showed this culture by 

developing communities through which behaviors associated with sexual risk were 

considered natural identities. The identification process enhances how social media user 
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interfaces facilitate the process of self-categorization to specific social groups or radical 

movements, affirming the notion of risk-taking behaviors as routes to social acceptance 

and emancipation (Ward et al., 2020). 

Limitations of the Study 

The study involved a limited number of platforms: TikTok and Instagram. The 

social media environment has evolved to include several platforms, including Twitch, 

Twitter, and Facebook. Video-streaming platforms such as Twitch and Rumble also 

include aspects of user engagement and employ the same interaction dynamics as social 

media platforms. In future studies, researchers could consider other social networks, such 

as Twitter or Snapchat, where the usage dynamics could differ. 

Another limitation was that the sources selected included only content that 

received much engagement, potentially neglecting narratives that were not popular but 

could be influential. Although this approach ensured that only popular content was 

captured, it could have eliminated more complex information that did not attract many 

viewers. If such limitations are to be avoided in future research, a broader understanding 

of identity and behavior concerning the effects of social media may be obtained. 

Furthermore, the study included only English content, which restricted the 

cultural behaviors of non-English speaking users. An analysis not limited to English 

content may provide deeper insight into how different Black communities interact with 

and respond to social media narratives. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Extending the study to other social media platforms may provide a broader 

understanding of how diverse communities use and perceive the content referring to 

identity issues and risky behaviors. Regarding text-based interactions, more nuanced 

interactions may be gleaned from platforms such as Twitter. Future research could also 

focus on a cross-sectional approach to evaluate how the perceived themes transform over 

time (Bengtsson, 2016). Knowing whether these portrayals and user responses shift or 

evolve would indicate changes in social media's role in the construction of young Black 

women’s subjectivities and behavioral patterns. Longitudinal studies could also show 

how variations in self-exposure to the ideas within the themes lead to a shift in long-term 

notions of self and behaviors (Boland et al., 2017). 

Interview or focus group-type qualitative studies could improve insights into how 

young Black women interact with the content on social media platforms. Such studies 

would afford a more detailed discussion of the natural effect of the identified social 

media narratives and offer a chance to explore personal narratives that are not always 

brought to the audience’s attention in public (Ali et al., 2020). Social media literacy 

interventions are also another critical area of research. It is essential to investigate the use 

of media literacy interventions and how programs may help young Black women find 

protection in media content they come across on social networks (Watters et al., 2022).  
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Conclusion 

The content produced and shared on social media sites affects the identity and 

conduct of young Black women through multiple dynamics (Ward et al., 2020). Through 

a detailed qualitative analysis using NVivo, four key themes emerged, including 

sexualization and identity, validation and compliance, risk normalization, and the 

emergence of counter-narratives. For each theme, there was an opportunity to observe 

how specific media, such as TikTok and Instagram, work to create perceptions, sanction 

norms, and allow for resistance. 

Perhaps the most alarming of all the discoveries of this research is the continued 

sexualization and active resource commodification of Black cultural icons on social 

media platforms. Hashtags aimed at elevating the Black community, for example, 

#blackgirlmagic, painted young black women as sex objects or got co-opted by non-

Black people. Such trends show the degree to which tags that are geared toward the 

potential empowerment of the Black community are complicit in reproducing stereotyped 

imagery that has, for generations, oppressed Black women (Tribble et al., 2019). Issues 

concerning the internalization of messages from the outside world that may inform 

cultural representation continue to be a concern since these representations only 

encourage people to aspire to beauty instead of other aspects of human personality 

(Thorpe et al., 2022). This understanding is a good starting point for calling for a level to 

increase diversity and representation that genuinely benefits as opposed to exploiting the 

subject. 
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The theme, which focused on validation and social compliance, illustrated that 

young Black women use social media to seek confirmation from others. Contemporary 

social norms reflected by likes, comments, and shares influence most of the public 

regarding approved behavior. This reliance on validation can profoundly affect self-

esteem and consequently ignite a cultural worldview of what is regarded as helpful and 

constructive in a society where approval and acceptance from the major community are 

considered necessary and paramount (Davlembayeva et al., 2024). The study emphasizes 

the need to know the extent of the psychological effects of social media usage, 

considering the creation of positive environments for enhancing the self-esteem of young 

Black women.  

One of the themes from the study was the normalization of risky behaviors, which 

are illustrated by engagements like casual dating and unprotected sex as trends that are 

simply inherent within popular hashtags such as #hotgirlsummer. Such portrayal leads to 

real-life consequences linked to sexual risk behavior since young Black women accept 

such behaviors as a social norm (Travis et al., 2021). Thus, the culture of taking risks 

concerning one’s body and freedom appears as another schema of how and what kind of 

empowerment is promoted on major social media platforms. It brings awareness of the 

distinction between the encouragement of self-sufficiency and the encouragement of 

potentially harmful behavior (Shensaet al., 2020).  

 The implications of these findings stretch far and wide. They argue that even 

though social media can magnify negative stereotypes and unhealthy behaviors, it can 

equally act as a source of power and belongingness (Seabrook et al., 2019). Both the 
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agency role of media and the notion of media as capable of change means it is vital to 

promote media literacy and competencies. Prosocial initiatives that are culturally 

sensitive for young black women will enable them to demystify the perpetration of toxic 

messages and produce and post healthy narratives about themselves (Santoniccolo et al., 

2023). It is not about individual progress but a shift for every user to create better open, 

democratic, and free digital frontiers. 

The emergence of counternarratives regarding social media messaging is positive. 

It shows the existence of a subset of the target population that is willing to question and 

even go against the popular social media narrative on how Black women are supposed to 

view themselves. It shows that there is a conservative social element that espouses more 

traditional values, such as modesty and the portrayal of Black women as more than just 

their sexuality. These counternarratives lead to the reduction of sexual risk behavior as 

young Black women are encouraged to explore other paradigms of self-worth and 

expression. 

As a Black woman, mother, wife, activist, and professor, I beg readers to step into 

the dual task of working to remove systemic injustices and to lift the voices of those who 

are not heard. This requires self-questioning and responsibility, facing negative 

narratives, creating spaces of empowerment, and creating knowledge connections. Ask 

yourself: am I doing my part to resist injustice? Would I choose to swap places with my 

neighbor and live with how society treats them? If not, then work begins there. 

Change also begins within. Love and accepting oneself is the key to the world 

change we are trying to achieve. To my fellow Black women, let us all move with grace 
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and dignity, which shows us how important we are, and teach and learn from each other 

to create a legacy of empowerment. To every woman out there: we are more than our 

bodies. We are not rated by appearances but by our character, voice, and vision’s force. 

Know that you are beautiful, whole, and worthy — dressed, completely yourself, and 

worthy of nothing less than dignity, goodwill, and love. You are a queen and should be 

treated as such throughout your life. We can reimagine what it means to be a woman in 

this world, both ourselves and together in our collective power. 
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