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Abstract 
 

 This thesis explores young New Zealand (Aotearoa) men’s conceptualisations of sexual 

consent. Understanding sexual consent is a key component to minimising the prevalence of sexual 

violence, and whilst significant research has investigated the impacts of this form of violence 

towards women, academic literature must also explore why this is occurring. Previous studies have 

largely focused on young women who have experienced sexual violence; however, there has been 

a recent emergence in concentration on the role of men in sexual violence prevention. Whilst there 

has been an increased focus on men and their role in ending sexual violence, there are minimal 

studies conducted in Aotearoa that have looked at the production and nature of their opinions and 

sexual practices. This study aims to fill this gap, by exploring the influences informing young 

men’s opinions and behaviours of sexual consent, and how these influences have shaped their 

discourse of their sexual consent practices. The study employed qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews with (n=3) heterosexual young men. Data analysis was conducted through a Feminist 

Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) approach, within an intersectional feminist lens. The research 

found young men have two main external influences which have informed and shaped their 

opinions and understandings of consent, but these influences are not the sole contributors that have 

formulated how they currently practice sexual consent in their long-term or casual sexual 

relationships. Further to this, the research looked at the tangible methods young men use to 

communicate and interpret sexual consent with their sexual partners. From this, correlations were 

made between the norms perpetuated by external influences and their sexual consent 

understandings. The young men’s opinions showed the nuance of sexual consent, and the 

ramifications influences have on consent practices, whether subtle or overt. This thesis presents 

findings that could inform future sexual violence prevention measures, by addressing the way 

sexual consent is taught and conceptualised, referencing the structures in place that actively allow 

sexual violence to prosper in our communities. 
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1 

Introduction 

 
 Sexual violence against women is an act of systemic oppression and a method of upholding 

gendered power hierarchies. Historically, it has been utilised as a means of domination over 

another person, yet despite legal reform and social changes, sexual violence remains a prominent 

aspect of the human experience. Rape falls under the category of sexual violence, which is defined 

by the World Health Organisation (WHO) as; 

 

 “any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or advances, 

or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person 

regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting including but not limited to home and 

work” (World Health Organisation, 2002, p. 149).  

 

Sexual violence is an enactment of power of one person over another, without consent. It 

is a means of subjugation and is most experienced by those in marginalised groups, such as women 

in which is this thesis’ focus. Men have and continue to hold structural privilege, thus creating 

power imbalances between themselves and marginalised groups. When this privilege is challenged 

by those lower on the social ‘hierarchy’, sexual violence can be utilised by men to reassert their 

power and dominance (Anderson et al., 2008). For a sexual encounter to be deemed as free, 

enthusiastic, ongoing and without coercion, sexual consent must be present (Rape Prevention 

Education, n.d). Sexual activity without sexual consent is sexual violence. The most impacted 

demographic in official sexual violence statistics is women. Specific to Aotearoa, 1 in 3 women 

will experience some form of sexual violence over their lifetime (Fanslow & Robinson, 2011, as 

seen in New Zealand Family Violence Clearinghouse, n.d). From this, women in the age bracket 

of 16-25 years will experience higher rates of sexual violence, and the majority of perpetrators of 

these acts are men. Sexual violence prevalence amongst women in Aotearoa compares to 1 in 6 

numbers of men who will experience sexual violence throughout their lifetime. Recently, findings 

released by Sardinha et al (2022) in which Aotearoa is included, highlighted “that the estimated 



 2 

lifetime prevalence of physical and sexual, or both, intimate partner violence amongst ever-

partnered women aged 15-49 years (the age range for which there is the most data on intimate 

partner violence) was the highest in Oceania (49%)” (p. 808). Previous efforts to prevent and 

respond to sexual violence have been rooted in the core assumption of it being a ‘woman’s issue’ 

to solve (Gavey, 2005; Flood 2011); however, some contemporary undertakings of prevention 

have emphasised the importance of including men. Furthermore, conferring to women as the 

solution to sexual violence ignores the integral role of men in the structural change required for a 

revolution. A recent evolution of sexual violence prevention has been the shift to engaging men 

and boys as allies to lower the prevalence and incidents of sexual violence, commonly via sexual 

consent education (Flood, 2011). However, despite a multitude of efforts from researchers, 

activists and sexual violence crisis personnel, sexual violence prevalence rates in Aotearoa have 

remained the same or slightly increased (Ministry of Justice, 2019). Self-reports of sexual violence 

tell a different story, with a rise in unofficial reports of sexual violence experiences coinciding 

with popularised and viral social justice campaigns such as #MeToo. When these campaigns gain 

traction - typically online - a rise in self-reports can be reflected in official victimisation statistics. 

It is important to note any increase in reporting of sexual violence incidents is not necessarily 

reflective of a sudden increase in sexual violence perpetration, but rather an indication of the 

importance of education on sexual consent and the identification of harmful behaviour. However, 

it is paramount to note despite an increase in vocalised sexual violence experiences in online and 

social spaces, 94% of sexual violence incidents in Aotearoa are not reported to the police. Reasons 

for not reporting include the prevalence of rape myths, fear of their experience not being believed 

and police personnel taking the side of the perpetrator through a bias of believing men over women 

(Ministry of Justice, 2019). 

As aforementioned, the inclusion of men in preventing the prevalence of sexual violence 

requires a prior understanding of men’s understanding of both sexual violence and sexual consent 

itself. Aotearoa-based research on young men and these understandings is largely lacking. Asides 

from timely research by Gavey et al (2021), there is a prominent gap in specific studies analysing 

how young men in Aotearoa are understanding and practising sexual consent. This introductory 

chapter locates this research within the existing literature and outlines its key research objectives. 

Throughout the journey of this research, there have been multiple progressions and setbacks both 

locally and internationally regarding sexual consent, both in legal frameworks and activist 
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campaigns. Legislative changes in both the United States of America and Australia saw the 

enactment of affirmative consent laws, with public digital campaigns used to influence the public 

on the nature and implications of these legal changes. Affirmative sexual consent is defined by 

Shumlich & Fisher (2020) as “the expression or verification of an individual’s unambiguous 

willingness to engage in specific sexual acts that is communicated through words or actions” (p. 

1108). In Australia, affirmative consent laws were passed in New South Wales (NSW) and came 

into effect on 1 June 2022 (Rose, 2022). Current affirmative consent laws are in place for New 

York, Illinois, and Colorado in the United States of America (Consent and Respect, n.d.). 

Furthermore, in Aotearoa, multiple campaigns calling for compulsory sexual consent education in 

primary schools, high schools, and tertiary settings (such as universities and polytechnics) have 

been created, capturing the attention of both government officials and the media. These changes 

and campaigns have garnered significant attention from the public and thus sparked an increase in 

public discourse surrounding affirmative sexual consent, and what this can look like in Aotearoa. 

However, also during this time has seen the rise of online far-right individuals and groups pushing 

back against advancing feminist progress, such as incels (involuntary celibate) (Lindsay, 2020). 

 Nationally, during the period of this research, a national strategy, Te Aorerekura was 

launched by Minister Marama Davidson. This is a 25-year plan to eliminate sexual violence in 

Aotearoa and includes 6 shifts, 40 actions and requires relevant government departments to 

cooperate on achieving each of the shifts and the relevant actions in each (New Zealand 

Government, 2021). Additionally, Wellington City Council at a local government level introduced 

The Pōneke Promise, a community-driven initiative to prevent sexual violence in the city. This 

initiative stemmed from a student-led rally calling for increased institutional protection for 

(predominantly) women after seeing a 50% increase in sexually violent related attacks over a 2–

3-year period (Wellington Alliance Against Sexual Violence, 2021; Wellington City Council 

2021).  

Research Objectives 

 

 The objective of this research is to explore young men’s understanding of sexual consent 

in Aotearoa. This study draws on young men’s opinions and observations of sexual consent in 

practice, in addition to their thoughts on how their perceptions of sexual consent have been shaped. 
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To achieve this, the following questions were formulated and adopted to guide the research process 

and thematic analysis: 

 

1. How do young men in Aotearoa define and understand sexual consent? 

2. What does sexual consent look like to them in their personal lives? 

3. What external factors influence their understandings and practices of sexual consent? 

4. What would improve their understanding and practices of sexual consent? 

Research Overview 

 
 Chapter Two provides a literature review of current research to date in this space. The 

literature review presents a roadmap on feminist wave progressions to how our society has arrived 

at its current state. Furthermore, it highlights the feminist work that guides researcher and activist 

focus. From this, the review showcases the journey of how sexual consent has been understood 

throughout history, to the creation of the social contract, and how that is transferable and inclusive 

to sexual consent now. The literature review highlights the gap this thesis attempts to fill, by taking 

the focus away from making sexual violence and sexual consent education a ‘woman’s issue’. 

Additionally, it discusses historic and current pornography discourse and relevant literature on 

contemporary pornography research to date. Furthermore, it discusses the sexual scripts the 

explicit material displays to its consumers, namely, young men. Chapter Three discusses the 

methods and methodology that have been adopted for this research - Sexual Script Theory (SST) 

and Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) alongside an intersectional feminist lens. 

Chapters Four through Seven detail the findings from the interviews with participants. First and 

foremost, Chapter Four outlines the first identified external influence theme from the participants: 

media and the normalisation of male sexual domination. Chapter Five discusses a second external 

influence on the young men’s understanding of sexual consent; peer influence and sexual 

socialisation. Chapter Six touches on the influence (or lack thereof) sexual education and formal 

education had on shaping their opinions. Finally, Chapter Seven peeks into the practicality of the 

external influences, by delving into how the participants communicate in their own sexual consent 

practices. Chapter Eight provides an in-depth analysis of the opinions and understandings the 

participants highlighted throughout the interviews, by assessing the language utilised. Lastly, 
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Chapter Nine concludes the overarching themes identified and provides recommendations for 

future potential engagement of young men in sexual violence prevention measures, as well as a 

recommendation for sexual consent education providers in engaging young men and boys in the 

consent conversation. 
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2 

Literature Review 

Conceptualisations and Understandings of Consent 

 
In Western legal cultures, consent stems from philosophical discourse where there was an 

assumption that individuals are autonomous rational actors (Drakopoulou, 2007). Liberalism 

argued that a legitimate government is one that is freely consented to by its citizens (Pateman, 

1980). The concept of consent is known as social contract theory and as a political philosophy, it 

varied in its theoretical conceptualisation (Laskar, 2013). Philosophers such as Hobbes, Locke and 

Rousseau formulated their own variations of what constituted consent. However, despite its 

variations in theoretical underpinnings of the relationship between citizens and the state, one 

overarching tenet remained consistent: individuals have an agreement (‘contract’) - either 

hypothetical or actual - with the state, outlining the rights and duties of each to the other (Rousseau, 

2008). Extending to a sexual contract Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau all argued that women were 

unable to be consenting individuals, whilst simultaneously maintaining they were to be understood 

as always consenting (Pateman, 1980).  This contradictory belief was widely held across various 

cultures and states, ultimately extending to the legality and morality surrounding sexual consent. 

On consent as a contract formulated for male sexual satisfaction, Okin (1990) states; 

 

“Only by telling the story of the sexual contract, Pateman argues, can we understand how 

women are both included in and excluded from civil society, both makers of contracts and 

incapable of making contracts, both free and not free. The sexual contract is what gives 

men their “patriarchial right” .... men’s right of sexual access to women’s bodies” (p.660).   

 

 

Women were historically excluded from this agreement as not individuals, but as 

extensions of their fathers and/or husbands. What did exist, however, was a social contract between 

women and their patriarchal figure. Men entering a social contract with the state included the 

women they “owned”, taking away the autonomy of women by limiting their power of making 
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their own decisions (Lange, 2010). This lack of autonomy under a patriarchal figurehead is 

reflected through historical legal definitions of consent, with rape laws in Western states in the 

1900s having consisted of binary language. This binary language is seen through the distinction 

that a man could not rape his wife because she was considered his property (Pateman, 1980). 

Consequently, this failed to encapsulate the nuances and ‘obscurity’ of sexual consent between 

women and men in heterosexual relationships, for example, sexual coercion (Pateman, 1980). 

Historical rape laws were not in place to protect women experiencing sexual violence, nor 

was there an option to enact justice when sexual harm had occurred. Rather, rape was seen as a 

crime against property and of economic concern. Common law in England was established to 

protect and privilege men, as they were the only sex included in written laws (Dripps, 1992). Even 

as the law was adapted to changing social norms and offered restitution after instances of rape, it 

was still not in the interest of women’s sexual autonomy (Dripps, 1992).  

 

Prescribing men as superior and sexually dominant in comparison to women being upheld 

as submissive and inferior, established ongoing norms for the two genders. These beliefs are also 

applicable to sexual consent. Feminist legal feminist theorists have predominantly viewed the act 

of being able to say ‘no’ to sexual encounters as a way of “saying yes to power” (Franke, 2001 p. 

197). Franke (2001) argues feminist legal theorists have conceptualised what it means for women 

to say ‘no’, however, the job of what it means to say ‘yes’ has been left to others.  

Additionally, some feminist legal theorists have been critiqued in their construction of sex 

being something that is done to women, not by them. ‘Progressive’ liberal feminist legal theorists 

have aimed to work within a liberal legal framework - namely, providing support for the 

introduction of affirmative consent laws in replacement of rape laws which are based on the belief 

that ‘no means no’ (Little, 2005). In the past decade, sexual consent has been given more 

importance both in social justice and academic fields as the importance of combatting sexual 

violence prevalence has increased. However, despite the increase of consent discourse in 

academia, to date, there is a multitude of definitions of what consent means. There is a lack of 

comprehensive understanding of sexual consent in sexual violence research, and Malm (1996) 

argues this results in data on consent being interpreted differently, depending on the researcher. 

Additionally, some scholars discuss consent without providing a definition, thereby assuming the 

reader understands what they mean when mentioning it (Beres, 2007; Brady et al., 2018). Setty 
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(2021) expands this missing definition of consent to relationship and education programmes for 

young people, and how these programs do not define sexual consent in a way that can be 

prescriptive. Beres et al (2004) argue that whilst legal definitions of consent are inherently 

important, researching and analysing the way sexual partners communicate with each other is 

imperative to understand the intricacies of sexual consent. Additional studies investigating consent 

and communication have shown consent can, and is, communicated in a variety of ways. These 

studies' findings have suggested consent is more frequently communicated nonverbally than 

verbally (Beres, 2014; Beres et al., 2004; Hall, 1998; Humphreys, 2007; Jozkowski et al., 2014). 

These findings prompted further research into consent communication and its correlation to sexual 

violence and prevention strategies, making way for the miscommunication hypothesis (McCaw & 

Senn, 1998). 

Interestingly, some academic literature has posed that sexual miscommunication between 

two heterosexual individuals may be a contributor to sexual violence, by highlighting men interpret 

certain behaviours as cues from women as their interest in sexual relations and consequently, their 

consent (Jozkowski et al., 2014; McCaw & Senn, 1998). This extends to men interpreting women’s 

‘signals’ when as consent, such as eye contact, ‘suggestive’ movements, nonsexual touching, and 

close physical proximity (Villalobos et al., 2016). Jozkowski et al (2014) concluded that the 

possibility of an unclear definition of consent will have an influence on sexual violence prevalence. 

However, Coy et al (2013) reject miscommunication as a cause and contributor to sexual violence. 

Research conducted with young men has challenged this hypothesis by showing they have a clear 

understanding of non-verbal and verbal sexual refusals (O’Byrne et al., 2006), thereby arguing the 

miscommunication hypothesis has been utilised as a new means of upholding rape myths. 

Furthermore, research undertaken by Bedera (2021) also argues that the miscommunication 

hypothesis reinforces consent-seeking practices through a gendered hierarchy, with men posed as 

the dominant participant and women as submissive being the ‘natural’ order of social sexual 

standings.  

Beres (2007) highlighted current societal understandings of sexual consent are continuing 

to be based on implied definitions from academics in the sexual violence field. Ultimately, she 

argued these understandings of consent were underdeveloped, and there was a lack of research on 

the disparity between communication and consenting to said actions. However, recent research has 

acknowledged the gendered power structure present for sexual violence to occur, shown through 
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a heterosexual articulation of men being the majority of perpetrators and women predominantly 

victim-survivors. Recent literature has also made a distinction between the initial ‘wanting’ sex 

and ‘consenting’ to sex (Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2007; Sternin et al., 2022). However, the 

prominence of the miscommunication hypothesis prevails across multiple sectors such as news 

media, popular culture, and law.  An example of how the miscommunication hypothesis is 

presented includes labelling sexual consent as a ‘negotiation’ rather than expressive consent 

(Sternin et al., 2022). Sternin et al (2022) found current understandings of sexual consent are based 

on research that has been conducted predominantly on heterosexual groups. Therefore, the 

understanding of consent negotiations is easily ascribed to heterosexual individuals. Consent 

negotiation is defined as “the actions involved in initiating sexual activity, fusing or consenting to 

sexual activity, and adhering to sexual consent decisions” (Sternin et al., 2022, p. 1). Obtaining 

consent has been the central concept of a lot of research into sexual violence, and these studies 

have adopted sexual consent negotiation to identify consent attitudes and behaviours. This sexual 

consent negotiation lens between the want to have sex and consenting to have sex poses interesting 

ways to determine whether a sexual experience and/or activity was consensual or a form of sexual 

violence. However, work by Hills et al (2020) stated when individuals are reflecting on a scenario 

to determine whether the experience was what they believed to be rape or sexual violence, a lack 

of consent is not the only consideration. Rather, the issue of pleasure and ‘wantedness’ of the 

sexual experience comes into play. These current understandings are important because not only 

does it reflect contemporary understandings of consent, but it also highlights the need and ongoing 

attempts at an effective framework of consent and healthy relationship education (Setty, 2021).  

Qualitative research conducted in England shows the disparity and disconnect between 

legal frameworks and definitions of consent and social practices (Setty, 2021). In essence, women 

have progressed in a legal sense, predominantly in Western states, as they are classified as ‘legal-

subjects in their own right’ (Brady et al., 2018). What this means is whilst women’s right to say 

‘no’ to a sexual experience is recognised in principle, that right in practice is not reflective of legal 

application. The legality and legal definition when it comes to sexual violence is underdeveloped 

and tends to have a diminished understanding of how people are practicing sexual consent in their 

respective relationships. This is reflected through sexual violence statistics seeing no visible 

changes or decline in the prevalence of sexual assault, despite decades of both feminist activism 

and research, as well as legal reforms (Beres, 2007; Ministry of Justice, 2019). Interestingly, young 
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people are navigating consent through their own means (Meehan, 2021), and the important factor 

is where and how they access this information.  

 

Young people are navigating sexual consent through multiple external influences, but there 

is an emphasis on the sexual messaging they are receiving online and through other forms of 

technology. ‘Ticking the legal box of consent’ has become a common understanding among young 

people in their sexual consent practices (Beres, 2014). Beres (2014) highlighted individual and 

group research projects found ticking this legal box is one of the main concerns when engaging 

sexually with another person. Young men have been argued to be susceptible to this line of 

thinking when it comes to obtaining sexual consent. This can be seen in Setty’s (2021) study where 

a young man voiced his concern about what he was initially taught (fulfilling the legal standard 

‘tick box’ of sexual consent) compared to how sexual consent practices work in real life sexual 

experiences. A significant number of anti-sexual violence and consent campaigns operate from 

popular concepts and assumptions of consent, such as explicit yes’ or no’s (Beres, 2014), and the 

belief women have full autonomy and freedom to be able to say ‘no’ in any given sexual situation 

(Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). Sexual violence specialists argue conceptualising consent as a ‘yes’ 

and ‘no’ is not applicable to practising it, in addition to such campaigns not considering gendered 

power relations that are present in heterosexual sexual experiences (Harris, 2018).  Harris (2018) 

argues this in turn undermines and overlooks the complexities that come with sexual consent, such 

as coercion, manipulation, and persistence. To simplify consent into “yes” and “no”, provides 

scope for rapists to sidestep accountability and justice by arguing “they only misunderstood what 

someone else meant by ‘no’ and having done nothing wrong” (Harris, 2018, p. 160). 

 Gendered social conditioning and power structures have remained dominant in both 

subliminal and overt messaging to men and women. Women are still conditioned and socialised to 

be sexually submissive and passive, and men are depicted as, and pressured to be, sexually driven 

and aggressive (Gavey, 2009). Media representations of the sexes and heterosexual relationships 

prominently frame women and men in their respective categories, shaping ideas, values, norms, 

and fictional scripts through sex advice in magazines and self-help literature (Farvid & Braun, 

2014). Furthermore, these texts prioritise men's sexual satisfaction over women’s. This is not 

unusual messaging that women receive, but rather an example of the power structure that exists 

between women and men when it comes to sex and the prioritisation of male pleasure, as well as 
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the double standard that exists when it comes to sexual autonomy and sexual experiences. The 

position of women within a gendered society creates a perceived pressure or expectation to 

‘consent’ to sexual activity to maintain positive relationships (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). 

Alternatively, heterosexual sex is framed as always pleasurable for men, and when discussing sex, 

a man’s pleasure is at the core of the experience. The man’s pleasure is also seen as an expectation 

in sexual intercourse. These current varying conceptualisations of sexual activity based on gender 

highlight the historical notion of women being submissive in their sexuality, and that sex is 

something that is done to them. Beneke (1982) concluded hostility, control, dominance, and status 

is the learned premise of sex for men, rather than genuine sexual satisfaction and relational sensual 

pleasure. The reframing of sex as pleasurable rather than risky has been a topic of international 

debate when it comes to discussions of sexual assault (Brady et al., 2018). Brady et al (2018) argue 

for a shift in thinking to see young people’s sexual encounters, behaviours, and sexuality through 

a sex-positive lens.  

Sexual Positioning of Women and Men in Society 

 
The miscommunication hypothesis Impett and Peplau (2003) tested in their research found 

that in comparison to men, women are more sexually compliant. One reason for this compliance 

is male sexuality is largely privileged over women's - both in individual encounters and in a wider 

societal sense - and young women’s sexual experiences are understood to be a form of property of 

young men. That is, all they do sexually is for the satisfaction of men and the male gaze (Ringrose 

et al., 2012). Historically, women were deemed as passive and to avoid negative labels when it 

came to sex, were expected to show a level of resistance to sexual activity to avoid these 

(Muehlenhard & Rodgers, 1993). Comparatively, men were placed as those who always initiated 

sexual activities and thus became the expectation of both sexes (Muehlenhard & Rodgers, 1993). 

In research conducted with young men, Beneke’s (1982) findings reflected those of Ringrose et 

al. (2012), a theme amongst young men was that sex with a woman is an achievement rather than 

a satisfying experience with another person. Additionally, having sex with a woman was 

something to procure, a possession of a commodity (Beneke, 1982). For women, sex is considered 

‘risky’, women are posed to be at risk when it comes to sex in two ways: they bear a greater 

responsibility when it comes to childbearing due to unplanned pregnancy (Jackson & Scott, 1996) 
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and they have an increased vulnerability to being victims of sexual and/or physical violence 

(Gavey, 2005). 

A difference in communication styles has also been socially accentuated and reflected in 

relevant studies and literature, with differences between women and men highlighted when it 

comes to desires for intimacy and responses to stress (Farvid & Braun, 2014). These variations in 

communication styles see a close link to the miscommunication hypothesis when it comes to 

sexual experiences in cisgendered heterosexual relationships between women and men. With these 

differences in mind, and women posed as an object to be ‘had’ and ‘procured’ by men, there is an 

expectation and encouragement for women to take part in certain sexual activities they may not 

want for themselves (Frith, 2013). However, since male sexual gratification is prioritised over 

women’s sexual interests, women are expected through merely their sex’s social status and 

positioning, to take part willingly and actively in sexual acts the male desires (Tyler, 2008). Double 

standards are also inherent when it comes to the disparities between male and female sexuality, 

with casual sex seen as a more ‘damaging’ and problematic act for women than men, where men 

are encouraged to obtain as many sexual partners as possible (Powley, 2011; Shadwell, 2011). 

In recent years, technology and social media have made information about sex and 

sexuality more accessible (Keene, 2021) and the increased access to social media has seen young 

people navigating and creating their own sexual norms and expectations in a modernised and tech-

driven world (Meehan, 2021). Interestingly, the increasing emergence of technological 

advancements has also seen young people navigating sexual messaging they receive on a regular 

to daily basis. Examples of this is media consumption; where the young person (mainly boys) are 

viewing sexually explicit material that has been linked to young men’s perpetration of sexual 

violence and/or harassment (Stanley et al., 2018). Multiple studies have been conducted, showing 

a positive link between young men consuming sexually explicit material, and the perpetration of 

sexual violence (Bonino et al., 2006 as cited in Tharp et al., 2013; Ybarra & Thompson, 2018). 

Pornography is a main contributor to this positive link, due to the hypermasculinity portrayed in 

its contemporary, hardcore forms. Hypermasculinity is defined by Hickey (2016) as a form of 

masculinity that encapsulates certain traits such as stoicism, forcefulness, and rebelliousness. 

These traits are commonly found (outside of pornography) in contact sports, advertisements, and 

music videos (Hill et al., 2021). However, this is not an exhaustive list. Hypermasculinity has been 

linked to the perpetration of violence against women (Parrott & Zichner, 2003). The normalisation 
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of this variant of masculinity in addition to influences young men are exposed to has led to the 

development of normalising sexually violent or coercive behaviour. In turn, this creates a script 

young men may feel obliged to replicate. 

Sexual script theory (SST) has been adopted extensively in multiple research projects and 

literature on analysing sexual behaviours and communication (Beres et al., 2004). Most 

importantly, SST is utilised in feminist literature when discussing themes of consent and sexual 

violence (Keene, 2021). This theory bases an understanding of sexual consent and communication 

on assuming parties have a learned understanding of how to behave sexually as well as what 

actions constitute ‘sexual’. As a lens, SST incorporates the traditional understanding that men are 

the ones to initiate sexual behaviours and sexual acts themselves are inherently influenced by 

social interactions (Edgar & Fitzpatrick, 1993; Simon & Gagnon, 1986). With young people 

having increasing access to a variety of technologies and social platforms, SST has seen an 

acceleration and normalisation of traditional sexual norms, such as the prioritisation of male 

pleasure and women's bodies posed as commodities (Keene, 2021). Research by Wright (2014) 

explored the expanding exposure of young people to sexual scripts through the “3AM model” in 

relation to media sexual socialisation. The 3AM (script acquisition, activation, and application) 

model poses individual sexual behaviour as influenced by sexual socialisation by the means of 

how sex is portrayed in the media (Wright, 2013). Consumption of different forms of media such 

as movies, TV shows and online content such as pornography is posed through the 3AM model to 

contribute to learned social scripts and sexual behaviour (Wright, 2013). Primarily, it focuses on 

the effects pornography has on younger viewers and how they start to shape their views and norms 

on their sexual practices; “[it] can encourage the utilisation of sexual scripts (application) by 

portraying them as normative, acceptable and rewarding” (Wright, 2014, p. 308). Sexual scripts 

themselves play an important role as they impact the ‘negotiation’ of obtaining sexual consent. 

Furthermore, they push the normative ideals about expectations from women and men on how they 

should perform sexually (Brady et al., 2018). 

A lack of sexual consent is the defining characteristic of sexual violence. A significant 

exponent of normative ideas around sexual scripts originates from gendered social contexts and 

adheres to social-legal constructions of sexual consent (Brady et al., 2018). Feminist theory’s 

contribution to the research on sexuality has drawn light to the relationship between enacting 

power and gender. However, Queer Theory took this further, seeking to destabilise the 
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male/female binary that has existed in feminist research by creating distance from the feminist 

approach to sexuality and theorising sex and sexuality unfettered from gender (Cossman, 2004). 

Queer Theory has discussed the idea of ‘feminist sexuality’ as a form of heteronormativity applied 

to women’s bodies. ‘Feminist sexuality’ is defined as “a sexuality purified of male sexual violence 

and aggression” (Glick, 2000, p. 21) and has been argued as a form of progressive movement. 

Interestingly, queer theories have built upon this form of ‘sexuality’ to pose one that is inclusive 

of lesbian and queer women; ‘genderfuck’ sexuality. Freedom of sexuality and sex positivity has 

been linked to heterosexuality, whereas ‘genderfuck’ sexuality as a theory is inclusive outside of 

heteronormativity (Glick, 2000). Discussions of feminist theories and sexual violence prevention 

initiatives to combat violence against women are criticised by queer theorists as constructing 

violence against women through a heteronormative lens (Javaid, 2018). Heteronormativity in 

relation to the perpetration and visibility of sexual violence is not limited to sexuality itself. It is 

also heavily present in pornography, as it is typically made by men, for men, and contemporary 

heterosexual pornography can predominantly carry violent and dominant male imagery (Layden, 

2010). The consideration of ethics in the creation of pornographic content is a relatively recent 

addition and evolvement to liberal feminist discourse. Ethical pornography as cited in Macleod’s 

(2021) research, is being recommended to young people by friends or online acquaintances as an 

alternative to contemporary and mainstream pornography. Whilst feminist thinking on 

pornography is predominantly split into ‘anti’ and ‘pro’ camps, feminists (regardless of gender) in 

the ‘pro’ pornography space have additional options available to them that are ethically made, 

influenced by feminist tenets and focused on sexual authenticity (Albury, 2009; Whisnant, 2016). 

 

First wave feminism was largely westernised and occurred through the 19th and 20th 

centuries; with a particular focus on women obtaining the right to vote, amongst fixing other legal 

inequalities such as parental rights and suffrage. First wave feminism consisted of predominately 

white middle class women, and in the United States of America particularly, relied on racist, elitist 

beliefs to further their cause (Hewitt, 2012). Due to the first wave’s focus on obtaining legal and 

political rights for women, issues of sexual violence were not at the forefront of the cause. It wasn’t 

until the second wave of feminism and the creation of the anti-rape movement that gendered 

violence such as sexual abuse came to the forefront of the fight (Loney-Howes, 2019). As a sub-

movement of second wave feminism, the anti-rape movement sought to highlight sexual violence 
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as an active measure to subjugate women and the political nature of rape as part of “women’s 

social, cultural and legal subordination” (Loney-Howes, 2019, p. 21). Subsequently, rape became 

an important topic of public debate during the second wave, and violence against women came to 

the forefront of the cause, including both sexual and domestic violence (Fitzpatrick, 2018). Rape 

culture started to be challenged, and societal gendered power dynamics and patriarchy that support 

sexually violent behaviours and norms became a key focus of the feminist movement, thus entering 

the issue into public domain and discourse. Rape culture is a culture and/or environment where 

rape, sexual violence and assault are both commonplace, normalised, and excused. Essentially, it 

deems sexual violence as a fact of life, and is as inevitable as death, and taxes (Buchwald et al., 

1993). There are a multitude of factors that play a part in ensuring rape culture continues to be 

upheld, such as victim blaming, sexist attitudes and non-consensual photos or videos.  

 

 
Figure 1: Pyramid of Violence (11th Principle Consent, 2018) 
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In the early 1990s, after the first wave and some efforts of second wave feminism became 

fruitful, postfeminism came into prominence. Postfeminism saw the emergence of women being 

observed as now in positions of power, such as being able to ‘just say no’ to sex and in a state of 

total sexual liberation (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). Furthermore, postfeminism saw the shift from 

‘objectification to sexual subjectification’ (Gill, 2011, p.281), where women sexualised their 

bodies under the guise of empowerment, ultimately catering to the male gaze (Frazier, 2021). 

Postfeminists argue that women’s autonomy and agency over their bodies have now been shaped 

to reflect the heterosexual male fantasy (Riley et al., 2016; Gill, 2007). This includes a woman’s 

need to self-surveillance, promote themselves as sexually desirable to men, and be the ‘monitor’ 

for the emotional and sexual categories of their interpersonal relationships (Gill, 2011). 

The idealised postfeminist body is a reflection and projection of the male gaze and the myth 

that women who dress and present themselves a certain way are at an increased risk of experiencing 

forms of sexual harassment and violence (Frazier, 2021). These beliefs can be seen in commonly 

perpetuated rape myths such as clothing dictating if a woman was ‘asking for it’ and have 

influenced sexual violence prevention programmes to be directed as a ‘woman’s issue’ (Flood & 

Pease, 2009). 

 

A self-ascribed feminist is an individual who believes there are existing inequities between 

women and men, and women experience discrimination based on their gender (Delmar, 2018). 

Feminist theory focuses on existing power structures present in societies and attributes gender 

inequality to the power structure called patriarchy. Feminism focuses on the inequality that exists 

in a power structure, with a focus on sex and gender. Feminism aims at breaking down and 

showcasing how this inequality can be internally rationalised whilst remaining unjust. 

Additionally, feminist theory contends in relation purely to sexuality, society is divided into two 

sexes and this division is how social relations are founded (MacKinnon, 1982). It is important to 

note this main tenet of feminist theory has been critiqued by queer theories for its failure to research 

inequality beyond the sexes, and reach further than the binary (Cossman, 2004). Queer theories 

were not the only critiquers of this form of feminism. Women of colour feminists were also critical 

of these binary ways of thinking, in relation to race, class, and gender (Davis, 1981; Battaglia, 

Edley & Newsom, 2019). The multiple waves of feminism have drawn attention to the prominence 
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of violence against women and have shifted the way society views sexual violence; by bringing 

the issue into the public sphere and to the forefront of collective minds (Gavey, 2005, Fisher et al., 

2009). Whilst the second wave of feminism catapulted sexual violence response and prevention 

measures into action, gendered violence and violence against women continues to be a prominent 

issue in Aotearoa, and across the globe. Women are more likely to experience sexual violence than 

men, and both are still being silenced (Jordan, 2012). It is due to sexual violence still being an 

endemic issue, this gendered form of violence continues to be a key concern and area of 

improvement for feminism and feminist theory. 

Postmodern feminism believes there are no inherent differences between women and men, 

and 1970s feminism was incorrect to assume this (Ebert, 1991). Interestingly, postmodern 

feminism also purports a white woman's experiences will be different to a Black woman's, due to 

the additional power inequalities and structures existing. In essence, postmodern feminism 

believes sexuality is fluid and complex, and thus constructed by the patriarchy and society (Baber 

& Murray, 2001), tending to place women’s sexuality and experience into certain boxes, such as 

victims of domestic violence (Carmody, 2003).  

Intersectional feminism, as conceptualised by Black feminist theorists, intersects multiple 

systemic factors which uphold societal inequalities. Some of these factors include race, gender, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, and socio-economic class, to examine existing societal power 

structures (Morris & Bunjun, 2007). When analysing systemic issues such as sexual violence, an 

intersectional feminist approach considers other experiences and oppressive realities. This has 

been argued to enable these issues to be looked at appropriately and fully (Worthen & Wallace, 

2017). Intersectional research on prominent issues such as sexual violence, particularly against 

women, centres marginalised voices and calls for the most oppressed groups (such as Black trans 

women) to be given a platform and have their voices emphasised (Battaglia, Edley & Newsom, 

2019). This was undertaken by second-wave feminist activists and writers such as bell hooks and 

Angela Davis. Davis (1981) posed the prevalence of sexual violence to be a direct consequence of 

a capitalist society. Additionally, she argued rape laws in themselves were created by men to 

protect men of the upper (white) class, and their women partners who were at risk of being 

assaulted (mostly with Black men being depicted as the rapist). Most importantly, Davis (1981) 

discussed the tenets of white feminism dominant in the anti-rape movement, highlighted by the 

fact “it was black women, after all, who conducted many decades ago the very first organised 
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protest against sexual abuse” p. 40. bell hooks (2000) highlighted the dominance of white women 

in feminist discourse, particularly surrounding the issue of sexual violence and patriarchy, with 

“little or no understanding of white supremacy as a racial politic, or the psychological impact of 

class, of their political status within a racist, sexist, capitalist state” (p. 4). Intersectionality as an 

evolvement of the initial racist strands of feminism, however, maintains the experiences of sexual 

violence are allowed to continue through continuing power dynamics. Breaking down and 

analysing these intersecting power dynamics are part of the intersectional feminist approach to 

preventing further sexual violence (Armstrong et al., 2018). 

 Radical feminism is the most reformative branch of feminist activism. Radical feminism 

looks at existing power structures, however, focuses on dismantling these structures completely. 

Prominent radical feminist legal academic Catharine MacKinnon (1987) states other strands of 

feminism don’t reach far enough in their critical analysis of the patriarchy that results in male 

dominance. Additionally, radical feminism believes no woman is free if the patriarchy still exists, 

and this extends to the likes of pornography and sex work (MacKinnon, 1989). A stream of anti-

pornography literature has stemmed from radical feminist academics and activists, under the guise 

that male domination is sexual, and pornography showcases every male domination fantasy 

(MacKinnon, 1989). Additionally, Taylor (2020), a radical feminist academic, states 

‘pornification’ “...is defined as ‘the prevalence or normalisation of sexual themes and explicit 

sexual imagery in popular or mainstream culture’” (p. 9). Having an overview of the different 

forms and strands of feminism allows us to see the progression and limits of gender equity. 

Furthermore, it highlights the gendered nature of sexual violence that is continuing to be allowed 

through socialised concepts such as rape myths, the sexual positioning of both women and men; 

and how male domination intersects multiple spheres of social life. 

Problematising Consent 

 
 In Australia, a previous study found young people are having their first heterosexual 

intercourse younger than ever (Powell, 2007). This has contributed to a continued fear in adults 

around youth engaging in sexual practices. The 2014/15 New Zealand Health Survey found around 

half of all adults who engaged in heterosexual sex in Aotearoa had intercourse by the time they 

turned 17 years old (Ministry of Health, 2019). From this, 40% of women and 16% of men 
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surveyed said they wished they had waited longer for their first time (Ministry of Health, 2019). 

Throughout that time, young people in Aotearoa were having sex for the first time in their teens. 

However, the Youth19 national health survey conducted in 2019 in Aotearoa saw a decline in 

young people engaging in sex, dropping to 20.6% from a former 31.7% in 2001 (Fleming et al., 

2020). A recent Centres for Disease Control (CDC) study on high schoolers in the United States 

of America reflects the same downward trend in sexual engagement, with young people in America 

waiting longer to have sex (Ethier et al., 2018). Despite these statistics from multiple jurisdictions, 

the prevalence of sexual violence continues to either remain stable or increase. 

In relation to consent, standard prevention programmes and campaigns have predominantly 

focused on messaging upholding women’s and girls’ ability to ‘just say no’. Whilst this avenue of 

sexual violence prevention and consent messaging highlights women having autonomy, it is 

argued to be severely limited; ignoring continuing gender power imbalances and social constraints 

on women feeling freely able to communicate their sexual wants and needs (Burkett & Hamilton, 

2012). The ‘Are You That Someone - Let’s Stop Sexual Violence’ prevention campaign in 

Aotearoa in 2014 saw the distribution of images of an individual at risk of experiencing sexual 

violence. It called for bystander intervention amongst young people and typically showed a young 

woman in a scenario where sexual violence was likely to occur. 

 

 Non-verbal communication has become a key component of discourse around the 

perceived complexities of consent. In a legal context, to determine whether a sexual violence 

allegation was indeed such, the key indicator is the absence of consent. The Crimes Act 1961 

references non-consent and an absence of ‘reasonable belief’ of consent in Sections 128, 128A and 

128B (Crimes Act, 1961). McDonald (2020) states “the wording implies that there is a range of 

beliefs held by different reasonable people and that jury must be sure that no one in this group of 

reasonable people would have believed the complainant was consenting” (p. 311). The ‘reasonable 

belief’ legal requirement for establishing sexual consent raises issues around the upholding of 

certain rape culture tenets, for example, implied consent can be communicated through non-verbal 

cues. This disconnect between how sexual violence is understood or proven from a legal and social 

standpoint is part of a continuing issue in anti-violence education.  

‘Communicative sexuality’, coined by Pineau (1989), argued for a deliberate version of 

consent, where an assumption is had by all parties that the respective individuals would 
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communicate their want and willingness for sexual activity ideally through verbal means. The 

‘modern’ version of this type of consent is what is now known as ‘affirmative consent’, which is 

currently in effect in multiple jurisdictions such as New South Wales in Australia and California 

in the United States. Johnson & Hoover (2015) found men were more likely to include non-verbal 

communication as consenting behaviour compared to women. Additionally, it was indicated that 

young adults expressed a desire to avoid embarrassing conversations about consent, and this is 

where non-verbal communication filled that gap (Johnson & Hoover, 2015; Babin, 2012). 

 The conception that consent can be given either verbally or non-verbally has raised 

multiple questions in relation to how this translates in consent laws. Jackson (2020) poses legal 

loopholes and gaps created through a lack of clear definition/s of consent are relied upon by 

defendants in trials. These utilisations of loopholes include upholding rape myths, especially in 

jury trials. With societal views on sexual violence entering a courtroom (Hlavka et al., 2021), rape 

myths have been seen as a significant barrier to self-reporting to authorities. Rape myths, as posed 

by Smith & Skinner (2017), place some allegations of sexual violence as more valid than others. 

Rape myths are defined as falsifications and incorrect beliefs surrounding rape, namely, attitudes 

towards victim-survivors of sexual violence, and men are more likely than women to hold these 

beliefs (Suarez & Gadalla, 2010). Notably, rape myths have been created to justify male sexual 

aggression and have both subtle and overt victim-blaming undertones (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 

1994). Examples of rape myths include believing there are high rates of false allegations, rape not 

being existent within marriage and women enjoying rape (Edwards et al., 2011). Additionally, the 

prevalence of rape myths has been linked to historical social and cultural norms, laws and 

stereotypes upheld through media (Edwards et al., 2011). The relationship between rape myths 

and sexual scripts has become the focus of recent research, intending to understand the relationship 

between the two. Consuming hardcore and violent forms of pornography has been positively 

correlated with the acceptance of rape myths, and the presence of sexual coercion among young 

men in college (Bouffard, 2010). 

 

Pornography is now consumed in online platforms and forums. Häggström-Nordin et al 

(2006) highlighted the internet has given young people easier access to pornography, and what is 

shown on screen has created sexual norms and unrealistic expectations of real-life sex. Willis et al 

(2020) showed young people were able to acknowledge pornography does not teach them about 
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consent, however, they learn about sex from these materials. Additionally, they posed the nuanced 

nature of young people learning about sex - not consent - from pornography highlights the sexual 

scripts present in the explicit material (Willis et al., 2020). Taylor (2022) discusses pornographic 

themes are left to its audiences’ interpretation, namely, taking it upon themselves to decipher what 

is real and not real, such as violence, orgasms, and facial expressions. This then poses how those 

who consume pornography are able to grasp reality between the different elements that are present 

in this form of sexualised media, and where they acquire the ability to do so. The New Zealand 

Classification Office (2020) undertook interviews with young people in Aotearoa on their 

pornographic consumption. It concluded pornography is a part of their lives, whether they watch 

the material or not. If younger people are not actively engaging in pornographic material 

themselves, there is a chance they will be exposed to sexual imagery by older family members or 

friends (The Classification Office, 2020). The Classification Office (2020) argued younger people 

engaging in pornography can lead to negative ideas about sex. It is important to note, however, 

positive work is being done in the space of pornography’s effect on young people. The Keep it 

Real campaign included an advertisement of pornography stars showing up at a mother’s house 

after her son watches their video online. In the advertisement that was released both on television 

and is also available online, they mention they as actors, do not discuss consent on screen and their 

sexual actions are not something they would replicate in their personal lives. Another national 

piece of work improving the relationship between young people and pornography is The Light 

Project. The Light Project undertook the work of In The Know, a website and sexual education 

resource for young people in Aotearoa. It provides information regarding porn use, harmful sexual 

behaviours and navigating sex in a healthy way (The Light Project, 2018). Through such informal 

education, the opportunity to discuss issues of sexual violence and sexual consent arises. 

Re-shaping Consent 
 

 The breadth of historic and recent consent literature highlights the disparities between the 

social, legal, and philosophical conceptualisations. Within each of these, the need for filling the 

gaps on how consent is defined, conceptualised, and understood is required to minimise the amount 

of sexual violence; experienced and perpetrated. To address where the harm is coming from, this 

re-shaping of consent should be in correlation to the behaviours and attitudes of the majority 
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perpetrations of sexual violence, namely, by men. Prevalence rates of sexual violence among 

young people (particularly young women) have encouraged healthy relationships and sex and 

consent programmes in high schools and various pieces of trainings across tertiary institutions 

(Coy et al., 2016).  

 

Due to sexual violence experiences now crossing the technological threshold (Keene, 2021; 

Meehan, 2021), sexual consent education in tertiary institutions is having to take online based 

sexual abuse into account. Research by Ringrose et al (2012) discussed the implications of sexual 

consent and coercion when it comes to technology-based abuse through young people and sexting. 

The research found three key issues: sexting is often coercive; girls are at the most risk of being 

affected and technology amplifies an already existing problem. As sexting takes sexual coercion 

into a technological sphere, Ringrose et al (2012) argue these issues are representative of wider 

society in how sex is perceived, utilised, and engaged in by young people. It requires inclusion in 

how sexual consent is conceptualised amongst our young people. 

 

Situating this thesis in the Literature 
 

Most studies of sexual violence focus on young women and their experiences or use mixed-group 

interviews. What is missing in this scope are studies focusing specifically on young men and their 

understandings, behaviours, and influences on sexual consent. Sexual consent literature points 

specifically to the need for further study of the link between young men’s pornography 

consumption and how this influences their sexual norms and behaviours. This MA thesis will help 

fill the gap by critically examining the correlations that may or may not exist between young men's 

understandings of sexual consent, what influences those understandings and how they act on these 

in their own sexual relationships with young women. There will be a specific focus on how the 

young men communicate their sexual consent and how they obtain and interpret sexual consent 

from their sexual partner/s. The next chapter will outline the intersectional underpinning of this 

thesis and how the chosen method of critical analysis will highlight current external influences on 

young men and their understandings of sexual consent. Additionally, it will provide an 

endorsement for examining existing power structures between young women and men and how 

these are reflected in their sexual heterosexual scripts. 
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3 

Methodology & Methods 

Methodological Framework 

 
This research sought to analyse young men’s understandings and practices of sexual 

consent, with the aim of extrapolating key themes that contribute to a society permitting ongoing 

gendered sexual violence and how this is indicative of the persistence of patriarchy. To achieve 

this, I adopted a qualitative research design with Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) 

and an intersectional feminist lens. This chapter outlines the theoretical underpinnings for this 

project and then provides a critical discussion of how this research was conducted. Additionally, 

this chapter outlines ethical considerations and challenges that became present throughout the 

research process, including being a queer cis-woman and the deep connection present to victim-

survivors of gendered sexual violence. Lastly, this chapter will explore the limitations of the 

research. 

 

Researching Men as an Intersectional Feminist 
 
 This research rose from a desire to further my understanding of young men’s ideas and 

beliefs of sexual consent, based on the understanding young men are the key perpetrators of sexual 

violence, yet are majorly silent in sexual violence prevention strategies (Katz, 2013; Flood, 2011). 

Additionally, through my journey to intersectional feminism, I saw the onus of fixing the issue 

predominantly being put on women and realised the need to pose sexual violence as a problem that 

is ultimately up to men and the wider community to fix. This includes calling in men to be active 

participants in the anti-rape and sexual violence movement and challenging how they present and 

behave in their world. Feminist research both melded my own way of thinking about social 

inequities and reflected how I view our social and cultural makeup. I found in the existing feminist 

literature a significant amount of qualitative research conducted either with young women or with 

young women and men in tandem. In comparison, there is little research interviewing just young 

men, and this is a clear gap. Intersectional feminism tells us social issues should be considered 
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from the perspectives that are currently missing in both research and policy. Parallel to this, 

however, it is important to note intersectional feminist thought is meant to amplify under-

represented voices and experiences. Cis-gendered heterosexual men have dominated the 

conceptualisation of how sexuality is framed in both law and culture. However, there is growing 

literature posing the importance of including the role of men in feminist programmes in violence 

prevention. In addition to this, personal experiences of seeing positive progress in male friends 

and family members in my own life at key moments encouraged me to consider that feminist 

research can be intersectional whilst highlighting the voices of cis men for the improved 

experiences of marginalised groups in relation to sexual violence.  

 Additionally, intersectional feminism recognises experiences (in particular, sexual 

violence) are not homogenous and intersecting inequities are prevalent for victim-survivors. 

Lazar’s (2007) ideas about “analysis of discourse which shows up the workings of power that 

sustain oppressive social structures/relations contributes to the ongoing struggles of contestation 

of change” (p. 145) led me to see the value in researching individuals who can not only show the 

consequence of living in a patriarchial society but also provide avenues forward to continue 

challenging gendered sexual violence. 

 Reflexivity is underpinned by the researcher being aware of how their positionality affects 

the research and analysis of the project. I acknowledge my position as a Pākeha, woman-presenting 

person, who has experienced and overcome sexual violence as well as being an advocate for 

victim-survivors and working in the sexual violence prevention space. Additionally, I 

acknowledge my different experiences and positionality to the young men interviewed, and the 

opposition that I may hold to their behaviours, conceptualisations, and beliefs of sexual consent. 

My positionality as a researcher in this field presents me as both an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’, in 

that as a person who presents as a woman, I have both the knowledge and experience of being on 

the receiving end of gendered violence however, I am unable to understand the experiences of self-

identifying men growing up in a society as such. My views of consent are more likely than not to 

be different in some respects from the participants. This positionality requires me to acknowledge 

how both this ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ placement influences the construction of coding and analysis 

of the data, in addition to how the young men will respond to a woman-presenting researcher with 

increased knowledge of sexual violence and consent literature - and how this will influence how 

they discuss consent. Potential blind spots or biases that result from my positionality are a 
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predisposition to be critical of male behaviour and the language they choose to utilise that may 

indicate their hierarchical positioning in society as men. Due to this, I had anticipated and planned 

to address those initial critiques in an effort for my positionality and biases to not affect the 

research and how I interpreted the data. Maintaining a reflexive approach to this research included 

a consistent reminder to myself to distinguish the research from the personal, whilst 

simultaneously acknowledging the predilections I hold as a feminist researcher. 

There is also a chance the participants will exhibit signs of undertaking the tenets of social 

desirability bias given the knowledge of the researcher and positionality as woman-presenting. 

Given my positionality, that being, having knowledge in the sexual violence space and being 

woman-presenting, this can pose some barriers for young men to discuss consent freely with me. 

Specifically, it is important to note men are less likely to talk to a woman-presenting researcher 

about sex and consent openly and fully in comparison to their male peers. This positionality means 

for me, the way in which research questions are asked are done in a non-judgemental and 

exploratory way through genuine interest in their opinions and thoughts. Additionally, through the 

coding process of extrapolating themes from the interviews, it’s important to take the proper care 

and precaution in looking at what the young men say to be less likely to miss potential themes that 

were present.     

 In this chapter, I outline the methodological approach to conducting qualitative, 

intersectional research and how this influences the research design. I then consider the ethical 

considerations of researching sexual consent practices amongst young men, and the limitations 

this also brings. 

 

Feminist Methodological Influence 
 
 This research is based on a feminist approach, with emphasis given to intersectionality. 

Methodologies provide the basis of knowledge and understanding and how these are formed, 

whilst showing that further forms of knowledge are deemed possible (Maynard, 1994). 

Conversely, feminist approaches stemmed from critiques from mainstream discourses such as 

positivism, stating these methods of research about knowledge are deeply flawed and one-

dimensional by misrepresenting and even excluding women’s voices (Harding, 2004). 

Furthermore, it is argued these mainstream approaches also reinforced inequalities reflected in 
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society, with privileged views being represented by those dominant societal groups (Cancian, 

1992). With this in consideration, mainstream approaches are not appropriate for undertaking 

intersectional feminist research, where feminist research is conducted with women’s experiences 

in mind.  

Taking this critique into consideration, feminist critical discourse analysis (FCDA) is an 

emancipatory critical approach to the social sciences and relies on examining existing power 

structures which uphold gendered hierarchies (Lazar, 2007). Furthermore, FCDA creates the space 

for critiquing social practices that allow a patriarchal social order to continue, with the aim of 

challenging the status quo and effecting social transformation (Lazar, 2007). The nature of this 

research requires a critical analysis of prominent discourses amongst the demographic that the 

patriarchal social order privileges the most: men (Lazar, 2007). Additionally, the ultimate task of 

utilising FCDA as a methodology is to “examine how power and dominance are discursively 

produced and/or (counter-) resisted in a variety of ways through textual representations of 

gendered social practices, and through interactional strategies of talk” (Lazar, 2007 p. 149). FCDA 

allows the researcher to achieve critical reflexivity both within the research itself, and in 

conjunction with continual critical self-reflexivity to aid in achieving transformation in gendered 

social structures. With the centering of women’s experiences in research in addition to a reflexive 

approach, it is for these reasons I adopted FCDA whilst maintaining an intersectional feminist lens 

to acknowledge power structures which exist. 

In addition, when it comes to heterosexual sexual experiences, research has found certain 

sexual scripts that reflect the gendered hierarchical positions women and men hold in society are 

also reflected in sexual practices and experiences (Beres et al., 2004). With the aim of the research 

being inductive rather than deductive, a qualitative method was utilised to further develop theory 

testing against findings. Adopting inductive reasoning alongside a qualitative method allows the 

researcher to discover themes from the data. This is in opposition to deductive reasoning where 

patterns from the data set are already established and are angled to fit desired emerging outcomes 

(Bucher, 2021). This inductive, qualitative research endeavoured to understand and analyse rich 

data through personal beliefs, behaviours, opinions, and overall discourses. Specifically, it 

required a thorough, critical analysis of the types of language used when discussing certain topics 

such as pornography, movies, peer socialisation and sexual communication.  
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Research Methods 

 

 This research adopted a qualitative approach to analyse the beliefs and understandings of 

sexual consent amongst the young male participants through interviews. Undertaking qualitative 

research enables the researcher and participant to achieve a certain level of trust, which enables 

richer data and potentially more honest comments from participants on a personally sensitive topic. 

Qualitative research is less concerned with the amount of data recorded, but rather the quality of 

data collected in an attempt for a deeper understanding of themes. Beaudrow (2014) argues 

qualitative research enables participants to freely converse without the external, societal pressure 

and expectations of what their response should be in a male ‘culture’. However, social desirability 

bias could be a feasible factor in these interviews. Visschers et al (2017) discussed social 

desirability bias as a two-fold concept, impression management and self-deception. At its core, 

social desirability bias can be perceived as a response bias, where respondents ascribe certain 

desirable behaviours and attitudes to themselves. This means they can also be far less likely to 

align themselves with behaviours and attitudes that are undesirable (Visschers et al., 2017). 

Regarding this research, the participants may tailor their responses to research questions to what 

they know is the most socially acceptable answer (Bergen & Labonté, 2020).  Though I tried to 

frame questions and follow-ups in such a way as to allow the participants to speak freely and to 

themes that might be “undesirable” from a feminist perspective, I gaged varying levels of tailored 

language from the participants when discussing certain topics such as personal practices of sexual 

consent. 

The research consisted of semi-structured interviews with 3 participants. Research 

questions as guides for the interviews were pre-established to ensure key themes were able to be 

covered by the participants and researcher yet allowed for a level of flexibility for the research to 

be guided by what the participants felt comfortable answering and discussing in a non-judgemental 

environment (Lanier & Briggs, 2014). 

Ethics 
 
 In this research, it was important to adhere to strict ethical standards to ensure both the 

participants and researcher were safe and in a secure environment to discuss the themes around 
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sexual consent, pornography, sexual violence, and coercion. Whilst the participants themselves are 

not deemed to be a part of a vulnerable population as heterosexual men, it was important to keep 

in mind sexual violence victimisation does not discriminate, and every human from any 

background can experience sexual violence. Therefore, this research was conducted with the 

utmost sensitivity and privacy by ensuring participant confidentiality. Due to this research 

involving human participants, an application from the University of Auckland Human Ethics 

Committee was sought. Full ethical approval was granted on 26th January 2022 (Appendix A). 

Participants, Data Collection and Analysis 
 
Participants 
 
 Recruiting participants for this research involved advertising on the Facebook group ‘Dic 

Veals’, which hosts over 10,000 members from around Aotearoa. ‘Dic Veals’ is an online trading 

and discussion forum, and community noticeboard. ‘Dic Veals’ was an appropriate platform for 

procuring participants as the online group is representative of diverse backgrounds and offered 

wider reach to those in Aotearoa with an internet connection. This group was chosen as the 

participant pool due to the diversity of group members and was deemed more appropriate than 

offline recruitment. Reasons for accruing participants exclusively online included a level of 

perceived security for the researcher, increased online presence of young adults due to the Covid-

19 pandemic, accessibility to participate in the research and higher response rates. Before initiating 

participant recruitment, admin approval and consent were gained (Appendix B) before posting the 

research recruitment poster (Appendix C) on the page ‘Dic Veals’. My concerns about whether I 

would be able to obtain 10 participants for the research due to sexual consent being a sensitive 

topic were realised, as I was only able to complete 3 interviews in the space of 2 months. Initially, 

I had 6 potential participants taking part in the research; however, 3 of these either failed to 

organise a time for the interview to take place or did not respond beyond initial contact. Due to 

this outcome, I completed a second round of advertising for participants after the initial 3 

participant drop-offs, to increase the response rate and amount of data. However, this second round 

did not deliver any further participants. I do believe a global pandemic contributed to the lack of 

the intended number of participants for this research in addition to the topic it covers. Despite 

being a small sample size, 3 participants enabled my ability to pay particular focus to the interview 
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data to extrapolate the themes present. Furthermore, it was never the intention of this research to 

obtain a representative sample and generalisable data. 

 To qualify for participation in this research, interviewees had to self-identify as male, be 

between the ages of 18-25 years old, participate in heterosexual sex and reside in Aotearoa. All 

participants who took part in this research were white cis males who do or have engaged in 

heterosexual sex. Identifying details of each participant has been withheld to ensure 

confidentiality. Randomly selected pseudonyms are applied to the participants, to ensure 

confidentiality and their autonomy of opinion. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants, 

by pseudonym: 

 

Table 1 

Pseudonym Demographic Information 

James White, male, in a long-term relationship, 

university educated, young professional 

Ryan White, male, in a long-term relationship, 

university educated, young professional 

Connor White, male, in a long-term relationship, 

university educated, young professional 

 

Data Collection 
 
 Qualitative, semi-structured interviews conducted via online platform Zoom was utilised 

for this research. Initial emails were sent to prospective participants who had expressed interest in 

being interviewed, with 3 confirming their interest. From there, the participants were provided 

with a copy of the consent form and participant information sheet (Appendices D and E) through 

email. The consent form was signed by the participants electronically and sent to the researcher 

before interviews commenced. Interviews were then scheduled at times most convenient for the 

participants, and when access to a personal computer and stable internet in their own respective 

spaces was possible. Before each interview was underway, consent was sought to audio record the 

conversations.  
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Ensuring the interviews followed the intended intersectional feminist framework, in 

addition to an attempt to hamper a level of social desirability bias in their answers, a safe space 

was created to ensure they felt comfortable sharing personal beliefs and behaviours. However, the 

professional relationship between researcher and participant was emphasised through the 

researcher assuring confidentiality to the participants to protect their well-being. Each interview 

averaged 40 minutes and participants were asked the pre-prepared semi-structured research 

questions (Appendix F). However, these questions remained flexible to ensure the understandings 

and opinions of the participants were discovered, based on the opinions they gave throughout the 

interview. At the end of the interviews, participants were asked if there was anything else they 

would like to comment on or add to the discussion. 

 

Data Analysis 
 
 Interviews were transcribed manually from each audio recording, with the conversations 

recorded on the Voice Memo application on the researcher's mobile phone in addition to the 

interviews being recorded via Zoom. The time it took for transcription allowed me to become 

closely familiar with the various overarching themes that were present in the interviews. Through 

this familiarity, I endeavoured to come from a position of understanding rather than judgement. 

Before coding the transcripts to discover emerging themes from the interviews, participants were 

given the opportunity to read and edit their respective transcripts and were given two weeks to do 

so. Their option to edit included redacting certain information they did not want to be included in 

the analysis. Two of the three participants opted to edit their transcripts and only made minor edits. 

In addition to this option, participants were made aware they were able to withdraw their 

involvement and subsequent collected data at any time before the final report was completed. 

Participants were given the option of receiving a copy of the final report via email once the thesis 

was completed and 2 expressed interest in this.  

 As previously mentioned, FCDA with a continual intersectional feminist lens guided this 

research, allowing it to be reflexive in nature and for themes to be derived from language provided 

by participants, in comparison to testing hypothesis through deductive research. Utilising thematic 

analysis to derive themes from the data provides the flexibility that is appropriate for qualitative 

research such as this. Braun and Clarke (2006) provide the basis of thematic analysis, as a method 

for “identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (p. 79). Utilising this 
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method aligns well with FCDA, as both are critical criminological methodologies and methods to 

analyse power structures and ideologies. It provides an in-depth analysis of patriarchal world 

views, rape culture and gender expectations which all are socially constructed and influenced by 

the societal norms at the time. Initially, I coded line-by-line manually, by using different coloured 

highlighters and extrapolated four recurring themes across the interviews when utilising this 

method. Once theme identification was complete, I did another round of further refined coding 

where it was appropriate to ensure any specific themes were acknowledged and key aspects of the 

interviews were not missed. Furthermore, analysis was undertaken in highlighting disparities and 

contradictions amongst each participant's responses to research questions. Findings and themes 

were then explored further by extrapolating certain phrases and remarks which articulated a theme 

in its entirety, and these were linked to the appropriate existing literature. The themes that emerged 

throughout this analysis will be discussed in Chapters 4 to 7 of the thesis, in addition to the analysis 

of ‘contradictory’ and ‘grey area’ answers. 

 

Limitations 
 
 Whilst the data collection process is useful for highlighting themes, limitations of this must 

be acknowledged. This includes a limitation of a small sample size (n=3) which has an impact on 

the generalisability of the data. Conversely, this research design never had the intent of accruing 

data that could be generalisable due to its qualitative nature. Rather, it sought to understand and 

identify young men’s’ opinions, behaviours, and understandings of sexual consent. These 

understandings are subjective, influenced by a multitude of factors such as culture, and are valid 

in their own right as they are formulated through personal lived experiences.  

 Another limitation of this research is the focus on self-identifying young men, and the 

exclusion this ultimately provides of young women, who make up the majority of victim-survivors 

of sexual violence. This decision of focusing on young men as participants had one main reason: 

young men are the main perpetrators of sexual violence. What this poses is the question of 

excluding the voices of women who have experienced these forms of harm, thus was a real 

consideration when deciding on the focus of participants. Existing literature on sexual violence 
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and qualitative research on young women who have experienced sexual violence has been well 

developed and understood by well-revered academics in the field. 

 

Personal Challenges 
 
 Undertaking this research has been a personal and empathetic journey and was not without 

its challenges. The first challenge was obtaining an appropriate number of participants. Discussing 

sexual consent can be a very personal matter, and there was genuine hesitation about discussing 

these themes with me, a woman. Additionally, the biggest challenge throughout this process was 

the impact of reading, researching, discussing, and writing about sexual violence daily, even before 

talking to the young men about their views and behaviours. I felt internal struggles as a feminist 

and a victim-survivor myself. Despite having studied sexual violence at undergraduate and 

Honours levels, this research had me at times analysing my own surroundings, such as my partner 

and his (predominantly) male friends. I became acutely aware of certain behaviours that someone 

not well versed in sexual violence research would identify, and this resulted in friction and 

animosity within the friendship group members, as I saw people relatively close to me upholding 

a multitude of rape culture tenets. It impacted how I conversed with my peers and caused 

significant introversion where I was only fully comfortable with my own company. Luckily, I am 

in a privileged position to have an intersectional feminist therapist and she has been a great anchor 

in these times, especially in providing clarity in times of self-perpetuated nihilism. 

 Due to my work outside of master’s research being in the sexual violence prevention space, 

I anticipated not to be affected by what the young men had to say, as I have the theoretical and 

practical knowledge behind me. During the interviews themselves, the participants answers did 

not cause me any concern. However, during the coding process, there were some irregularities and 

contradictions in those answers that whilst not inherently harmful, did make me reflect on both 

how consent is not a clear-cut act in practice, and how those conceptualisations contributed to how 

young women are viewed, and how they’ve been placed in a patriarchal society. In writing up the 

themes and findings from the research, I noticed my outlook for the future of young men improved 

to a degree. This was based purely on the fact people are inherently capable of change and want to 

improve the society we live in. Working in the sexual violence sector where you hear horrific 

stories can impact how you view the world, so I feel entirely grateful and enlightened by the young 

men’s responses. 
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4 

Media & The Normalisation of Male Sexual Domination  

 

“Whether it’s in like movies or TV or porn, showing what [sex] can be and how [it can be] 

wholesome and still be sexy to ask for consent. I think that was the main thing missing, I didn’t 

really have that sort of vision of how it should happen.” 

 - Ryan 

 

 External influences play a key role in how the young men in this study came to understand 

sexual consent, particularly in the context of their own sexual practices and sexuality. This chapter 

explores the multiple themes identified in the interviews, namely, the emphasis placed on popular 

culture in the normalisation of gendered power dynamics, the continued formulation and 

implementation of the male gaze, and masculinity defined through aggression, domination, and 

power. The young men’s insights into their exposure to these external influences provides a 

conceptualisation on how they navigate societal expectations of sex and their defined role in a 

heterosexual relationship and sexual experience. At the end of the following thematic chapters, the 

influence of media identified by the young men will be analysed in line with current 

understandings of popular culture and sexual violence. 

 

 Popular culture is commonly referred to as an ever-changing form of culture that adapts to 

the current times and embodies a set of social norms that are duplicated through mediums such as 

movies, television shows, music, music videos and books; to name a few. Popular culture is shaped 

by society, and conversely, society is shaped by popular culture (Danesi, 2018). The young men 

in this study all named popular culture as a key learning tool for beginning to understand the basic 

tenets of sexual consent throughout their formative younger and teenage years. They placed the 

content they consumed as a prominent influence, placing further emphasis on popular culture than 

they did on any formal consent education. 
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The way that people are brought up and the way that things are portrayed in 

popular culture and society in general, definitely sort of paints a picture of how 

things should or could be (Ryan) 

 

The two biggest [influences] are… popular culture is one (Connor) 

 

The first one [influence] that came to mind for me, probably one of my earliest 

memories of seeing consent on TV… (James) 

 

Additionally, the participants shared their opinion on how the influence of the media they 

watched at a young age also affects young men’s attitudes and opinions more generally now on a 

broader societal level. Connor specifically spoke to how sexual violence is portrayed in TV shows, 

and the impact this has on young men’s conceptualisations of this form of gendered harm.  

 

When I was growing up and watching TV shows, and those TV shows at the time, I 

think they were starting to try tackle discussions of consent and what sex looks like. 

But I also think there was still a vast majority of them that used issues of consent 

and sexual violence as a shock factor. In a way that delegitimised the actual impacts 

that it has on real people. And you know, I think that impacts how young men view 

that as well.  

 

 This example poses the ethical consideration that comes with platforming and showcasing 

sexual violence and sexual consent in the media. It raises the importance of showing the impacts 

of sexual violence to an audience, but conversely, the influence of minimising or even 

romanticising sexual violence to young men consuming this media (Rodenhizer & Edwards, 

2019). Additionally, this observation from Connor highlights his ability to acknowledge forms of 

media portrayal where sexual relations and discussions of sexual violence are non-consensual. 

This is not in line with Katz’s (2013) arguments that men are less likely to be knowledgeable on 

the complexities of sexual consent compared to women, as sexual violence is predominantly posed 

as a ‘women’s issue’. Alternatively, what it does highlight is the limitation in undermining the 

capability of young men to understand sexual consent.  All three participants showed an 
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understanding of sexual consent language, adopting words in their answers that are regularly 

utilised in pop culture when consent is discussed, such as ‘implicit’, ‘explicit’ and ‘enthusiastic’. 

The participants utilised these key terms when describing consent throughout the interviews. I will 

discuss the significance of participants’ language choice in Chapter 6.  

 

Depictions of sexual consent and women’s bodily autonomy in popular culture were 

referred to by participants. Namely, how women were treated by men in movies and TV shows.   

 

The way that things are portrayed in popular culture and society in general paints 

a picture of how things should be or could be… I knew what I was seeing was 

wrong, but I didn’t really know what a good way to do [consent] right was (Ryan) 

 

Malcolm in the Middle… Malcolm had a girlfriend and he was talking about it [to 

the camera] and said how he can pretty much kiss his girlfriend whenever he 

wanted and he demonstrated [by doing it] (James) 

 

The new James Bond movie, it’s still full of all the tropes of power and pushing the 

beautiful girl around and it’s okay in the eyes of the movie… it stands out more now 

than it did before [as I’ve gotten older] (Ryan) 

 

The participants' ability to be able to refer to these specific examples from their younger 

days highlights the lasting impact of popular culture on young men when they think about sexual 

consent. Furthermore, the participants noted the inherent violence against women they are aware 

of in depictions of romantic relationships in movies. In particular, they discussed the way in which 

sexual consent is shown (if at all). 

 

…it shows if they don’t say ‘no’, and you’re not physically overpowering them then 

everything else outside of that is obviously going to be consensual… I think that’s 

pretty harmful (James) 
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consent is not being given enough airtime in general. Such an important part of 

having sex but is not reflected - it’s never really featured. If anything, it’s explicitly 

overlooked (Ryan) 

 

What these opinions highlight is the self-awareness that is present in the young men and 

the critical analysis that has occurred when engaging with these forms of media and pop culture. 

This self-awareness, whilst having positive connotations to critical thinking and potential self-

reflection, is retrospective after having more understanding of sexual consent as young men. It is 

highly unlikely the young men would have the same level of critical analysis of depictions of 

sexual consent in their early teens. However, their current opinions align with The Classification 

Office’s (2020) “Growing Up With Porn” report, where young people interviewed showed a 

measure of awareness when viewing pornography and acknowledged pornography is not realistic 

and applicable to real life. It is important to note however, these are their current understandings 

of the realities of pornography after having some experience in engaging in sexual relations with 

women. The participants did not mention the presence of critical thoughts at the time they were 

first exposed to pornography as boys. 

Exposure to sexual messaging and imaging begins from a young age for boys. The 

emergence of new technologies such as the internet over the past few decades has seen increased 

accessibility to material that emphasises sexual imagery and gendered power dynamics, including 

pornography (Stanley et al., 2018; Meehan, 2021). Kalof (1999) highlighted the prevalence of the 

link between varying forms of media (music, TV shows, movies), and the creation of accepted 

sexual attitudes. James specifically referenced the influential nature of pornography on young 

people, and the sexual messaging it presents to a young audience: 

 

I know there’s a lot of nuance in that area [consent in pornography] but I think for 

people who are younger and are just discovering porn need an earlier rundown of what 

consent really is before they go into watching that sort of thing. 

 

Recent research has focused on the importance and influence of pornography in teaching 

boys and girls how to engage in heterosexual sex, following sexual scripts and the prioritisation 

given to male satisfaction under the guise of the male gaze (Fritz & Paul, 2017; Sun et al., 2016). 
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When the participants were asked what influences they thought impacted how they viewed 

consent, pornography was not their first response, popular culture was. This showed an assumption 

from the participants that pornography is not included in their definition of what popular culture 

encapsulates and gives rise to questions regarding the prominence of pornography in its own right. 

This meaning, because pornography is considered a ‘taboo’ topic and form of media consumption, 

young people are able to view it in a more critical and sceptical manner. This in turn gives other 

forms of media such as movies and TV shows to portray gendered power dynamics and hierarchies 

in sexual situations more inadvertently to young people who are not yet able to critically analyse 

and pick up on these concerns.  

However, once the topic of pornography was raised, the importance of it as a teaching tool 

for young men was emphasised. Asking participants about the role of pornography in their younger 

years prompted a substantial number of insightful ideas, including the intersections pornography 

highlights. Namely, education, sexual socialisation, and its influence on communication in 

heterosexual relationships. Connor discussed one of these intersections, showing pornography was 

the dominant candidate over formal education. 

 

When I was growing up as a teenager, I didn’t have sex ed, I had porn. It plays a 

role creating these really bad ideas of what I think relationships and sexual 

relationships are like  

 

 Connor’s statement is reflective of a significant number of young people’s opinions on the 

role pornography plays in teaching them about sex (The Classification Office, 2020). Specifically, 

it reflects the call for a counter-narrative to what pornography is teaching young people in Aotearoa 

(The Classification Office, 2020). James’ opinion on young people who are in the initial phase of 

watching pornography could benefit greatly from having ‘an earlier rundown of what consent 

really is’. In the ‘Growing Up With Porn’ report, pornography was described as the ‘default 

learning tool’ by those who were a part of the research, and this was also reflected in the 

participants’ opinions on pornography (The Classification Office, 2020). 

Interestingly, the young men grouped pornography under popular culture and as a 

contributing factor to the perpetration of sexual violence, after it was raised. Watching 

pornography, they were absorbing an onslaught of information about what sex with women is 
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meant to be, what it was meant to look like, and potentially unhealthy dynamics were normalised 

and even encouraged. James specifically discussed the introduction to pornography to his younger 

self’s understanding of sexual consent, without having any prior knowledge of what that meant or 

entailed. 

 

When you discover pornography, you don’t necessarily have also at the same time, 

been given explicit background [to what] consent is… how to tell whether what you 

are watching going down is healthy or whether or not you’re going to go down a 

rabbit hole 

 

 Young people will be exposed to pornographic material in one way or another. Whether 

this is actively going searching for it online, stumbling upon it by accident or being shown it by a 

friend, family member or someone known to them (The Classification Office, 2020). Not having 

preparations to arm them with the skills and information to engage critically is a significant flaw. 

 

Contemporary pornography is dominated by depictions of heterosexual sex. Heterosexual 

sex as depicted in popular culture overall emphasises the prominence of sexual scripts (that being 

between women and men. Despite not agreeing with these expectations of sexual scripts, the 

participants all described an awareness of these ‘traditional’ ascriptions awarded to men during 

heterosexual sex. Namely, prioritising male sexual pleasure and domination. 

 

You’re very much pushed to be ‘the man’ - the idea of being the man is your chance 

to explore someone else (James) 

 

…gender roles that are shown in pop culture, that you should be the dominant one 

in sex, you should be the one making the first move. You don’t necessarily need to 

be a virgin, but the other person probably should be (Connor) 

 

Connor’s reference to a man’s preference for a woman being a virgin shows the 

expectations of women and men in heterosexual sexual encounters. It suggests ingrained gendered 

double standards of accepted sexual experience and ‘prowess’ from men and expected ‘purity’ 
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from women. Holland et al (2010) found that men are seen to gain ‘manhood’ when ‘taking’ a 

woman’s virginity, increasing his social status. This can also be seen to be a part of the practice of 

existing sexual scripts in heterosexual sexual encounters, namely, something that is taken from 

women by a man when sex is occurring. Interestingly, the participants’ responses highlighted the 

prevalence of sexual scripts they have internalised since a young age. The participants critically 

discussed these scripts, drawing attention to sexual script norms as an inherent problem. These 

scripts are in line with previous research conducted where young men are socialised to abide by 

certain gendered scripts, such as being the initiator of all sexual experiences and the varying 

expectations of virginity for each partner based on gender alone (Brady et al., 2018; Wright, 2014; 

Farvid & Braun, 2014). Additionally, the participants showed their learnt sexual scripts. For 

example, James mentioned a form of gender role stress, describing how young men are pushed to 

be ‘the man’ through exploring women, and Connor’s reference to receiving expectations of 

having to be the dominant party in sexual encounters.  

 

Interestingly, Connor references the way women are commonly referred to in pornography, 

where they are degraded for acting sexually dominant and adopting traits that are traditionally 

applied to men. This degradation, as per Connor’s example, is done through specific derogatory 

and gendered, sexist language. 

 

It [porn] also… places on a pedestal girls being like really slutty during sex but 

somehow at the same time creates this idea that it’s bad to be like that, cause they’re 

using terms such as ‘slut’ and ‘whore’ and all these really awful connotation words 

 

This highlights Connor’s ability to identify the harmful language being used to describe 

women in pornography, whilst also showing he has knowledge of sexist rhetoric to state this 

language includes negative labels. He describes how women are portrayed as sexually 

promiscuous, and this is something to be degraded for. The degradation of women in pornography, 

often through the use of terms such as ‘whore’ and ‘slut’ to which Connor referred to, features 

prominently in aggressive mainstream pornographic videos (Attwood, 2007; Dines, 2010). 

Unsurprisingly, this type of gendered and violent language is a form of normalisation of gendered 

hierarchies and power imbalances - in which the man is dominant - that are seen to be replicated 



 40 

and reflected in real life heterosexual relationships (Bridges et al., 2010). Sexually degrading 

language is commonly used to disenfranchise the oppressed, and in a heterosexual dynamic, is 

reflective of maintaining and exerting male power over women (Murnen, 2000). 

Building on this, Connor also discussed changes to the way women and their sexuality are 

depicted in popular culture, especially being engaged with pornography over multiple years, which 

has enabled him to see the shift in the positionality of actors and actresses engaging in this form 

of media. He noted the shift in how women, specifically, act in depictions in popular media.  

 

There has been a change in pop culture that has brought out a more dominant side 

to feminine sexuality which I think is going to have a really big impact on the way 

young people have sex, as well as the way young people engage in sex 

 

Whilst Connor has seen and perceives women’s sexuality to now be portrayed in a more 

‘dominant’ way, through adopting popular and normalised male conceptualisations of sexuality 

i.e., having a high number of sexual partners and being free in sexuality and sexual prowess; there 

is also an acknowledgement and understanding from Connor’s above example in regards to 

pornography, that women are in that case still cast in a misogynistic light. This includes rape myths 

and victim blaming tenets being upheld, popularised, and normalised. What this most recent 

example from Connor exemplifies is the illusion women have gender equity in all forms of day-

to-day life, including their sexual expression. However, his opinions also show that this is still 

bound by the restrictions of the heterosexual male fantasy and gaze, shown through his comment 

about the tension in the representation of women in popular culture. This being the expectation 

their sexual liberation and autonomy is still catering to the male gaze, whilst also having to 

maintain the air of ‘purity’. A purity there for the taking - by a man. 

Connor’s observation of the shift in the sexual depiction of women in popular culture and 

pornography is in line with the emergence and prominence of postfeminist thought in mainstream 

understandings of feminine sexuality. This includes the shift from objectification to 

subjectification and women having to present themselves in such a way that caters to prime sexual 

desirability for men. This is in line with Gill (2011), who argued postfeminism in pornography has 

seen the shift from women being objectified to subjectified, and still created for the heterosexual 

man and what is deemed as the ‘ideal’ woman. We can see this clearly with the disparity given in 
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examples by Connor, namely, the expectation of women having to be ‘pure’ and a ‘virgin’ to being 

the ‘slut’ and ‘whore’. The integration of postfeminism into contemporary pornography is 

highlighted by the perceived increase in female sexual expression and dominance. Furthermore, 

Connor’s comment is in line with postfeminist thinking in relation to women’s power, specifically 

showcasing them in a state of unhindered sexual liberation (Burkett & Hamilton, 2012). The issue 

with this, however, is this ‘new’ sexual dominance is still catering to the male gaze and fitting 

within the framework of male pleasure as the key priority (Gill, 2007; Riley et al., 2016). 

Despite an increase in postfeminist sentiments commonly attributed to women in media, 

the intersection between popular culture, pornography and men’s interpretations and 

understandings of these influences, continue to pose forms of subjugation and oppression. These 

in turn create issues for young women when engaging with men sexually. Gendered dynamics in 

sexual experiences that are taught through popular culture are often replicated by young men in 

real life, and the sexual scripts they learn from these media forms are normalised. 

 

Another media influence young men come into contact with is the news. When asked what 

he thought popular culture included, Connor mentioned the influence news media has, and how 

easily this crosses over into conversations about sexual violence and sexual consent. 

 

News also plays a part in it [popular culture shaping ideas about consent] I think 

the way things are reported on, like sexual violence cases are reported on, and how 

they’re talked about in the media and how that then gets talked about in the home 

 

This highlights whilst popular culture was commonly referred to as one of the main 

educators of sexual consent, popular culture scope can be widened to include the likes of news 

media, as it has a significant influence on public opinion. This was referred to by James as well 

when discussing Al Jazeera (a news media platform) when they curated a piece on sexual consent 

law in Denmark. 

 

I think the other thing recently, I think it was last year, it came up on Al Jazeera 

[inaudible] and I read this article that Denmark had recently reformed consent to 

be only explicit which I thought, yeah that’s how it should be  
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From this example by James, it is clearly seen the educational aspect that news media can 

have on young men, dependent on which news source they frequent. Al Jazeera inadvertently 

became a source of educational information on sexual consent for James and was produced in a 

way that engaged him to remember and easily recall the affirmative consent law changes 

internationally. 

 

The normalisation of male sexual domination occurs through a multitude of platforms and 

external influences. Some influences in particular carry more weight in altering young men’s 

behaviours towards the women they have sexual experiences with.  However, popular culture is 

not the only influence young men face in their formative years. In the next chapter, I examine the 

subtle and overt influence young men’s peers have on their sexual socialisation. Specifically, how 

their desire for social acceptance influenced their understandings of sexual consent and the 

treatment of women (Vanden Abeele et al., 2014). 
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5 

Peers & Sexual Socialisation 

 
“From a young age, I experienced guys just trying to get with as many girls as possible and 

really misogynistic behaviours towards sex - that was what I was surrounded by growing 

up.” 

                  - Connor 

 

In Chapter Three, I discussed the first theme that emerged from the interviews: how popular 

culture has normalised male sexual domination in heterosexual relationships and sexual 

experiences, with an emphasis on how sexual scripts communicated through this culture are still 

relevant to the participants today. The second theme that emerged from the interviews with the 

participants, was the importance of how their peers shaped their views and behaviours toward 

sexual consent. In this chapter, I will discuss the prominence and influence peers have had on the 

participants, especially in social settings where sexual consent became a topic of discussion (as 

per Meehan, 2021). Secondly, I will examine significant individuals who are not their direct peers 

which helped shape the young men’s opinions and understandings of consent, including family 

members and community environments. Finally, I will discuss the difference highlighted by the 

young men in socialisation between same-sex and co-ed high schools. 

 

The Influence of Male Peers 

 
Meehan (2021) found in her research with friend groups that peer pressure was a strong 

indicator of how young men engaged in sexual relations and treated the young women around 

them. Whilst this research was specifically looking at young people and sexting, it highlighted the 

gendered nature of how young men viewed the young women in their lives, specifically as sexual 

commodities, and how the influence of their peers contributed to this ongoing behaviour.  
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All three participants discussed the influence their peers had on their perceptions of sexual 

consent, especially in their formative high school years. In conjunction with the messaging they 

were receiving from pop culture, the second biggest influence on their conceptualisations of 

consent was how their friends behaved around them, and the normalisation of sexist talk and/or 

behaviour around young women, such as gender microaggressions and degradation. One of the 

three participants gave specific examples that have stuck with them since primary and high school, 

where specifically one of their practices of sexual consent was challenged by their peers. This led 

the participant to question how he practised sexual consent and how he should do so going forward. 

 

… funny story - sleepover situation, other people in the room, earlier in high school, 

I got ‘ripped out’ asking for consent for quite some time. It speaks volumes as to 

what you should be doing, everyone was like “this is ridiculous” [asking for 

consent]. Where does that lead me, what am I supposed to do? (Ryan) 

 

In this situation, Ryan followed the tenets of consent, asking a young woman if she would 

be okay with kissing in a communal environment. It was not until after the sleepover, Ryan realised 

his peers had overheard him asking this question, which led to both his male and female friends 

‘ripping’ him out [i.e., making fun of someone, normally for an act or behaviour they demonstrate]. 

This exemplifies the impact peer socialisation around sexual consent carries significant weight, as 

Ryan then started questioning his own behaviour to be in line with his peers’ expectations and 

normalisations of how a sexual experience plays out.  

 

I was just trying to do the right thing and it was seemingly wrong (Ryan) 

 

 Viewing women as sexual commodities and ‘notches on a belt’ is not a new concept. Farvid 

and Braun (2014) discussed how women have historically, and currently, been seen as objects to 

be procured by men sexually. This was reflected throughout the three interviews when the young 

men were discussing how their male friends discussed and treated women, both in high school and 

the beginning years of university. Two of the participants highlighted certain situations that they 

had observed from other young men and recognised these behaviours and actions as harmful. They 
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shared these as examples of the young men viewing women as objects for sexual gratification 

rather than as someone to share a consensual sexual experience with.  

 

You see it happen as well, which is super grotty and isn’t addressed through school or 

anything, but you know going to parties and then people thinking “those people are 

dancing, and you can go over and grab them… but even before the whole part of grabbing, 

there’s just no consent there (James) 

 

I think that with friends I’ve been a bit uncomfortable with… I don’t remember a specific 

time, but I’ve heard some things and been like “that’s not right” but they’re going along 

[continuing] with [that behaviour] (Ryan) 

 

What is interesting about these examples from James and Ryan is the acknowledgement of 

being able to identify harmful sexual behaviour at the time these events were happening, in their 

teenage years. Impressively, it shows how even without formal education or other external positive 

influences where they could be effective bystanders, they already had some level of awareness of 

the issues in each situation. However, the participants were not asked by the researcher what their 

own actions were in these scenarios. The reason for this was they had positioned themselves as an 

‘observer’ of these events and did not indicate any inclination of bystander intervention or action. 

Rather, they were attempting to provide specific examples of concerning behaviour they were 

privy to. Additional research looking at how young men respond to problematic events could be 

beneficial in the prevention of sexual violence and sexual assault in the future. Particular inhibitors 

to intervening in these situations can be linked to attempts at maintaining social status and peer 

acceptance. 

 

In relation to peer pressure and acceptance amongst male peers, one of the participants described 

the social status that comes along with securing sexual experiences with women. 

 

…definitely like super huge pressure when it comes from your mates, saying like 

“oh how far did you get” and feeling pressured then yourself (James) 
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…also the way that their peers will talk about sex, like being a ‘stud’ or being a 

‘skuxx’ and that sort of thing. It’s a big deal (Connor) 

 

The term ‘skuxx’ is a common slang term used by young people. It can mean varying things 

based on the context in which it is used, however, the most popular use of the term is describing a 

man who is good with women (Gavey, 2012). Additionally, it is used as a complimentary term 

used amongst male peers once they have ‘acquired’ sex with a woman. The more women they 

sleep with, the bigger the ‘skuxx’ they are. With such an emphasis on securing sex with young 

women amongst male peer groups, none of the participants indicated sexual consent was talked 

about consistently amongst their male friends when they started discussing sex. Ryan indicated 

there were some discussions with his male peers in the latter years of high school, but the consensus 

was an inherent lack of discourse about sexual consent. 

 

The whole idea of talking about consent with your friends is… it’s not awkward for 

me now to talk about it but originally bringing it up with my guy mates, it was 

something we all thought about but never actually discussed (James) 

 

There were definitely some discussions with my own friends throughout year 12 

and 13, but it wasn’t an essential thing. They’re obviously inherent awkward 

conversations. I definitely still could have gotten more [discussions] (Ryan) 

 

 Interestingly, two of the three participants indicated the main reason they started thinking 

about sexual consent themselves in a peer setting was hearing about the negative experiences of 

those around them (mostly young women). In fact, it was having the knowledge of these 

experiences from their friends (or people they knew), that encouraged the young men to critically 

analyse their own behaviours, and this has carried on into how they practice sexual consent today.  

 

Having a like, adverse experience or people telling me their adverse experiences 

when they’re younger - that makes me a little more hypersensitive to that (Connor) 
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Talking to my female friends growing up, hearing about the stuff they didn’t like 

which guys were doing and thinking about that whenever I was with another girl 

on from there. Hearing all of their stories and their experiences formed my ideas 

on how to be able to verbalise and ask about consent (James) 

 

 Whilst this highlights a positive peer relationship for discussing and critically analysing 

their practices and beliefs around sexual consent, this belief poses some questions about young 

women carrying the onus of educating young men about consent through re-hashing traumatic 

events. This emotional labour continues the ongoing premise of sexual violence being a women’s 

issue to fix (Fabiano et al., 2003), specifically because they are the frequent victims. This is 

highlighted through the participants learning more about what sexual consent is from women 

talking to them about their adverse experiences rather than from sex education. However, it is 

important to note the young men in this study also seemed to take it upon themselves to allocate 

personal responsibility to fix the issue of sexual violence in their own lives and personal 

interactions. Whilst they may not have the appropriate education to do this ‘fully’, they at least 

show an awareness of the importance of sexual consent, and the majority of perpetration of this 

form of harm comes from men. Hearing the stories of either sexual 

violence/coercion/harassment/abuse from their friends who are women, seemed to have some 

form of peer pressure. This form of peer pressure was to not replicate with other women the 

damage their friends had experienced. This also raises valid questions about the disparity between 

the messaging young men are getting from their predominately male friends in acquiring young 

women for sex (Flood, 2008) and the anti-rape culture messaging their female peers are sharing 

through these non-consensual events. This disparity shapes the young men’s ideas around consent 

and how they navigate these two varying forms of peer socialisation on what is expected of them 

when engaging in a sexual experience with a woman. 

However, the way the participants discussed the internal moral conflict they felt between 

their male peers' discussions versus the lived experience of friends who are women is an 

interesting conundrum. It became clear all of the participants relied purely on themselves to fix 

issues surrounding sexual consent in their personal lives and interactions they have with their 

potential sexual partners. Their self-reliance stemmed from the overt lack of formal education and 

sex education, which will be discussed in Chapter Six. From their discussions around hearing 
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disclosures of sexual violence, it became apparent the young men believed the victim-survivors 

and their stories. This belief in the shared experiences was shown through the way they discussed 

hearing someone else’s trauma and their own personal actions from then onwards. It was clear 

these stories created a domino effect, causing them to question their future sexual behaviours with 

women, as they took those stories as ‘notes’ on what not to do when engaging in sexual activity 

with a woman. The real-life stories provided additional external influence in their 

conceptualisations of sexual consent in a practical manner, by hearing how male sexual behaviour 

affected the other party.  

 

 Talking about sexual consent became a more understandable and straightforward concept 

for Ryan when he started tertiary study at university. On a peer socialisation level, environments 

for friends to converse about consent were created in both university and Halls of Residence.  

 

First year of uni these types of conversations were brought out, especially with sex 

week. It speaks to the kind of demographic of my peers, studying in Wellington and 

being hyper-leftist spaces, means everyone is willing to talk about that and make 

sure everyone is having a good time (Ryan) 

 

With first year of halls, it’s very much everything is on the table as to what’s 

happening whereas in high school it’s definitely not and it’s all still kind of rumours 

and things aren’t supposed to happen or things aren’t spoken about (Ryan) 

 

 Whilst Ryan mentioned that entering a university space created different opportunities for 

discussions about sexual consent, this opinion was also reflected in Connor’s discussions of his 

interactions with young men at his same-sex secondary school in comparison to university, which 

is co-ed. He spoke of his peer group in a university setting as more positive and ‘wholesome’ 

overall, compared to referring to high school as an ‘awful environment’. This poses an interesting 

disparity between the role of peers in different settings. Whether this is due to further life and 

sexual experiences prior to attending tertiary study is something that could be further explored. 

However, all three participants presented as far more confident in their understandings of what 

sexual consent means, compared to how they saw themselves and their understandings when in 
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their formative teenage years. Interestingly, Ryan created a link between the understanding of 

sexual consent and political leaning, with the belief because his friends are ‘leftist’, this equates to 

a greater likelihood of understanding sexual violence and how to treat women sexually. The link 

between beliefs surrounding sexual assault and harassment and political ideology and identity has 

been recently researched; however, this is an area to be explored further to make a solidified 

connection (Jose et al., 2021; Lisnek et al., 2022). Lisnek et al (2022) found a greater perceivance 

of male victimisation in relatively conservative participants when women are vocal about sexual 

assault concerning the #MeToo movement. Jose et al (2021) found that “political ideology had 

been linked to beliefs regarding sexual harassment and assault” (p. 7695), with conservative 

participants less likely to report instances of sexual harassment. The reasoning behind this, 

however, is not clear. The findings from these two studies are preliminary and warrant further 

research. 

 

The Way Society Raises Men 

 
 In addition to the influence of male peers in how the young men understood and practised 

sexual consent, the participants also attributed their sexual socialisation to wider groups, such as 

their family and other influences, namely sports groups, and extracurricular after school activities.  

 

You are more likely to learn things from your peers and from older generations and 

when I look at my teenage years growing up, that was definitely it. Which proves, I 

think, particular challenges for areas where there is a bad culture (Connor) 

 

 How different generations conceptualise and understand sexual consent has morphed over 

time, with perceived less blatant tolerance of victim-blaming, rape myths and instances of sexual 

violence being ‘brushed under the rug’ due to movements such as #MeToo and Times Up. The 

introduction of online spaces, global movements and easy access to information has allowed newer 

generations to challenge the traditional forms of masculinity, sexual violence, and rape culture, 

due to these issues being more prevalent in the public sphere (Salter, 2013).  
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 The provision of consent education and discussion about sex by parental figures was 

largely absent from the participant’s discussion. Only one of the three participants referred to a 

certain level of discussion with their parents about consent, however, they described this as 

‘surface level’, and the parents had assumed he already knew what they were talking about.  

 

My parents also spoke to me about it [sexual consent] a bit but it was kind of similar 

to the experience of school where it’s like “this is a thing you know, right?” (Ryan) 

 

Another participant also referenced broader social and cultural influences such as sports 

teams and the community in which they were raised as contributing factors to how young men 

understand and practice consent.  

 

I think the culture of the smaller communities… different sports clubs you’re 

involved in, they all have an impact on that [understanding sexual consent] 

(Connor) 

 

Ryan expressed his belief that public culture has changed and shifted over time. He has the 

understanding that there are now different attitudes in community groups when it comes to beliefs 

and opinions about consent, and that these attitudes are an improvement on older generations’ 

views. This showcases his opinion that culture can change over time such as popular culture, and 

how shifting external influences can alter societal opinions on particular topics over time and from 

generation to generation. Research conducted by YouGov End Violence Against Women Coalition 

(2018) saw those over the age of 65 were 35% more likely to adhere to common rape myths (such 

as sexual violence cannot occur in a relationship or marriage) compared to 16% of individuals 

aged 18-24. As we know society is influenced by popular culture and popular culture is influenced 

by society (Danesi, 2018), so, therefore, for this mutually ‘beneficial’ relationship to turn into 

positive formations of sexual consent, accurate and deliberately thoughtful discourse should 

permeate into all influences men are exposed daily. This will be analysed more in-depth in Chapter 

Eight. 
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Same-Sex & Co-Ed High School Socialisation 

 
 Two of the three participants placed significant emphasis on the differing way young men 

treated young women and practised consent depending on if they were educated and socialised in 

either a same-sex high school or co-ed school. Ryan attended a co-ed high school, whereas Connor 

attended a same-sex high school until Year 11, then co-ed for the remaining two years.  

 

Going to parties in high school, you could tell who went to a single-sex school and 

who went to a co-ed school based on how they acted with other people. [Single 

sex]... looking at people of other genders in such different ways, it just seems a 

whole lot more toxic and like they’re there for a purpose [to have sex] as opposed 

to just getting along with people (Ryan) 

 

Boarding schools are a really awful environment for different reasons… there 

might be a good boarding school out there - I haven’t found it yet (Connor) 

 

 Issues of young men understanding sexual consent in same-sex school settings have 

historic and current settings in Aotearoa. A survey conducted by pupils of Christchurch Girls High 

School found more than half of the young women attending the college had been sexually harassed 

(McCallum, 2021). This survey was conducted after one hundred of the high school’s pupils 

protested sexual harassment occurring from students at Christchurch Boys’ High School, 

following allegations of sexual assault and harassment by some of the young men attending there 

(McCallum, 2021). However, this is not limited to Aotearoa. Internationally, there have been 

multiple calls for all boys’ schools to be educated further on consent, for the prevalence of rape 

culture within these same-sex private schools remains seemingly unchecked and not dealt with 

properly to ensure young men are not sexually harassing their younger female and other genders, 

counterparts (Tu, 2021).  

 

 As mentioned by Ryan, the dynamics and commonplace indicators of young men practising 

the tenets of rape culture are particularly prominent in social situations where all genders are 
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present in a party environment. Another participant, James, discussed the dynamics that are at play 

in these social situations. 

 

Going to parties…  and then people thinking, those people there are dancing, and 

you can go over and grab them… there’s no consent there, which is gross 

 

 Connor also referenced alcohol in determining sexual consent in a party context, however, 

he iterated that alcohol, when dealt with correctly, can be a positive contributor to making 

conversations about consent more explicit and fostering open communication. This particular point 

will be expanded on further in Chapter Seven.  

 

 Peer pressure and friend groups played significant roles for the participants in their sexual 

socialisation, especially in their formative teen years when they were also receiving messaging 

about sex from pop culture. Gendered social norms and male sexual preference became apparent 

through the participants recollections of their time throughout high school; however, the discussion 

of consent was not frequent throughout these years, despite the increase in sexual activities and 

exposure to sexual themes. It became obvious the young men were discussing sex with their peers, 

however, the topic of the importance of consent was absent. Connor discussed how he and his 

friends discuss consent now, after having attended university and passed the initial ‘sexual 

awakening’. 

 

I can’t remember the last time I would have had a conversation with the boys and 

been like “oh, consent… about that” 

 

 However, he goes on by stating; 

 

I really pride myself on the kind of guys I surround myself with and you know, I 

have no doubts that they’d actually have really good chats about it. But, if we’re 

ever talking about sex, it’s not necessarily going to be about consent. Like, that’s 

not the primary topic of any sexual conversation we have. 
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 Whilst all three participants highlighted the influence of their peers on their views of sexual 

consent and how to treat the young women around them based on the values of their social group, 

there was a prominent lack of conflicting advice or context for them in their young teenage years. 

Additionally, the sway male peers have over each other is apparent, which could be seen through 

Ryan assessing his behaviour when having negative feedback from his friends when asking for 

sexual consent from a young woman. The next chapter dives into the sexual and formal education 

the young men received through high school, commonly seen as the years in which young people 

start to engage sexually with others (Fleming et al., 2022). 
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6 

Sex Ed & Formal Education 

 
 As mentioned briefly in Chapter Four, education plays a significant role in how young men 

understand and practice sexual consent, in relation to attending high school with only other young 

men, or in a co-ed school. I discussed the participants highlighting the difference between the two 

forms of gender groupings, and how this influences young men’s perceptions of women and 

subsequently, their interactions. In this chapter, I will discuss the formal education given to the 

young men, especially concerning their experiences with sexual education. Firstly, the chapter will 

explore when the young men first learnt about sexual consent, whether this was in primary or high 

school, whilst taking a look at what context the topic transpired in. The second part of this chapter 

will look at the specific dynamics that were taught to the young men, either overtly or subtly, and 

how these are reflective of the broader social gendered hierarchy and focus on male pleasure. From 

there, the chapter will discuss the limitations that the participants highlighted, and what they felt 

they needed to be taught from a young age. This is in line with current research on teaching sexual 

consent to young men in the hopes of preventing further sexual violence.  

 

Formal Education Given to Young Men 

 
 All three participants referenced their first experience of sexual education being taught in 

high school. The most prominent course taught in high schools in Aotearoa is the ACC (Accident 

Compensation Corporation) funded Mates & Dates programme. This programme focuses on five 

topics relating to the prevention of sexual violence, with one week spent on each. These topics are 

gender and sexuality, healthy relationships, sexual consent, supporting survivors and bystander 

intervention. Based on what the participants detailed which will be highlighted in their opinions 

below, I have assumed this is the course they were referring to throughout the interviews. I did not 

specify or ask the participants if this was indeed the course they were engaged with, but this 

assumption of them being taught through Mates & Dates is relatively well-founded, as it is the 
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most common healthy relationships government-funded programme for high school (Years 9-13) 

in the country. Overall, all participants felt they did not receive any education on sexual consent 

in primary school. However, it is important to note there are primary schools in Aotearoa that 

conduct independent consent and sex education for their students. Recent research has exemplified 

starting to make primary-school-aged children aware of the key tenets of consent as an important 

part of their educational journey, to make them aware of bodily autonomy and respecting others 

fully (New Zealand Classification Office, 2020). The participants shared their opinions of how 

sexual consent was either discussed or displayed to them at a younger age in a school or 

educational setting. 

 

The first time it [consent] was ever expressed to me as a thing was in health class 

and the video everyone knows about - the tea. They just didn’t spend too much time 

on it, like “this is a thing, you need to do this, cool, moving on” (Ryan) 

 

With consent it was definitely my younger days were so confusing, especially within 

health classes. I always came out a little bit confused (James) 

 

 James and Ryan highlight that when teaching young people (specifically, men) about 

sexual consent, it’s important to deliver the content in a way that a) remains with them into their 

adult life and b) does not create more confusion. From Ryan’s recount of the first time he had 

officially encountered a discussion about sexual consent, he highlighted a commonplace video that 

is utilised to teach young people about sexual consent1. This particular video was specifically 

mentioned by two of the three participants as a medium their high school utilised to educate the 

students on this topic. The tea consent video has been viewed on YouTube more than 10 million 

times, and has since seen a kid-friendly version, ‘consent for kids.’2 to make the premise more 

understandable for children. Interestingly, the two participants who mentioned the ‘tea consent’ 

video did not see the intrinsic value of the video itself in teaching them about consent. 

 

 
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oQbei5JGiT8 
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h3nhM9UlJjc 
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[Health classes] seemed to be more skewed in male exploration. That just got more 

confusing with this tea video in high school that really didn’t clear things up. The 

cup of tea example shows something that you, like shows sex as something you give 

rather than an intimate moment which you share (James) 

 

 The main issue James had learning about consent in this way was the lack of clarity it 

provided when there was already a significant amount of confusion due to the existing influences 

around him in addition to a lack of clarity through educational means. However, he interestingly 

was able to detect the similarity between sexual consent in the tea video and sex ed in pornography. 

This being sex is something that men do to women and is a one-way transaction. The tea consent 

video centres on the tea-receiver's desires, thus making their ‘pleasure’ the foundation of the 

transaction. However, there is a structural similarity between this form of sexual consent education 

tool and sex ed portrayed in pornography he has smartly identified.  

As aforementioned, the participants gained helpful and educational information about 

sexual consent when entering the university space. The young men emphasised this era of their 

educational journey to be the most transformational in understanding how sexual relations with 

women can work, with some breakdowns of sexual scripts and norms they had learnt throughout 

their pubescent years.  

 

The next time it [consent] was explored more was in uni with VUWSA Sex Week. 

In first year of uni those conversations are really bought out, especially with sex 

week… that was the only experience that I had where it wasn’t anything negative… 

and it’s just good, productive, wholesome discussions about consent (Ryan) 

 

 VUWSA Sex Week is a sex-positive educational week organised by the Victoria 

University of Wellington’s Student Association. The week hosts informational stalls such as how 

to perform safe sex in both protection against sexually transmitted diseases (STD’s) and 

discussions of sexual consent. Additionally, the Halls of Residence also incorporate Sex Week into 

their programme for first-year university students. Previous years of Sex Week have included 

panels on sexual consent, pornography, sexual violence, and queer relationships. This stark 

difference in ‘informal’ education led by students in comparison to what is offered in Aotearoa 
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high schools, highlights an important gap where young people are being disadvantaged, only 

relying on later attempts at sexual education when they may have already been in relationships 

and/or had some form of sexual experience. Furthermore, not all young people leaving high school 

undertake higher education. What this results in is a significant number of young people having 

left their educational journey without any sexual consent education, and those who do seek out 

further education within a tertiary institution such as universities, are a smaller cohort of students 

than in high schools. 

 

 Whilst formal education plays a significant role in how young men learn about sexual 

consent, young men also learn about this practice through other educational means. One of these 

is taught beliefs through mediums such as the tea consent video about how sex ‘plays out’, 

alongside the continual messaging of sexual scripts. Additionally, this education can also 

conceptualise what is considered sexual violence, harassment, or assault. The identification of 

certain behaviours that come under each of these forms of gendered violence is important for 

bystander intervention and understanding what is socially and culturally unacceptable to prevent 

further violence against women. James identified a few of these behaviours, and the lack of 

understanding of what these behaviours are constituted as by young men, as they are not 

specifically taught what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Additionally, he identifies rape myths that come 

along with not understanding unacceptable sexual behaviour, and where the onus of preventing 

such violence is once again placed on women. 

 

…teaching them like bat your eyelashes and at getting groped in a club or things 

like that cause that doesn’t come under sexual assault. You should know that going 

into a club, if you don’t want that to happen, you shouldn’t go at all. I think that’s 

more pushed towards women, which is just counterintuitive, for both parties 

(James) 

 

 One aspect of sex education that is communicated, however, leaves a significant amount 

of ambiguity is the legal definition of sexual consent in Aotearoa. Two participants didn’t focus 

on the legality of consent, however, one of the participants placed significant emphasis on it and 

the lack of appropriate definition of consent it provides to the public, especially young people. 
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Laws in New Zealand aren’t centred around consent, it’s more got the side of it’s 

implicit - it’s either implied… and then that goes down a whole murky area of it 

[legal definitions] not really being consent in the first place (James) 

 

 James’ discussion on sexual consent prominence (or lack thereof) within law highlights his 

belief the Crimes Act (1961) has not clearly defined consent. Conversely, in relation to the 

practicality of awareness of a legal definition of sexual consent, Ryan mentioned the legal form of 

this isn’t considered; 

 

I think the legality of it isn’t something I think about because I would say that 

meeting a legal bare minimum isn’t the set up for a fun time. 

 

 This raises the question of where the benchmark and starting point of educating young men 

about sexual consent should be based and if the legal benchmark of sexual consent should be at 

the centre of this education. Interestingly, the explicit nature in which James was discussing sexual 

consent should be taught as the expectation in any sexual experience is also something that Ryan 

mentioned, in the context of education from a tertiary provider. 

 

[high schools] do the consent talks and stuff, it’s all focused on healthy 

relationships which is important but it’s not so explicitly sex, and this is how you 

do sex in a good way. It’s just not as explicit as later and it could benefit from being 

more explicit - because I think the message is probably lost on a lot of people (Ryan) 

 

 Despite some of the acknowledgement by two of the participants being that the initial 

conversation about sex and consent in high school can be awkward, they state now it would have 

been greatly beneficial for their current relationships and experiences. 

 

I’m pro revitalising how education talks about consent and actually not being 

scared to provide real world examples. Teaching teachers to be able to call out any 
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bullshit or not letting things slide because there’s so much stuff that goes down in 

high school that’s brushed under the rug (James) 

 

Year 10 [learning about consent] which I think is personally too late. We had a sex 

ed class, but it was super basic and this wasn’t really where I learnt consent from. 

I don’t think it was anything that was properly prescribed through a sex ed class, 

it was more of a general notion. It was more focused on using protection and not 

getting a girl pregnant than it was about the nuances of consent (Connor) 

 

It’s your first year fresh out of high school and suddenly they’re [university] like 

“sex week!” and you’re like “ahh, maybe we’re not supposed to talk about this!” 

(Ryan) 

 

 When asked what their idealised version of how they could have been taught about sexual 

consent in high school, all three participants advocated for truthful depictions of what consent can 

and does look like, rejecting shy interpretations or communicating sexual consent in a way that 

doesn’t get to the core, and specifics of what consent entails from each party engaged in the sexual 

encounter. 

 

The main thing that I think was missing was showing how consent can work and 

showing how you can stay in the moment (Ryan) 

 

I couldn’t think of anything more core to the idea of sexual relations than consent. 

That’s the very baseline at the start right, is that there is consent and everything 

else flows from that (Connor) 

 

I think for younger people… just discovering porn needs an earlier rundown of 

what consent really is before they go into watching that sort of thing (James) 

 

 These examples show the limited amount of formal education the young men were taught 

in the context of high school, and their retrospective understanding of how sex ed shaped their 
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conceptualisations of consent. In the context of health class, the focus was consistently put on 

abstinence, preventing pregnancy and STD’s and male sexual exploration. Interestingly, one of the 

participants also discussed the lack of improvement in the content and delivery of sex ed and health 

class programmes over a period of significant time, as indicated by his younger brothers. 

 

…especially education, like, cause I’m pretty certain how my brothers who are five, 

ten years apart from me, we were all taught the same thing at high school (James) 

 

 This raises interesting critiques of the type of sex education young men are receiving in 

Aotearoa. James’ statement of there being no significant difference between what he and his 

brothers have been taught in high school 10 years apart in regards to consent highlights that despite 

recent research being conducted - that has called for the rejuvenation and updating of how consent 

is taught in schools - this has not yet come to effect. Furthermore, young men are still being taught 

content that has been proven to not lower sexual violence rates in perpetration amongst young 

men. In fact, James placed a decent amount of emphasis on the need for law changes in Aotearoa. 

Namely, he called for reformation on how sexual consent and sexual violence are described and 

defined. 

 

It’s difficult because no matter what you have, it doesn’t necessarily solve an issue. 

I still think reforming New Zealand’s law into being centred around consent itself, 

and verbal consent especially (James) 

 

 This opinion is not unfounded, with recent research highlighting that The Crimes Act 1961 

does not explicitly define what consent means and that this can be utilised in sexual violence cases. 

The Crimes Act 1961 does refer to ‘consent’ in Sections 128, 128A, 129A and 131 in relation to 

sexual offences, without any clear definition of what sexual consent is (The Crimes Act 1961). 

Additionally, prominent societal and cultural beliefs on sexual consent and sexual violence, on top 

of a lack of education, finds themselves permeating into jury trials which pose further significant 

challenges for victim-survivors. This includes easy access to justice through the Criminal Justice 

System, solely due to the prominence of existing and continuing rape myths (Sutton, 2020). 
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 All three participants noted when discussing formal and informal sex education, both have 

not prepared them to be equipped with the appropriate knowledge when they became sexually 

active and started any variation of a sexual relationship. As has been mentioned in the fourth 

chapter, the onus of this teaching falls upon young women they become involved with, due to the 

failure of the education system in teaching young men about sex, consent and respectful, healthy 

relationships and interactions. This contributes to the ongoing premise of sexual violence being 

deemed a women’s issue. 
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7 

Communicating Consent 

 

 For a sexual experience to be one that is complete with sexual consent, communication 

needs to be a central component. Because of this, communication is a vital topic of research to 

understand how sexual consent is being applied in actuality (Beres, 2014). Whilst Chapter Six 

noted the legal definition of consent is not a large consideration to participants, verbal and non-

verbal communication was. This chapter will discuss the participants' views on all forms of 

communication, and how this differs in long-term relationships in comparison to one-night stands 

and casual hook-ups. Additionally, it will address the miscommunication hypothesis, and where 

the young men’s responses sit within this debate in the field (McCaw & Senn, 1998). Finally, this 

chapter will look at the young men’s responses surrounding their preferred way of communicating 

consent, and how these tie into current sexual violence prevention frameworks.  

 

Long Term Relationships v Casual Hook-ups 
 

 All three participants clearly articulated that the way in which they communicate and check 

for consent from their sexual partners can differ depending on what type of relationship and rapport 

they have with the other person. In long-term relationships, non-verbal communication was relied 

on more heavily than if the sexual experience was a one-night stand or the beginning of a casual 

sexual relationship.  

 

The way that consent works definitely changes when you’re in a relationship. The 

way it’s carried out, you’re more in tune with each other and you know when and 

how things are happening and what you’re generally comfortable with. There’s 

also a high level of trust… it kind of changes from a sort of more direct to a more 

understanding of a person, I guess (Ryan) 
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They change, over time consent becomes, especially if you’re with someone for a 

long amount of time, you’re going through the motions being with them for so long 

that you understand how they feel, their body language and stuff. Then those 

conversations become a lot more casual and less frequent (Connor) 

 

 Both Ryan and Connor reference a higher level of understanding with their partner and the 

increasingly prominent role of non-verbal communication when it comes to long-term 

relationships. Additionally, they invoke a sense of implied sexual consent in these types of 

situations and tend to rely on body language and confidence in knowing what their partners’ cues 

are when it comes to having sex. When discussing non-verbal communication they would take as 

consent, the participants responded with: 

 

If I saw my girlfriend put her arms up, she’s meaning she wants a hug (James) 

 

…watch each other's eyes… and then they’d dart their eyes down looking at your 

crotch and looking back up (James) 

 

If they’re reciprocating, or they’re making moves as much as you are… if they’re 

coming onto you, basically (Ryan) 

 

…being deep in a relationship, it’s almost implied (Ryan) 

 

For me, it probably has to be more verbal than anything. Obviously, there can be 

times where the physical context of a situation means that it’s very obvious there’s 

been consent… contextual consent is important which can involve other physical 

acts or gestures (Connor) 

 

Alternatively, all three participants heavily endorsed strong verbal communication when having 

sexual relations with women who are not their long-term partners.  
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It’s definitely like, verbalise it. Figure out what you wanna do on that night, it might 

change another way and just be fine not being able to do something that you wanna 

do yourself and your partner may not (James) 

 

If it’s someone that you don’t know, it’d be more explicit, it’s more “are you okay 

with this”, “can I do this”. I’d be more aware of trying to make sure they’re 

definitely okay with what’s happening (Ryan) 

 

It’s more clear because you don’t know what their sort of communication style is 

like whereas if you know someone really well (Ryan) 

 

As a guy, that [verbal consent] tends to happen most frequently with new partners 

(Connor) 

 

When you first meet people and also one-night stands, it’s also really important 

and because a lot of the time in those there is the presence of alcohol and that plays 

a really big role in it. If you’re doing it right, I think alcohol can make that consent 

conversation a lot more explicit as well (Connor) 

 

 The emphasised importance of gaining explicit verbal consent in casual and one-night 

stand sexual experiences is commonly utilised in anti-sexual violence campaigns, stemming from 

popular assumptions about the ‘practicality’ of sexual consent (Beres, 2014). Explicit consent in 

these types of campaigns and educational messaging is seen in the participants' responses, 

highlighting the prevalence of “yes means yes” and “no means no” rhetoric and how this is shown 

in young people’s sexual behaviours, subsequently overlooking the complexities that come with 

consent (Harris, 2018).  

 

Most young men are told “no means no” but you’re not told sometimes not 

explicitly saying no means no. You’re not actually given all the nuances and all the 

different elements that come with consent (Connor) 
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However, all three participants also displayed an understanding of these complexities of 

communication, and this was reflected through two of the three participants reflecting on the 

difference between their initial pressing of the importance of explicit verbal consent, to it occurring 

in practice, dependent on the context of the sexual scene. This is shown when the participants were 

asked if they think actively about consent throughout the sexual experience, as we know sexual 

consent needs to be ongoing and can be withdrawn at any time during an act when following 

affirmative consent practices.  

 

I don’t actively think about it [getting consent]. With the phrase of ‘actively 

thinking about it’ for me, it sounds like you’re expending energy having to remind 

yourself and that’s all fair and good… it just becomes second nature (James) 

 

…you’re still always thinking about it [consent] but it’s not the best sort of sexual 

experience if you’re always thinking “is this okay” the whole time. Once they’ve 

put their trust in you, you have an understanding it’s all good and you know that’s 

genuine, and meaningful and ongoing - at its very core - that is such a critical 

foundational element (Ryan) 

 

 These opinions highlight how sexual consent is not black and white, which is commonly 

the way young people, specifically young men, are taught through education and popular culture. 

During these discussions, the participants did not explicitly state sexual consent can be withdrawn 

during a sexual experience, however, this was alluded to in some instances. 

 

“[pornography] not only does it impact consent, it impacts the way that you view a sexual 

interaction unfolding. But it also carries with it strong connotations for the people involved 

in the sex and I think that is hugely harmful to people feeling like they can stop a sexual 

encounter…” (Connor) 

 

From Connor’s examples, we can see the basic tenets of what ongoing consent entails in a 

sexual experience taking shape. His first comment directly relates to being able to stop a sexual 

act and/or sexual intercourse whilst engaged in it, and what barriers he believes are present for 
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women in being able to do so. His second comment directly references ongoing consent by stating 

the importance of continual check-ins and ensuring the other party is still consenting. 

 

“It’s [consent] a really important part of the sexual experience, particularly with new 

partners. But really important with new partners that you are kind of checking in and 

making sure that they’re still comfortable with this” (Connor) 

 

“I think trust is sort of the main thing [in sex] and being comfortable as well. That you’re 

comfortable to say what you’re enjoying and what you're not enjoying and that you know 

that they’re going to reciprocate that. But also, that they’re comfortable doing the same to 

you (Ryan) 

 

 Ryan’s opinion about trust being a key component of a sexual experience is something he 

reiterated multiple times throughout his interview. His comment above, however, shows an 

assumption the other party will communicate if they are uncomfortable throughout the sexual 

experience. The differences between Connor and Ryan’s approaches to ongoing consent don’t get 

to the crux of ongoing consent and the premise that consent does not automatically carry from one 

specific sexual activity to another (Muehlenhard et al., 2016). 

A common misconception that is taught to young people is that once sexual consent is 

granted, all acts from that point are consensual. This misconception is also prevalent in sexual 

violence trials (Sutton, 2020). So, whilst the participants could articulate and highlight the key 

features of sexual consent, once they were asked if they continually thought about consent 

throughout their sexual experiences in practice, their conviction became less prominent. In 

contrast, at times the participants acknowledged that if a person consents to one act, it does not 

mean they are consenting to another, even if within the scope of the same experience.  

 

…but it’s just a lot of like, you’ll be doing one thing and that one thing may be fine 

but it doesn’t mean you can progress to another stage of what you’re doing without 

actually asking if your sexual partner is comfortable with it (James) 
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It’s not, for me, just about the first check-in, although it is important to ask that 

question when we’re about to have sex but it is also about just being really aware 

and if I feel anything is off, just asking again (Connor) 

 

 Interestingly, when the participants were asked to ‘flip the script’ and think about what it 

means for them to personally give consent to a sexual partner who is a woman, one of the 

participants specifically advocated for giving explicit, verbal consent.  

 

Totally, 100% yeah [prefer partners to ask for explicit consent]. I think that has the 

power to break down so many barriers and take awkwardness out of it. Because 

instead of trying to guess and try to work out what they’re thinking, if they’re like 

“are you okay with this?” “yep, let’s do it”, it just makes it a whole lot more simple 

and more easily enjoyable I think (Ryan) 

 

However, when discussing this further, they highlighted certain scenarios where clear, explicit, 

and verbal consent may not be applicable. Namely, whether there is an existing sexual relationship 

with the other person or not. 

 

It’s usually a two-way conversation at that point, it’s usually at the point where 

you’re like “do you want to do this” “yeah, do you want to do this”. And that tends 

to be I think for me as a guy, that tends to happen most frequently with new partners, 

not necessarily one of partners but people who you’re starting to like… beginning 

a relationship with. That’s when I’ve been asked the most about if I’m consenting 

to stuff (Connor) 

 

I think especially in the early stage where you’re working things out [consent] is a 

big thing. Being in a deep relationship… it’s almost implied (Ryan) 

 

The participants' responses when discussing explicit and implicit consent showed a degree of self-

reflection, by mentioning the different power dynamics that are at play in communicating consent 
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with a woman, and their inadvertent increased power in these situations. In doing so, they 

showcased an understanding of sexual scripts and the positioning of women and men in society. 

 

Coming from a male perspective, it’s quite easy for me to say no and feel fine with 

the after, knowing that nothing can physically transpire, like overwhelm me. But I 

know it’s the opposite for women because you know, your average man is going to 

be a lot physically stronger than women. So even if they say no or even if they say 

yes, they not necessarily mean yes because they might feel a little intimidated by 

whatever presence you’re giving off (James) 

 

I’m never really worried that in a heteronormative relationship that I’m going to 

be at threat in situations like that. So I don’t feel like I need to always use very 

explicit wording to indicate my consent (Connor) 

 

 The young men, in addressing potential miscommunications that may transpire, presented 

the notion that young men can tell when a woman is not enjoying herself in a sexual experience. 

Their responses were in opposition to the miscommunication hypothesis itself, with Connor 

stating; 

 

Facial expressions are a big one. You can really tell off facial expressions if people 

are enjoying it or not… when it’s painful… people can’t hide that. You'll be having 

sex and one person might be in pain and not super into it but want to continue 

because they don’t want to disappoint or whatever, so it’s important to stop and 

ask at those points 

 

 Here, Connor might be demonstrating knowledge of multiple gendered power dynamics 

and sexual scripts that are at play in a heterosexual sexual encounter. These scripts include male 

pleasure being at the centre of sex and women taking on the burden of, at the extreme, being in 

pain to satisfy him and reach his completion. The idea that male completion is the ‘end point’ of a 

heterosexual sexual experience has been well researched and is represented in popular media as 

well, specifically heterosexual pornography. This is known as the orgasm gap. Once a man has 
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orgasmed, the sexual encounter ends, further highlighting male pleasure as the priority in a sexual 

experience (Oppermman et al., 2014; Séguin et al., 2018).  Connor’s comment above also shows 

an awareness of body language and despite acknowledging this awareness of interpreting these as 

signifiers of enjoyment and ongoing consent, this is still lacking in the explicit verbal identifiers 

that were given heavy importance throughout the interview. Further, on this point, Connor also 

mentioned a level of interpretation with specific mention of enthusiasm, indicating picking up on 

these cues gives sexual consent a level of obviousness; 

 

This is very vague, but you can kind of just tell and feel it in terms of the general 

engagement or enthusiasm in which someone is partaking in sex (Connor) 

 

 Whilst during a sexual encounter, ensuring consent is present is important, gauging if a 

young woman is consenting to any sexual activity in the first place is something young men 

navigate. Connor’s comments about gauging consent throughout sexual activity was clear he is 

confident in his ability to tell his partner’s ongoing consent with non-verbal communication, if at 

all. However, prior to this he also mentioned the importance of having explicit, verbal consent. 

This mix of understanding of sexual consent, both before and during a sexual experience raises 

important points about the nuance of interpreting sexual consent at a sexual experience’s varying 

stages. When asked the question of how they get the ‘vibe’ someone wants to engage in sexual 

activity with them, two of the three participants mentioned a mixture of both verbal and non-verbal 

communication. 

 

[being overt] has the power to break down so many barriers and take the 

awkwardness out of it. Instead of trying to guess and try to work out what they’re 

thinking - makes it a whole lot more simple and more easily enjoyable I think 

(Ryan) 

 

It all kind of happens at different stages. Someone’s not going to give you vibes 

and then you’re immediately going to know. A process of building something that 

you’re both on the same page about. It might start with something simple and 

hoping that it goes into something more explicit (Ryan) 
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What I see as consent… it’s an ongoing, communicated, I would say, invitation? 

To engage in whatever physical or romantic act that is happening. An invitation 

that isn’t coerced or pushed into happening. My idea of what consent is has been 

significantly broadened. I’ve been made aware of more of the nuances of it 

(Connor) 

 

If someone made a move on me and continued to be dominant in making that move 

then I’d be like okay yeah, this person wants to have sex, I guess you wouldn’t 

probably need verbal consent there. If I’m unsure about things, what I will end up 

doing is I will kind of try to pull back a little bit and slow things down and just see 

if they keep going and if they keep going, then that’s a “okay you want to continue 

this” (Connor) 

 

 What this highlights is where the miscommunication hypothesis was born out of, where 

people are gauging the other party’s intentions and if they do indeed want to engage in sexual 

activity. Connor’s example specifically shows non-verbal communication in action, partaking in a 

‘dance’ to figure out if the person is potentially consenting to sex. Ryan’s example highlights this 

‘dance’ that occurs, whilst breaking down this barrier by stating explicit verbal communication is 

the way to ensure consent is present and occurring. 

 The participant’s opinions and practices of communication with their sexual partners 

highlight the nature of the relationship with the other person as the deciding factor of what form 

of communication is acceptable. Casual and dating sexual scenarios called for more explicit verbal 

communication, whereas an established long-term relationship revealed a level of expected non-

verbal communication where sexual consent was partially implied. The next chapter will analyse 

the themes identified in this thesis, by looking at the young men’s discussions of each influence 

and practice of sexual consent. Furthermore, it will highlight the complexities of sexual consent, 

both in understanding and practice. The intent for highlighting these complexities is to emphasise 

the mixed messaging young men are receiving, whilst making suggestions for these gaps to be 

filled through means such as education and revolutionary social change. 
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8 

Analysis and Discussion 

 
In this analysis and discussion chapter, my intention is not to point out the inconsistencies 

in the young men’s understandings of sexual consent. Rather, it is to highlight their attempts to 

understand sexual consent has not been paved by clear education. Furthermore, showing sexual 

consent is not a clear-cut, black-and-white concept for young men. This chapter poses the thesis 

that there can be challenges for young men to be fully aware of what sexual consent truly means 

whilst they are exposed to a multitude of external influences giving them unhealthy and inaccurate 

depictions of sex. Whilst it is important to highlight the discrepancies between different opinions 

and quotes the participants have made, it is also important to note the young men in their interviews 

displayed a positive affirmation of self-reflection and knowledge that the issue of sexual violence 

is their personal responsibility, as well as that of men as a collective group. Therefore, this analysis 

and discussion chapter will also draw on the four themes identified from the interviews; (popular 

culture, peer and sexual socialisation, sex and formal education, and communicating consent) with 

the participants to highlight the conflicting messages the young men have received based on their 

experiences growing up in a patriarchal society. Additionally, the analysis will endeavour to 

exemplify how the young men have navigated through these conflicting messages about sex, and 

their understanding of sexual consent. This chapter will also discuss the implications of a mixture 

of chosen communication methods utilised by the participants depending on the relationship with 

the other person. The analysis and conclusions in this chapter are not intended to be generalised to 

all young men - or young people - rather what they do indicate is what young people in Aotearoa 

can be experiencing daily, forming their normalised sexual behaviours and interactions.  

 

Media and the Normalisation of Male Sexual Dominance 
 

In Chapter 3, the participants discussed popular culture as a key learning tool for what sex 

should look and be like, as well as the expectations of their roles throughout those sexual 

experiences. These roles are posed to them by the heterosexual gendered norms that certain forms 
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of media perpetuate. Whilst analysing the young men’s reflections on their own media 

consumption of gendered power dynamics, this thesis discovered that the complexities and 

inconsistencies of the messaging around sexual consent have shaped the presence of 

inconsistencies seen in their responses.  

 

The young men placed popular culture as the dominant external influence on their personal 

understandings of sexual consent. This aligns with current understandings of the importance of 

popular culture influencing young boys’ and men’s behaviours. One of these behaviours is the 

normalisation and replication of sexually harmful behaviours depicted in the content they had 

regularly consumed. The overlap between depictions of sexual violence and sexism in visual 

media, and the prominence of violence against women and girls, had been relatively absent from 

academic research/discourse outside of discourse surrounding pornography (Rosewarn, 2007; as 

cited in Coy & Garner, 2012). However, the participants showcased the prominence of sexual 

violence, and sexual consent, present in the media they consumed, historic and current. For 

example, Ryan referencing the James Bond franchise as deeply problematic, and James discussing 

a specific scene that was lacking sexual consent in the popular sitcom Malcolm in the Middle. 

These specific examples highlight the impact of consuming media on young men’s understanding 

of sex and sexual consent, in particular, content showcasing sexual dominance and forms of sexual 

violence. The young men’s discussions of popular culture highlighted how blatant sexism and 

sexist behaviours are normalised and even celebrated through movie franchises such as James 

Bond. Women’s positioning in popular culture as ‘add-ons’ to the main male character where her 

bodily autonomy and choices are not respected, sets a precedent for the treatment of women by 

those consuming the media, especially those who may be watching and have no prior education or 

understanding of being in a romantic or sexual relationship. James and Ryan were able to recall 

these specific examples of problematic depictions of sexual consent and bodily autonomy, clearly 

articulating the impression these scenes had on them at a young age. Interestingly, their examples 

also showed there was a level of understanding that what they were viewing contained themes of 

coercion, sexually and physically.  

Furthermore, in their discussions of these scenes in addition to their overall opinion of the 

importance of popular culture, the participants highlighted the prevalence of rape myths depicted 

in popular culture through visual media. James’ recollection of receiving messaging that if an 
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action is non-violent anything outside of this does not constitute sexual violence is reflective of a 

common rape myth. Specifically, if an experience is not physically violent, no rape or form of 

sexual violence occurred, and the action taken by the offending party was ‘okay’. These depictions 

and normalisations of sexual dominance, both sexually and otherwise, are indicative of the 

poignant sexist undertones young men are learning and replicating throughout their lives into 

adulthood, contributing to the issue of gender-based sexual violence. The implications of this 

include an ongoing normalisation of sexual violence, and a society in which young men and adults 

are unaware of their behaviour being violent in nature. Because of these reasons, this thesis poses 

the lack of importance placed on imagery consumed by young men can be detrimental when they 

are formulating their understanding of how to behave sexually in their heterosexual relationships, 

without receiving any conflicting information challenging what they are learning from the screen. 

Interestingly, the young men exhibited a level of critical analysis skills when discussing 

their recollections of problematic portrayals of sexual consent in popular culture. James and 

Connor’s comments on the gendered positioning of women and men in popular culture, namely, 

movies and TV shows, align with Ringrose et al.’s (2012) proclamation that women’s sexual 

experiences are primarily for the enjoyment of men and the male gaze. Additionally, their exposure 

to media and the sexual scripts shown through these mediums are consistent with Wright (2013), 

as they were experiencing their sexual socialisation through the depictions of sex in those media 

portrayals. The participants had easy access to multiple forms of media normalising the 

prioritisation of male sexual pleasure, male dominance, and women as a sexual acquirement to 

‘get’ and ‘have’ (Franke, 2001; Little, 2005).  

The consistent influence of varying forms of gendered media meant the young men were 

receiving messaging that women were objects to be acquired, through ‘necessary’ means to 

achieve that possession and sexual satisfaction. Whilst the participants did not demonstrate this 

messaging through their behaviours, remnants of this messaging were evident in some of their 

language when discussing sex. Additionally, these sexual scripts being constantly replicated are 

shown in the way the participants discussed popular culture and media, where it is evident there 

was a sense of normalcy in how heterosexual power dynamics are displayed (Wright, 2014). 

However, the young men discussed their feeling of unease with the way women are treated and 

presented in the media, thus creating a confusing internal monologue on how to interact with the 

women around them. Furthermore, their discussions of popular culture show a degree of 
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questioning of the sexual positioning of women concerning their power dynamics shown with male 

co-stars.  

Gender roles within heterosexual sexual interactions were also described. One of the 

participants mentioned the expectation to be ‘the man’ in sexual situations, in line with traditional 

expectations of masculinity such as power and sexual domination (MacKinnon, 1989). This shows 

how sexual scripts and gendered expectations in sexual situations are present for both parties; 

however, being ‘the man’ and adhering to the male standard of sexual success brings the 

normalisation and expectation of power imbalance and domination. The young men critiqued these 

expectations of them in sexual experiences, however, they were expectedly not immune to what 

they have been socialised to be as men, constricted to their gendered expectations. Whilst the 

participants questioned traditional forms of masculinity that intersect with sexual behaviour, the 

way they discussed these themes reflect societal normalisation of the sexual positioning of women 

and men, namely, heterosexual sexual interactions are something done to women by men, not with 

women as a shared experience of mutual pleasure (Little, 2005; Franke, 2001). This point and the 

impact this has on the sexual positioning of women and men in heterosexual relations will be 

discussed further later in the analysis, in reference to sexual communication between each party. 

 

Pornography 
 

Whilst the importance of sexual scripts and gendered positionings in popular culture was 

reflected in the participants’ observations of all forms of media they have consumed from a young 

age to now, the ongoing impacts of pornography on the young men and their learned sexual scripts 

were emphasised. The positionality of women in heterosexual sexual acts in pornography was 

brought to attention by James and Connor. Whilst there was an ability of these participants to note 

this positionality of the women could be degrading to the actors and their vocal disagreement of 

how this is the norm, there was a lack of understanding of the gendered power dynamics that exist 

in the making of pornographic material. The participants, whilst being able to identify the sexist 

and misogynistic tones present in contemporary pornography, also positioned an element of 

individual responsibility on the actors. This is evident through the language they used when 

discussing the sexual portrayal and role of women in these videos. For example, James discussed 

the women actress’s role in the lack of discussion of consent in pornographic videos and how they 



 75 

are ‘acting’ of their own free will. What this language tells us is a placing of responsibility on 

women in how they are ‘depicting’ female sexuality. However, what it fails to consider is the fact 

actors in pornography hold the least amount of power in filmmaking situations. Additionally, it 

shows an assumption on the participants part there is a satisfactory degree of autonomy actors and 

actresses have, to make decisions about how a pornographic film they’re involved in is being made, 

what the script entails and their ability to steer the video in whichever direction. In contemporary 

pornography, actors and actresses do not hold these decision-making powers and have little to no 

creative input (McKee, 2016).  

Interestingly, James only referenced the women acting in pornography, and not the other 

actor/s present. What James’ understanding and opinion of how women are depicted in 

pornography is missing is the gendered power dynamics and professional power dynamics that are 

present when pornographic videos and material are produced. As mentioned, these actors have the 

least amount of power in the industry, and this is a critical aspect of understanding when 

consuming pornographic material, that what dynamics exist in pornography are not the same 

power dynamics and setups in real-life sexual experiences (New Zealand Classification Office, 

2020; Department of Internal Affairs New Zealand, 2020). This example from James highlights 

the competing narratives young men should be receiving whilst being active watchers of sexually 

explicit videos that have little to no representation of sexual consent and sexual safety. 

Assumptions that women in explicit material are taking part of their own complete free will also 

highlights a lack of education provided to participants on the harms that are present with 

contemporary pornography, such as sexual coercion (Fritz & Paul, 2017). Women being posed as 

‘sexually promiscuous’ is catering to the male gaze and ultimately for male sexual satisfaction, 

and this is a factor that was also overlooked in the young men’s discussions of women in 

pornography. 

Connor made two comments about how women portray female sexuality in pornography 

in conflicting ways. In one instance, he mentioned the emergence of dominance in female sexuality 

and women in pornography acting in similar ways to how men typically act in heterosexual 

pornography. Conversely, he motioned to women acting sexually promiscuous and willing for 

sexual activity as being ‘slutty’. In another comment, he also mentioned the derogatory nature in 

which women are referred to, or captioned as, in this form of media. For example, his reference to 

the words ‘slut’ and ‘whore’ being utilised to degrade women. This brings the nuance of the role 
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of degradation and female sexuality being shamed in pornography, whilst also ‘celebrating’ it as 

long as it adheres to the male gaze. It poses the question of whether female sexuality and women 

in pornography can be seen as dominant whilst simultaneously being sexually degraded through 

derogatory language and continuing gendered violence. 

Furthermore, Ryan critically analysing how women’s sexual empowerment has changed - 

from being ‘prude’ to ‘slutty’ - aligns with the shift in feminist thought, where postfeminist thought 

came to the forefront of women’s sexual positionality in society. Whilst all three of the participants 

pointed to sexism being a pervasive theme in pornography, their language was centred around the 

women’s actions specifically in representing the ‘sluttiness’ they were referring to. So, whilst they 

highlighted the sexism and showed a level of awareness, the language they chose to use to describe 

what they have watched shows the taught power dynamics in general discussions. Their 

individualised responses to this sexism are in line with postfeminist discourse by individualising 

these scenarios.  

As aforementioned, the prominence of postfeminist thought was apparent when the young 

men were discussing the ‘role’ women play in pornography and equating this to a recent emergence 

in the dominant side of feminine sexuality. Connor especially discussed this, noting an increase in 

seeing a ‘dominant’ side to women in this form of popular culture and media, whilst also 

acknowledging this doesn’t necessarily lead to their empowerment. This is in line with the ongoing 

criticisms of postfeminism and pornography, that women have not gained full sexual agency and 

autonomy, rather their sexualities and sexual behaviour have been shaped to fit the male fantasy 

of the ideal woman (Gill, 2011). This is seen clearly by Connor referring to women in pornography 

embracing what is considered the ‘manly’ way to act when having sex - dominance - whilst 

simultaneously being degraded by men, namely, the reference to describing words such as ‘whore’ 

and ‘slut’ that is catered to the predominantly male audience. 

In addition to this, the link between pornography and the showing of sexual consent was 

discussed by all three participants. There was an understanding by the young men that sexual 

consent being shown in pornography is lacking or non-existent, and this is a significant oversight 

considering it is a medium they utilised to inform their understandings of sexual consent from their 

developing years. This is consistent with the findings from other young New Zealanders surveyed 

in the New Zealand Classification Office (2020) report on pornography. Additionally, the 

participants called for more explicit showings of how sexual consent looks in practice and reality. 
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Given the role popular media plays in conveying norms of sex and gender, healthier and more 

explicit consent discussions are advocated for by the participants, believing they would have 

understood how sexual consent works earlier than they did. They also mentioned this would have 

in turn, enabled them to understand the consequences of sexual violence. 

 

Sexual Scripts in Popular Culture 

 
Sexual scripts were taught to the young men through popular culture. Exemplified by 

Connor, was the expectation on men to be sexually dominant and the initiator of any sexual 

experience and act, purely based on their gender (Farvid & Braun, 2014). Connor’s view showed 

an inherent understanding of what is expected of the young men in sexual situations and is in line 

with research conducted by Gavey et al (2021) where the young men in Aotearoa describe being 

inherently aware of what is expected of them when engaging in a sexual encounter. However, what 

is interesting to note is how Connor and James discussed the role of men in heterosexual sexual 

situations, namely, the language they opted to utilise. In addition to the prior discussions of how 

women are depicted in pornography and the way they ‘act’ out their own sexual scripts, the 

language utilised by these two participants when discussing the role of men was through a male-

only lens and adhering to the predilections of the male gaze. Whilst there was an acknowledgement 

there is an expectation from women in sex to be ‘virginous’ (as taught from popular depictions of 

women in pornography), there was a lack of discussion from the young men on women’s taught 

sexual scripts in the same way in which they talked about men’s. Whilst the reason for this could 

have been to not speak on behalf of women’s experiences in sexual interactions, this was not clear 

as there was no clarification from the participants they could only speak on behalf of their sexual 

expectations and scripts.  

The presence of language that caters only to the male gaze is an indicator again of how 

sexual scripts have been learnt by the participants, despite their critical analysis of these scripts. 

This illustrates the unclear nature of how sexual consent and subsequently, sexual experiences and 

actions are discussed and understood. The young men’s ways of discussing sexual scripts highlight 

scripts’ prominence in their lives and how they are integral to not only practices of sexual consent 

and gendered factors when engaging in sex, but also how sexual positionings are discussed. 

Utilising language catered to continue the male gaze and gendered hierarchy that exists between 
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women and men in heterosexual sexual relations continues to uphold the power dynamics that are 

present throughout the heterosexual sexual experience, and the continued sexual positioning of 

women below men, through the portrayed language (Murnen, 2000). Whilst the men were able to 

think critically about what they had been shown through popular culture, they are not immune to 

the messaging they received regularly. 

Positively, the way the participants discussed sexual relations with women was not overtly 

upholding violent gendered power dynamics they were regularly exposed to through popular 

culture from a young age. However, through an analysis of the language they used when describing 

certain sexual expectations of themselves (predominantly from pornography), some of the 

prominent gendered hierarchical powers that have been displayed in popular culture were seen. 

Upon more digging, it became apparent the participants had internalised these scripts and 

expectations to a deeper degree.  

 

Peers & Sexual Socialisation 
 

In line with Meehan’s (2021) research, the young men in this study named peer pressure 

and sexual expectations as primary factors shaping their understandings of gendered hierarchies 

and sexual consent. This was seen through Ryan’s recount of his peers' negative reaction to his 

clear consent practice with a young woman. Ryan’s report of negative peer outcomes to practising 

consent is interesting as it provides additional scope and understanding of the external influences 

and messaging young men receive - overtly and subtly. Peer influence and pressure to engage in 

sexual activity to maintain social acceptance has been identified in research by Vanden Abeele et 

al (2014), and this thesis extends this approach to also be inclusive of after sexual activity has 

occurred and how it’s discussed; in relation to talking about sexual consent amongst friends. 

 Peer interactions discussed by the participants align with Gavey’s (2009) assertion that 

men are commonly shown and expected to be sexually driven, born from a societal pressure to be 

as such, to be seen by their peers as a ‘man’, or ‘skuxx’. Conversely, the participants’ descriptions 

of peer pressure and sexual activities, namely, to acquire sex from women, are reflected through 

James’ language of describing peer inquiries into how far he had ‘gotten’ with women, namely, 

how far he had progressed with them sexually. This type of questioning and inquiry creates overt 
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pressure from male peers to potentially go further in the future than they, or their sexual partner, 

may be entirely comfortable with.  This was not the case in this research as the data is based on 

the young men’s self-reports, without corroboration from their peers or sexual partners. Self-

reports from the young men do not entail any reasoning to suspect mistruths, however, it is 

important to note as sexual consent is not a clear-cut issue, and the best of intentions are sometimes 

misunderstood. As aforementioned, it is important to note the influence peers can have on a 

younger man when peer inclusion is an important priority in his life. Additionally, it plays into the 

sexual script of the role men play in a sexual experience, where going ‘all the way’ or acquiring 

penetrative intercourse is the desired outcome, rather than a sexual encounter being an activity to 

enjoy together in mutual sexual pleasure. James’ recollection of his male friends asking how far 

he had gotten with a woman points to an underlying expectation of how he should have been acting 

sexually with women. SST supports these expectations and poses young men are influenced by 

their social interactions, namely, their sexual successes and conquests (Edgar & Fitzpatrick, 1993; 

Simon & Gagnon, 1986). More intrinsically, peer pressure from other males has been linked to 

sexual aggression and more coercive tactics to obtain sex from women (Jacques-Tiura et al., 2015), 

which causes further issues when coercion has historically and currently been left out of sexual 

consent conversations and predominantly come under the guise of the miscommunication 

hypothesis to excuse certain forms of sexual violence (Coy et al., 2013). 

 Interestingly, the participants noted a significant positive peer influence when thinking 

critically about sexual consent throughout their younger formative years. This was the exposure to 

and hearing the stories of their women friends having adverse sexual experiences with men. When 

this topic of discussion was raised (without prompt), it became obvious this was a point of 

importance and heightened emotion. Furthermore, Connor and James spoke to this specifically 

concerning their peers, and how this caused them to reassess their personal sexual behaviours with 

women from that point on. This poses the increased importance of peer socialisation as a tool for 

change and reformation of how young men understand sexual consent. Whilst this had an obvious 

positive influence on the young men and brought their taught ‘role’ in sexual relations into 

question, it highlights the inequities that come with sexual violence prevention. It is important to 

mention as the topic of sexual consent and peer socialisation is analysed, there is an inherent link 

between the continual perpetuation of rape supportive beliefs amongst peers and the perpetration 

of sexual violence. Therefore, whilst hearing the adverse experiences of women around them acted 
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as positive influences on their practices of sexual consent, it shows the burden of preventing sexual 

violence (and discussing sexual consent) is once again placed on women. In particular, the labour 

of women to educate men on this topic. This upholds a long-standing expectation and 

understanding that sexual violence is a ‘women’s issue’. Whilst the participants did not overtly 

display this belief, their language and experiences indicated their critical analysis of their 

behaviour was somewhat dependent on hearing these disclosures from women. Sexual violence as 

a ‘women’s issue’ is one of many prevalent rape supportive beliefs upheld today (Frazier, 2021). 

 Another point of importance that was raised throughout the interviews with the participants 

was the difference in socialisation throughout high school, depending on whether they attended 

same-sex or co-ed schools. Both Ryan and Connor mentioned the difference in socialisation based 

on this distinction of gendered make-up in their schooling years. Ryan attended a co-ed high 

school, whereas Connor attended a same-sex school until Year 11, and then went to a co-ed high 

school. Both participants placed significant emphasis on the difference in young men’s opinions 

and behaviours toward young women between these two cohorts. Both reported that how young 

men conversed and interacted with young women was more ‘for a purpose’, such as having sex, 

rather than a genuine interaction with another human being. Additionally, Ryan mentioned the 

general feel of instances, (such as a party environment) where the young men who went to same-

sex schools, were ‘toxic’. What this points to is the inherent importance of socialisation amongst 

young people and how they interact with each other. Namely, how the men in same-sex schools 

are taught (if at all) to treat those of the gender they are sexually attracted to. Furthermore, it 

solidified the well-known notion that all-boys schools have been criticised for and tend to exhibit 

the core tenets and notions of rape culture. James’ recollection of a party and in general noted the 

lack of consent present, in instances where it’s not ‘obvious’ sexual violence, but more related to 

touching someone anywhere without consent. This instance is reflected and linked in the Rape 

Culture Pyramid - under ‘unwanted non-sexual touch’ (11th Principle Consent, 2018) (see Figure 

1). 

 The difference in sexual treatment by young men towards others being dependent on their 

type of peer and sexual socialisation in relation to gender ‘make-up’ in educational settings poses 

an interesting question: the specific role of peers in different settings in creating normalised 

behaviour. From the participants’ examples given, there was a difference in discussions around 

sex and general behaviour towards others. The shift from high school to higher education equating 
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to a shift in social group norms and accepted behaviours raise intrigue about how peers are selected 

in these varying environments. When thinking of friendships and peer groups in high school, there 

tends to be a smaller ‘pool’ of friendship selection. Whereas, in higher education such as 

universities and Halls of Residence, there may be a wider breadth of potential peer group make-

ups and close friendships. Looking at what this poses, it can be extended to the presentation of 

peer behaviour and social expectations on the treatment of women in a Halls of Residence. 

Specifically, how the oversight and facilitation from older ‘young people’ and management shapes 

or ‘controls’ behaviour, in comparison to fraternity houses where no such oversight exists. The 

participants voiced their experience of peer and sexual socialisation to be more positive and 

successful regarding the treatment of others verbally and sexually beyond the high school 

environment. Whilst this may be dependent on what university they attended and the immediate 

peer selection due to who was in their closest vicinity, it raises interesting observations on why 

they disclosed their experiences with friends in a university space to be vastly different, including 

those peers having less adherence to common rape culture tenets. The socialisation of young men 

whilst under the care of their tertiary provider, whether they attended a same-sex or co-ed school 

is important to understand the normalisation of certain behaviours and how they interact with 

others of different genders. This particular aspect of this research will be focused on in more detail 

under sex ed and formal education. 

 Ryan’s opinion of public culture shifting from generation to generation and the norm 

changes that coincide alongside this is an interesting concept. It posits that social norms can 

influence behaviour change and additionally, varying norms can coexist within a society, 

specifically amongst men. YouGov End Violence Against Women Coalition (2018) backs this 

opinion, positing older generations are more likely to adhere to and believe in rape myths, sexist 

beliefs and actions, and strict gender roles including traditional masculine expectations. Inglehart 

et al (2003) state; 

 

the consistency of the generational differences across various indicators in each type of 

society strongly suggests that these shifts are not simply ephemeral phenomenon, 

responding to fashion and fads, but instead represent enduring developments, so that 

younger women and men in affluent nations differ in many basic values from their 

parents’ and grandparents’ generation. Despite the common observation that the sexual 
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revolution started in 1964, the patterns of moral values that became evident then are 

part of a far longer-term development with a momentum that continues to move younger 

generations in a more liberal direction. (p. 63). 

 

 Some research has been done in this area of generational social norms regarding sexual 

experiences. For example, Powell (2007) found a shift in how generations view sex itself has 

shifted. This was reflected through Ryan’s view of each generation viewing sexual consent, sexual 

violence, and sex differently from his generation. Reasons behind these generational shifts have 

been attributed to the emergence of prominent feminist thought, changing norms such as pre-

marital sex, and practising safe sex (Powell, 2007). However, the specific differences between 

generations in understanding consent are not well developed. Graf & Johnson (2021) is the most 

recent study to research intergenerational understandings of sexual consent, and they found 

younger people had a wider scope of what sexual consent encompasses. The older adults 

showcased a narrower view of sexual consent as they have not gained the same level of sexual 

education as their younger counterparts such as learning about explicit communication (Graf & 

Johnson, 2021). This shows a significant demographic missed in sexual education, and a large gap 

in provided opportunities in changing societal norms and expectations of what sexual consent is 

conceptualised as amongst older peers, especially those with young children and teenagers 

attempting to navigate their way through sexual relationships and peer expectations. 

 Another situation in which James noted peer socialisation plays an influence on behaviours 

of sexual procurement and the upholding of rape culture tenets is in party situations. Whilst James 

mentioned this aspect of observing problematic behaviour in a party environment, he linked this 

to the socialisation of those individuals in an educational aspect - co-ed versus single-sex schools 

- and how this provided an explanation for what he deemed as ‘predatory’ behaviour. It was evident 

from the participants opinions on the sex make-up of educational facilities, this is a key aspect of 

how young men are socialised sexually by their peers. The main takeaway from this form of peer 

socialisation is the viewing of women and sex as something to either gain or maintain social status 

in a male peer group and goes as far as the normalisation of seeing women as givers of sexual 

encounters. Meaning, that sexual experiences are there for the taking by men. 
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Sex Ed & Formal Education 
 

Participants were critical of both formal sex education and ‘educative’ popular culture 

interventions of rape culture, such as the widely known and highly regarded ‘tea consent video’. 

Formal consent programmes like the government funded ‘Mates & Dates’ offered the participants 

little to no prescriptive definition of consent at all, whilst the tea video was criticised as being too 

simplistic by the young men. 

 James was a strong critic of this video, stating its inadequacy and its focus on sex as 

something to acquire, rather than a shared experience. However, when discussing consent, James 

made comments with certain excerpts of language that were word for word from the tea consent 

video. This highlights despite his feeling comparing sexual consent to a cup of tea did not impact 

his understanding of sexual consent, we can see it informed the way he talks about it now and how 

he verbalises his understanding of it. Yet the critiques of the tea consent video are mirrored by 

Adams (2021), who notes that if viewers have no prior understanding of affirmative consent, the 

video can be confusing or unhelpful. In Adams’ (2021) study, the university students also referred 

to the tea consent video repeatedly and they concluded the video was “inadequate regarding 

fostering open dialogue about rape culture and manifesting a culture of consent on campus” (p. 8). 

Additionally, those students preferred the idea of making their own consent video in replacement 

of the tea consent video as it would more accurately reflect sexual consent, a video that is not 

anecdotal and conveys a clear definition of consent in theory and practice. Conversely, affirmative 

consent, particularly in recent years, has a clear definition - legally and socially - of what is 

expected before, during and after a sexual encounter. Its definition consists of sexual consent being 

given freely, under mutually agreed sexual activity through clear words or actions given (Curtis & 

Burnett, 2017). Affirmative consent is what all three participants called for throughout the 

interviews but was emphasised the most when discussing education. Whilst James discussed in 

some detail the implications of the legal definition of sexual consent can have, he acknowledged 

hesitance in whether having an explicit definition of consent will change the way it is understood 

amongst young men and more generally, society. He agreed and advocated for verbal consent, and 

his depictions of this align neatly with the affirmative consent law changes that have started to take 

place internationally, specifically with our neighbour Australia, and the NSW and VIC affirmative 

consent laws. This raises an important point on the impact law changes can have socially, and 
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whilst his hesitance around whether law changes about consent can change things is not 

unfounded, it does pose compelling questions on how this can be one driver of change in a broader 

cog of increasing education on sexual consent. Additionally, James also mentioned the education 

he received in health class throughout high school added further confusion to what consent is, 

rather than clarifying it. This sentiment was echoed by him concerning other influences, however, 

he mentioned this confusion around education more frequently than the other influences. The 

intersection between the influences highlighted by the participants throughout this research will 

be addressed in the concluding remarks of this thesis. 

 Interestingly, the legal definition of consent was concentrated on by only one of the 

participants, James. He highlighted the importance of the legal definition of consent in educating 

young people about what sexual consent is. Whilst this opinion was not reflected amongst the other 

two participants, it is important to analyse the weight given to the legal definition of consent in 

Aotearoa and whether this should be the ‘benchmark’ in educating young people about what it 

includes. A legal definition of consent crossing over into sex ed for young people poses a myriad 

of roadblocks. This can include a lack of certainty of what specific legal jargon means and leaves 

room for interpretation from a layperson such as a teacher, thus the potential for a multitude of 

varying interpretations. This is seen through James’ current understanding of the consent law in 

Aotearoa as it stands, such as his comment stating the laws are on the more implicit side of sexual 

consent. Whereas Ryan, for example, doesn’t focus on the legal ‘definition’ of sexual consent at 

all and is not a consideration when partaking in sexual activity. A starting point of educating young 

men on the legal minimum of what constitutes sexual consent is a flawed one, especially due to 

the current consent laws not encapsulating the current complexity of young people conceptualising 

sexual consent on their own. Focussing on sexual consent laws to clarify their definition fails to 

address the other external influences mentioned in this thesis that teach our young people about 

appropriate sexual behaviour. Evidence shows a more holistic, evidence-based, and intersectional 

approach to sexual consent education provides a more in-depth understanding and can address the 

gendered power dynamics that exist in heterosexual sexual relations (Hirsch et al., 2019).  

 Outside of formal education in learning about sexual consent, the participants highlighted 

other external educators are present in formulating their conceptualisations around the legality of 

sexual relations. Sexual scripts teach young men how sex is meant to ‘play out’, and these learnt 

scripts are closely aligned with the gendered norms and ideas they are taught. Outside of peer 
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influence and popular culture, these understandings can be contributed to by sexual scripts that are 

upheld within formal education, such as what it means to act as ‘a man’, specifically in terms of 

sexual behaviours. James’ highlighting the behaviour of upholding rape myths and operating inside 

of rape culture beliefs stems from a particular understanding of what is considered sexual violence 

in the first place. These considerations of what is deemed as sexual violence, assault or harassment 

are constructed under a gendered lens. Adopting intersectional feminist thought to this issue would 

pose these constructions of what is and is not considered sexual violence (of any sort) is still 

operating through existing power dynamics that also uphold gendered dynamics. That being, as 

James’ example states, not classifying ‘groping’ as sexual assault - alongside the normalisation of 

such behaviour from peers and popular culture - is detrimental assuredly for all involved.  

 

 All three participants felt they could have benefited positively from explicit examples of 

sexual consent in practice. Educators talking to them in ‘code’ or alluding to themes of sexual 

consent and what this encompassed was not helpful for the young men in understanding consent. 

They referred to these discussions as not addressing how sexual consent could and should be 

practised in real sexual encounters and scenarios. The importance of the role of teachers was 

mentioned by James, and the power they hold in the ability to ‘call out’ problematic behaviour or 

language displayed in the classroom. Additionally, when a high school does not call in an external 

educator the teacher assumes the role of educating the pupils in health class without appropriate 

training. This carries a multitude of potential issues, such as teachers portraying socially learnt 

behaviours and notions. These include things like the stigma around discussing sex, masturbation, 

and bodily autonomy issues.  

 Health classes were the first time the participants started to truly learn about their bodies 

and others' bodies as well. As noted by Ryan specifically, this happens around the Year 10 mark. 

The participants highlighted this is too late to talk to young men about sexual consent, if mentioned 

at all. Namely, teaching and discussing sexual consent around this time is likened to the 

‘ambulance at the bottom of the hill’ approach. This means harm can and is already done before 

undertaking these teachings and is more in line with responding to harm rather than prevention. 

The young men had already started their own understandings of what consent is and how to treat 

the women around them sexually, as whilst in Year 10 and those respective years, they had already 

become exposed to pornography and the additional external popular media influences. Traditional 
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and baseline protections of sex were discussed for Connor in health classes, such as not getting a 

woman pregnant, rather than ensuring all parties in a sexual experience are safe, consenting and is 

mutually pleasurable. Traditional sexual norms are seen in these descriptors of health classes in 

high school, with male pleasure as the priority whilst simultaneously preventing unplanned 

pregnancies. We can see this again through the 3AM model of normalising traditional sexual 

scripts, where the responsibility of the man in these situations is to avoid pregnancy, and assumes 

they are aware of how to engage sexually outside of this (Wright, 2014; Simon & Gagnon, 1986). 

The young men believed sexual consent was the key component and theme of any sexual 

experience. They acknowledged sexual consent being present at every sexual encounter was 

paramount and should be the main component of engaging in sexual relations with another person. 

Additionally, they saw sexual consent as the bare minimum of what should be required when 

engaging in sexual encounters. The participants emphasised that the importance of being taught 

this core tenet was lacking throughout their educational journey. James discussed an interesting 

point of personal observation between himself and his younger brothers, that being, they have 

received the same-sex education that he had, despite the disparity in time between them. A lack of 

progress in the educational setting over the past 10 years is a cause for concern, and this was 

flagged by James comparing the educational information around sexual consent he received 

compared to his brothers who are five to ten years younger than him. He noted all three brothers 

had learnt the same concepts and were shown the tea consent video as a tool for learning about 

what sexual consent is and how to practice it. Despite having certain programmes running in high 

schools addressing healthy relationships and sexual consent, the participants continued to highlight 

the gap in sexual education, namely, the lack of appropriate scope of how sexual consent is defined 

and understood. This is a pause for concern, especially as a high number of researchers and 

research projects have dedicated efforts to improving this issue specifically.  

 Two of the three participants talked about their first formal encounter with what they 

deemed useful and comprehensive sex education. This was the ‘Sex Week’ held by VUWSA 

(Victoria University of Wellington Student Association). This week-long sex positive formal 

education, whilst seen in an agreeable light by the two participants, was acknowledged as being 

available to them much too late. The themes discussed throughout Sex Week as noted by Ryan 

were healthy protected sex, sexuality and most importantly, sexual consent. Whilst Sex Week is a 

highly valuable educational tool for these participants, it is important to note the limitation present 



 87 

outside of the week itself. Unfortunately, the audience captured by Sex Week is substantially 

diminished as not all students in high school go on to further or higher education. The stark 

difference between what the participants were taught in high school in comparison to the open 

discussions surrounding sex at university was obvious in the participants, in particular, Ryan. The 

transition from high school discussions of sex (including sexual consent if there were any 

discussions of this) and a university educational environment was noted and obvious due to his 

talking about his initial reaction to the broad topics covered. Namely, his having a visceral reaction 

to the open discussions of taboo topics, stemming from the taught assumption they should not have 

been talking about them in such a free and open way. It highlights where improvements can and 

should be made in high school, and this is apparent through the high rates of sexual violence in 

tertiary environments, particularly in Halls of Residence and among first-year students. The 

ambulance at the bottom of the hill approach has proven to be overly reactionary and not an 

effective response in preventing the prevalence of this form of harm, and the participants discourse 

of the clear lack of sex ed in high school can be seen as a causal link. Whilst it is obvious an 

improvement in earlier, formal sex education is needed in Aotearoa, another overlooked important 

aspect of sexual consent is also missing from young men’s conversations and external influences. 

 

Communicating Consent 
 

All three participants agreed the way consent is practised varies from a casual hook-up or 

one-night stand to a long-term relationship. The key component of their opinions surrounding this 

was the difference in verbal and non-verbal communication. Namely, the importance of explicit 

verbal consent. They mentioned explicit verbal consent is at the core of any sexual experience 

earlier on in the interviews, however, this importance became less so when discussing sexual 

consent in long-term relationships. Their reasoning for this lessened importance was due to the 

increase in non-verbal communication, namely, body language and understanding what their 

partner is communicating based on specific movements. Ryan and Connor discussed their opinions 

on long-term relationships, and that having a ‘deep’ understanding of their partner and their 

specific bodily movements was a way in which they knew their partner was consenting to sexual 

activity or even any activity such as physical intimacy. This requires a pause for thought on how 
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young men are verbalising what they expect sexual consent should be and the practicality of this 

when in a sexual situation with a sexual partner. Non-verbal communication has been quite well 

researched, and there have been valid criticisms of this being utilised as a way for those who 

perpetrate sexual violence to avoid accountability and potentially legal repercussions (Jozkowski 

et al., 2014; Coy et al., 2013). The miscommunication hypothesis relates to people taking non-

verbal cues such as body language and eye contact as an indication of sexual consent given 

(Villalobos et al., 2016). We can see this hypothesis is present amongst the participants in long-

term relationship situations, despite having previously displayed a level of critical analysis skills 

in noting the gaps in sexual consent this may imply. However, it is interesting to note this non-

verbal communication was not present when discussing one-night stands or casual hook-ups. 

Instead, the participants required verbal confirmation in those settings, and more emphasis was 

placed on having specific language communicated by their sexual partners. These expectations are 

not consistent with the findings of Foubert et al (2006), which showed fraternity men were less 

likely to seek verbal consent with one-night stands and/or hook-ups. Whilst the participants 

responses in this research are a positive affirmation of sexual consent practices in comparison to 

that earlier study - and could be pointed to an increase in sex ed given at universities to combat 

sexual violence - it highlights a level of expectations the young men still have in long-term 

relationships. This being their perception a sexual partner is consenting based on non-verbal cues 

that they then interpret for themselves to be signs of having received sexual consent. This 

assumption speaks to the complex nature of sexual consent itself, as aforementioned. In this 

research, the complexity includes varying expectations and normalcy in differing sexual consent 

practices purely based on the relationship and familiarity with the other person. Viewing sexual 

consent as a singular one-off prescription to a sexual encounter can be problematic as it denies full 

bodily autonomy and realised ability to agree or disagree to certain specific sexual acts throughout 

a sexual encounter. This is the ongoing part of sexual consent Ryan described in his initial 

definition of sexual consent. Furthermore, it is important to note contexts change and vary across 

relationships - be that physical or romantic - and this alters what actions are taken in a sexual 

encounter. This meaning, what some may feel comfortable engaging in in a long-term relationship 

may not feel comfortable doing so engaging with another person for the first time. In a long-term 

relationship scenario, there may be existing activities that have been historically worked through 

and clearly communicated. The participants are showing a level of awareness of the more complex 
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sides of sexual consent. More pointedly, Connor referred to young men being taught ‘no means 

no’, but not being told this is not always the case and at times, not so straightforward in practice. 

The participants attributed this level of understanding to having either been in a current long-term 

relationship or been in one previously. Additionally, this certain level of understanding they have 

learnt points to a demonstration of moving beyond the ‘yes means yes, no means no’ discourse 

that has been popularised in feminist and anti-rape discourse. The ‘yes means yes, no means no’ 

discourse applies a simplistic, one size for all times approach to understanding and practising 

sexual consent, without appropriate knowledge of the complexities of sexual consent. Thus, the 

showcase of a more refined idea of how sexual consent is practised, relationship make-up 

dependant, is promising. 

 As mentioned above, the young men’s discussions of having continual check-ins with their 

sexual partners to ensure they are maintaining consent and ‘having a good time’ alludes to the 

component of sexual consent of it needing to be ongoing. A part of this, from the perspective of 

the participants, is in knowing when to check in with the other person. Furthermore, they noted it 

is also having the ability to pick up on when the other party may be hesitant, and once again 

observing those non-verbal cues. The progression of this, as highlighted by Connor, is to then ask 

for verbal consent again. However, based on the language the young men utilised when discussing 

this theme, sexual socialisation and gendered power dynamics were present. Specifically, the 

participants were framing sexual acts and the general sexual experience as something women give 

to men, and men take from women. These responses showcased men as the instigators of any 

sexual activity, including multiple activities throughout a sexual experience. This highlights whilst 

the participants are aware of how they are raised to communicate and conceptualise sex with 

women and can critically discuss this, gendered power dynamics and taught gendered hierarchy in 

sex are still acted upon subconsciously. Furthermore, Connor discussed how some non-verbal cues 

from sexual partners are ‘obvious’. What this implies is a level of knowing what the other person 

is thinking, feeling, and expecting. Such a level of understanding of another person is not resolute 

and without its shortcomings, as young men cannot be said to know what the other person is 

thinking and feeling unless asked through explicit, verbal means.  

 An interesting point raised by Connor was in relation to the link between explicit sexual 

consent and alcohol. He stated his opinion that the presence of alcohol in a sexual scenario can be 

an aid in making the consent conversation more explicit. This is in direct contradiction with 
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research showing alcohol as detrimental to the practice of consent and being a common presence 

in instances of sexual assault (Abbey, 2011; Abbey et al., 1991; Wood et al., 2019). Whilst this 

tends to reinforce the miscommunication hypothesis, it does point to implications that come along 

with the belief alcohol can have a positive impact on how consent is communicated between 

individuals. Further, it shows the interpretation of another person giving consent, whilst one or 

both individuals are intoxicated, is flawed. 

 Asides from sexual consent at the beginning of the interviews being agreed as the core 

tenet of any sexual experience by all three participants, other themes were also deemed as 

important. Ryan specifically reiterated multiple times throughout the conversation that trust was a 

significant component when engaging in any sexual relations. Expanding on this, he referenced a 

mutual understanding that exists between two people engaging in sexual acts together and being 

in such a vulnerable situation with them is a display of a level of such trust. Ryan also mentioned 

this trust leads to an assumption the other person will communicate if they feel uncomfortable at 

any point throughout the experience. This is in contradiction with Ryan’s initial definition of 

consent being ‘ongoing’ when he was asked what he thought sexual consent is/means. Whilst it 

does show the complexities of sexual consent and the distinction between defining sexual consent 

in theory versus how it is practised in a real-life scenario, it also highlights despite being taught 

the sexual consent ‘buzz words’, the is a lack of education on what these words entail. However, 

furthering on from the discussion of ongoing sexual consent, both James and Connor explicitly 

noted just because someone consents to one sexual act, does not mean they consent to a different 

sexual act within the same sexual encounter. These are good examples of an understanding of what 

ongoing sexual consent entails. What these two examples show, however, is sexual encounters 

continue to be framed as women giving sex to men and men asking for sex from a woman. More 

specifically, the language the two participants used in the two examples and their discussions of 

ongoing consent overall, pose men as the instigators of sex. Thus, their language showed a lack of 

challenging those gendered sexual norms that this thesis has previously discussed as upholding the 

prevalence of sexual violence and rape culture. For example, James’ criticism of the tea consent 

video as a sexual consent teaching tool, however, describes sex as a transaction. Furthermore, their 

language poses a sexual script that is commonly showcased to young men; men want sex, and 

women then give them sex. In relation to sexual consent, men ask for consent before taking or 

doing a sexual act. If sexual consent is not present or given, men take/do the sexual act regardless. 
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Whilst the participants’ examples do not go to the degree of taking sex without sexual consent and 

they do show, as previously mentioned, a good level of critical analysis and understanding of 

ongoing consent, their language still upholds these gendered sexual scripts and narratives. 

Furthermore, to this, gendered expectations were reflected in the language of the participants when 

discussing their own personal sexual habits whilst simultaneously being critical of the obvious 

presentations of dominance and power imbalance. Specifically, the young men were critical of 

expectations of masculine presentations in sexual scenarios with a sexual partner, however, this 

highlights more of the predominantly male-specific lens and therefore, reinforces a gendered 

hierarchy. In addition to this, it upholds the sexual positioning of women and men in a heterosexual 

sexual encounter, despite some of the participants stating sexual relations are a shared experience. 

Thinking critically, on a surface level this thesis can conclude the participants were questioning 

the gendered expectations, but their underlying opinions and utilisation of language reflect the 

scripts and expectations they are criticising. 

 Whilst the participants agreed consent should be at the very core of any sexual experience, 

when discussing the practicality of this, there was some hesitation. From there, their focus on a 

sexual experience was mutual pleasure and making sure everything within that experience was 

reciprocated. This challenges their preconceived notion consent is the best way to approach 

thinking about ‘good sex’. It also may highlight a level of social desirability bias and answering 

questions about what the core part of sex is, as what they thought is the most acceptable and ‘right’ 

answer. The participants when asked what they believed sexual consent means, put their emphasis 

on explicit and verbal consent, which is now a more commonly spread message about sexual 

relations, especially in university spaces. However, as the interviews digressed into more specific 

examples and how communicating sex is undertaken, the more nuanced and less black and white 

sexual consent became. For example, Connor’s comment regarding body language as a non-verbal 

communicative indicator of sexual consent given by the other person. This was contradictory to 

his previous absolutism in explicit sexual consent being one of the most important parts of a sexual 

experience. Furthermore, his opinion and reference to having the ability to be able to tell from 

body language and other non-verbal cues when the other person is not enjoying themselves is 

reliant heavily on his self-perceived ability to gauge sexual consent through his own lens of how 

someone physically responds to a sexual act. This could pose potential issues in perceiving and 

interpreting non-verbal cues, especially if you take his previous comment on alcohol assisting with 
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more explicit sexual consent conversations into account. In these specific examples, explicit verbal 

consent is lacking, however, Connor did refer to the importance of explicit sexual consent in other 

places throughout the interview. Whilst this does point to a multitude of understandings on sexual 

consent, he cannot know what the other person is thinking or wants unless he explicitly asks them. 

The assumption he can ‘just tell’ because the body language and general ‘vibe’ is ‘obvious’ is an 

intriguing concept but is prominently flawed. Connor also referenced being able to tell the level of 

enthusiasm of the other person when engaging in sexual acts, however, it is important to note this 

interpretation and show of willingness to engage in sexual activity should not be taken as having 

received sexual consent alone. 

 Further analysis of the young men’s responses shows mutual pleasure is also an essential 

part of having ‘good sex’. This is shown through their hesitation and denial of continually thinking 

of sexual consent whilst having sex with someone else, but rather on ensuring they are 

experiencing sexual pleasure. The participants showed they place their sexual partners pleasure as 

a priority, and this was posed majorly as a part of mutual pleasure and equal footing to their sexual 

satisfaction. 

 

The Intersection of Identified Themes 
 

 The themes identified in this research are not homogeneous and not mutually exclusive to 

each other. The interaction and intersection of the four themes - media and the normalisation of 

male sexual domination, peer and sexual socialisation, sex ed and formal education, and 

communicating consent are all intrinsically connected. This thesis posits they work and have 

worked in tandem to inform the young men’s overall current understandings and practices of 

sexual consent, often in conflicting or confusing ways. Whilst the participants ascribed popular 

culture, pornography, and peer influence as the main and most influential aspects to their 

understanding of consent from a younger age, it became apparent throughout their interviews that 

one of these influences in and of itself could not have conceptualised consent for them fully. 

Likewise, focusing on one of these external influences to address in isolation will not begin to 

scratch the surface of breaking down structural sexual inequity and the domination of male sexual 

prioritisation and pleasure. A holistic, wraparound approach to addressing these influences has a 
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greater chance of teaching young men to re-calibrate how healthy, consensual sexual relationships 

and experiences look like. 

 Through the analysis of this chapter, it is clear to see the links between the consumption of 

popular culture and pornography, and how the young men communicate sexual consent. Namely, 

there is an inherent internalisation of sexual scripts frequently shown in the personal heterosexual 

sexual relations they described, despite being critical of how they as men are expected to behave 

and act throughout a sexual experience. Their increased literacy in sexual consent practices from 

high school through to university is linked to how they have socialised throughout these times of 

peer pressure and sexual socialisation. 
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9 

Conclusion 

 
 Sexual consent is the key to minimising the prevalence of sexual violence in our society. I 

started with an exploratory focus on the way young men view sexual consent by identifying one 

of the major influences on their younger selves in shaping their views: popular culture. This 

influence informed the participants instilled opinions of gendered violence against women and 

highlighted the level to which popular culture has normalised the sexual objectification of women 

and male sexual domination. Particularly, it has entrenched heteronormative behaviours that are 

rooted in a gendered hierarchy that centres on male pleasure.  

 

Intersectional feminism was utilised throughout this thesis to analyse the interaction 

between parties in a heterosexual sexual encounter, by acknowledging the multiple oppressive 

realities present for women. Popular culture upholds and reinforces these realities for women, as 

it teaches young men incorrect premises of sexual practices that omit sexual consent and bodily 

autonomy entirely. However, listening to their reflections, it became evident the young men’s 

understandings of consent had shifted over time, and their understanding broadened, as they 

became increasingly exposed to narratives that challenged these norms.  

 

The participants were critical of pornography and its position as a dominant sex educator, 

particularly in how it constructs gendered expectations throughout a sexual experience. Further, 

they highlighted how pornography normalises problematic sexual behaviours from men. Whilst 

this is positive, their language continued to reflect the privilege they hold as men, by placing male 

sexual pleasure at the epicentre of heterosexual sex. Concerning pornography, I reflected on Gill 

(2011) and Ringrose et al’s (2012) proclamations on the shift in depictions of the sexualised 

woman – from objectified to subjectified – and argue sexual scripts are replicating this 

subjectification in popular culture. Additionally, it was clear through the specific examples given 

by the participants, namely, the James Bond example by Ryan and Malcolm in the Middle example 

by James, that the 3AM Model (Wright, 2014) provides a structure for analysing the effect of 

contemporary pornography on script acquisition from the explicit material. 
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 Using SST to analyse sexual communication and behaviours (Beres et al., 2004), I 

concluded the prioritisation of male sexual pleasure upholds traditional gender roles in which 

heterosexual sex operates. This is applicable across multiple themes in the study, including male 

peer expectations within sexual socialisation, and the sexual ‘conquest’ of women (Edgar & 

Fitzpatrick, 1993; Simon & Gagnon, 1986). Drawing on SST, this thesis was able to acknowledge 

the significant influence male peer pressure had on the young men’s understanding of sexual 

consent, namely, how it has a detrimental impact on established sexual consent practices. 

Furthermore, I argued there was an evident lack of male peers holding each other accountable for 

problematic behaviour towards women, thus continuing to uphold rape culture tenets. The 

influence of sexual violence stories from women friends, however, acted as challengers to the 

sexual script of male sexual domination perpetuated by male peers. 

 

 Peer and sexual socialisation discussions included a focus on the gender make-up of high 

schools the young men attended, noting the difference in treatment of the opposite sex depending 

on if young men went to co-ed or same-sex schools. Some of the participants noted young men in 

same-sex high schools were more sexually driven to obtain sex. Conversely, once they started to 

attend higher education - university - in a sex positive, co-ed space, their peers did not reflect 

similar toxicity. Whilst this is a positive shift from the ‘toxic’ environment described in their 

respective high school environments, it does raise an important difference in socialisation between 

the two levels of tertiary providers and the environment they provide for young people. 

 

 Sexual education and formal education are additional themes the participants noted as 

amplifiers of gendered power hierarchies. Adopting SST and an intersectional feminist lens 

showed that the young men’s experiences of formal education shied away from deconstructing 

gender norms in sex. In addition to this, there was either an inherent lack or complete oversight of 

sexual consent discussions. Rather, the young men believed they would have benefited from open 

and honest conversations about consent, inclusive of real-life scenarios where consent can be 

discovered. 
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Whilst not an influence itself, verbal and non-verbal communication was heavily 

determined by the other themes identified in this study. Preferences on the type of communication 

adopted by participants were dependent on the relationship the young men had with the person 

they were engaging with sexually. Explicit verbal sexual consent was stated as the most important 

aspect of a sexual experience when engaging with another person for the first time. However, in 

long-term relationships, they exhibited increased reliance on non-verbal communication for 

indications of sexual consent. They stated they did this by looking at the other person’s body 

language and physical cues, and ‘knowing’ those meant sexual consent had been indicated from 

their sexual partner. Interpretation of certain cues, such as eye movements, are rooted in a male-

centred lens and under the guise of ‘obtaining’ sex from a woman for personal satisfaction. This 

is not to say their actions are in line with the miscommunication hypothesis (McCaw & Senn, 

1998), as this thesis rejects the premise of a theory that minimises the capabilities the young men 

assuredly have, to think critically when it comes to sexual consent and male behaviour. This thesis 

is in alignment with the likes of Coy et al (2013) and O’Byrne et al (2006), proclaiming the 

utilisation of the miscommunication hypothesis creates a path for further upholding of rape 

supportive beliefs and feigns ignorance when an allegation of sexual violence is made. The young 

men in this study upheld the premise allegations and victim-survivors are to always be believed. 

 

 

An interesting observation whilst undertaking this research was the participants seeking 

researcher approval on their opinions and understandings of sexual consent. This highlights the 

interviewer/participant relationship and dynamics that were present throughout the interviews. It 

brings into question whether the young men were providing answers truthfully about their own 

‘unfiltered’ opinions and experiences or what they thought they should be answering. Impression 

management could have seen the participants portray themselves in an ideal light and be ‘in the 

know’ of current sexual consent discourse. This could be seen through their use of well-known 

words commonly associated with sexual consent such as ‘ongoing’, ‘enthusiastic’, and ‘explicit’, 

without a full conceptualisation of what these terms mean. The second factor where social 

desirability bias may have been prominent for the participants is self-deception. I pose this facet 

as less likely to be applicable to the young men, as they displayed a level of critical analysis and 

understanding of the harms that come along with sexual scripts. However, it is important to note 
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in some responses the young men talked in general terms and did not ascribe themselves personally 

to a situation despite their presence. This can be seen as an attempt to not align themselves with 

undesirable attitudes and behaviours that they know are not what the research is ‘looking for’ 

(Visschers et al., 2017; Bergen & Labonté, 2020). 

 

Ryan voiced his assumption that political leanings are indicative of a person’s 

understanding of sexual consent and response to sexual violence. I did find he is not alone in his 

opinion of liberal beliefs linked to sexual liberation (Inglehart et al., 2003). This was clearly seen 

in Inglehart et al (2003) assessing the shift in generational thinking surrounding gender roles and 

how this is tied to liberal thought and belief. This topic could provide a wider scope and larger 

research project on people’s understandings of sexual consent but more specifically, the 

prominence of rape supportive beliefs, reactions to disclosures of sexual violence, as well as 

incidents of sexual violence amongst those ascribed to each political leaning.  

 

This thesis provides two recommendations based on the gaps in sexual consent education 

and conceptualisation highlighted by the participants. First, further work on sexual violence 

prevention at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels needs to be undertaken, with a focus on 

educating young men on consent, rape culture, and the power they hold in heterosexual sex. This 

should be done through an intersectional feminist lens, acknowledging the lived experiences of 

those in Aotearoa. Prevention education should be compulsory and delve into real-life scenarios 

of sexual consent to ensure understanding in young men, whilst showing the intricacies which are 

present in heterosexual sexual encounters. Given scenarios in the educational environment should 

showcase clear depictions of gendered power dynamics which are normalised in heterosexual 

relationships. 

Secondly, this thesis proposes a re-conceptualisation of the miscommunication hypothesis. 

As stipulated, the miscommunication theory is commonly utilised as a scapegoat to accountability 

in the case of sexual violence allegations. Rather, this thesis recommends a re-shaping of the 

miscommunication hypothesis to say gender roles and power hierarchies frame men’s 

interpretation of non-verbal cues through a ‘male domination’ lens and a prioritisation of their 

pleasure over a woman’s. By undertaking these steps, this thesis believes there is an ability to head 
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in a direction where sexual violence is not a common perpetration by young men, and women’s 

experiences of harm are minimised. 
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Appendix 3: Recruitment Poster 

RESEARCH
INVITATION

Approved by the University of Auckland
Human Participants Ethics Committee on 26
January 2022 for 3 years
Reference number UAHPEC23639 

YOUNG MEN AND THEIR
UNDERSTANDINGS OF CONSENT

DO YOU PARTICIPATE IN
HETEROSEXUAL SEX?

REGISTER NOW!

ARE YOU 18-25 AND
IDENTIFY AS MALE?

If so, I want to hear from you!

This project will include a confidential interview (approx
1 hour) about your ideas and opinions on sexual
consent via Zoom 

CONTACT:

email bjoy205@aucklanduni.ac.nz for more information
or to register interest for this project!
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CONSENT FORM 
Interview Participant 

THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 

 
 
Project title: Young men and their understandings of consent 
 
 

Name of Researcher:  Brodie Joyce 
 
 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet, have understood the nature of the research and why I have been 
selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction. I understand 
that my participation is voluntary. 
 
▪ I agree to take part in this study  
▪ I attest to the fact that I am 18-25 years old 
▪ I understand that this research will involve me participating in an interview that could last approximately 45-

60 minutes over Zoom. 
▪ I understand that it is my choice to participate or not participate in this study 
▪ I acknowledge that my interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed.  
▪ I understand that the interviewer will transcribe the audio recordings. 
▪ I understand that I am free to withdraw participation at any time without giving a reason.  
▪ I understand that I have the option to edit my transcript within a two-week period after my interview 
▪ I understand that consent forms and data will be kept for 6 years and only accessible to the researchers, after 

which they will be destroyed.  
▪ I know who to speak to if I am concerned or would like to ask questions about this study 
▪ I have been informed who to talk to if I need support in relation to participating in this project 
 
 
Name _______________________________________________________ 

Signature ___________________________  Date _________________  

 
I do/do not wish to receive a summary of findings, which can be emailed to me at this email address: 
 
Email Address: ________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 26 January 2022 for 3 years. Reference 
Number UAHPEC23639. 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
(Interview participant) 
 
Project title: Young men and their understandings of consent 
 
 

Name of Researcher:  Brodie Joyce 

 
Researcher introduction and invitation 

Hello, my name is Brodie Joyce and I am a Masters student in Criminology at the University of Auckland, 
Aotearoa. I am currently conducting a research study with young men from Aotearoa. During this project, I 
will be interviewing young men in order to gain insight into their understandings and opinions on sexual 
consent. I would like to invite you to take part in this research. 
 

Project description 

The project aims to investigate understandings and opinions of consent amongst young men in Aotearoa. As 
a researcher, it is important that I work with you, that is young men, to find out about your views and opinions 
on sexual consent and what that looks like. This will inform my masters thesis. You must be between 18 and 
25 years old to participate in this study. As part of this study, I would like to undertake an interview with you 
to explore your views which will be held over Zoom. If you wish to take part, it is important that you sign the 
consent form. Once the interview begins, you will still be able to withdraw from the study should you become 
uncomfortable with any of the questions. If you do not understand any of the questions being asked don’t be 
afraid to let me know and I will try to explain them for you. By consenting to this interview, you will greatly 
contribute to an understanding of the current issues in this area and shape the nature of issues that will be 
explored in future research. However, taking part in the interview is entirely voluntary. This means that if you 
do not wish to participate you do not have to.  
 
Project Procedures  

Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. If you agree to take part, you will be asked to sign an 
emailed electronic PDF consent form to indicate that you are happy to participate and that you are doing so 
voluntarily. The interview will take approximately 45 minutes to one hour. The interview will be audio-
recorded for the purpose of transcription (writing it up). No third party will be assisting with transcribing 
recordings (listening to the tapes and typing them up), this will be done only by me. The digital audio files will 
be kept in password protected files on my university cloud account. Transcriptions and handwritten notes will 
be kept securely in a locked cabinet in my home office. Data files from the research will be assigned codes for 
identification so that your individual response cannot be identified. Consent, or assent, forms and any other 
identifying information will be stored in a separate locked cabinet. All data will be kept for a period of six years 
and only accessible by me before being destroyed in line with the University of Auckland’s data storage policy. 
The research will be written up into a report. It is also intended to form the basis of my masters dissertation 
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APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 26 January 2022 for 3 years. Reference 
Number UAHPEC23639. 
 

and contribute to academic knowledge in this subject area. Research findings may also be communicated back 

to interested groups via presentations. You will have the option to edit your initial transcript from your 

interview. If you would like to do so, you will be given two weeks to request this and to make the edits. 

 

Right to Withdraw from Participation  

You may withdraw your participation from the research at any time without giving a reason.  

 

Should you become distressed by anything that we discuss during the interview, you can contact 1737 by free 

text or call 1737 or Lifeline at 0800 543 354 or free text 4357.  

 

If you have any concerns about the internet you can contact Netsafe by email at help@netsafe.org.nz, on free 

call 0508 638 723 or free text 4282. 

 

Confidentiality  

All your answers will be treated in the strictest of confidence, but information given as part of this research 

will be used in my masters dissertation and potentially presentations to relevant organisations. If information 

is reported or published, it will be done in such a way that does not identify you. In order to minimise the risk 

of study participants being identified, the interview will be de-identified to maintain confidentiality, with your 

name, the name of your tertiary provider (if applicable) and any other identifying details removed for the 

transcripts and any future publications or presentations that draw on the data. There are rare occasions 

confidentiality needs to be breached. For this research, confidentiality would only be breached if there is an 

immediate risk of harm to yourself or others. 

 

 

If you have any further questions or would like to participate 
If you have any further questions or would like to participate, please let me know via email: 

bjoy205@aucklanduni.ac.nz. Before your participation begins, we will further discuss the project to make sure 

you understand the study and ask you to sign a consent form. Thank you for taking the time to read this 

Participant Information Sheet. 

 

Contact Details  

Researcher:    Supervisor:    Head of Department: 
Brodie Joyce           Dr Carisa Showden     Assoc Prof Katherine Smits 

School of Social Sciences   School of Social Sciences   School of Social Sciences 

University of Auckland    University of Auckland   University of Auckland 

Auckland    Auckland    Auckland 

Email: bjoy205@aucklanduni.ac.nz Email: c.showden@auckland.ac.nz Email: k.smits@auckland.ac.nz 
 
 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The University of Auckland Human 

Participants Ethics Committee, Office of Research Strategy and Integrity, The University of Auckland, Private 

Bag 92019, Auckland, 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 83711. Email: humanethics@auckland.ac.nz 
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Appendix 6: Research Interview Questions 

Interview Questions

1. What do you think consent means?

2. What influences shape how people think about consent?

3. Do you think ‘consent’ is a meaningful way to think about sexual relations? What

other terms or ideas come to mind when you think about ‘good sex’ or being a good

or respectful sexual partner?

4. Do you think the way we think about consent can change as young adults compared

to when we were in our teen years?

5. Do you think men and women think about consent differently or the same? Why?

6. How do you know if someone is consenting to have sex or be intimate with you? Do

you try to get consent from partners when you’re having sex with them, or is it not

something you think about?

7. Do your partners ask for your consent? Do you want partners to be more explicit in

getting consent from you? What would it mean for you to ‘give consent’ to sexual

activity with a partner or partners?
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