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SEX ED?  



We’re constantly bombarded 
with raunchy images 
through music videos (hello, 
Miley), TV shows, movies 
and just about every corner 
of the Googlesphere, to the 
point where a lot of what 
we learn about sex comes 
via the internet. But as well 
as warping your sense of 
what real sex is all about, 
this kind of easy-access sex 
ed could put you in danger. 
KISS investigates…

Who could forget Miley 
Cyrus gyrating semi-naked 
against a (fully clothed) 
Robin Thicke at the 
VMAs last year? Images 
of her twerking went 
viral in seconds. These 
days it seems like sex is 
everywhere, whether in 
music, on films and TV 
shows (Geordie Shore, 
anyone?), and increasingly, 
in explicit online images.   
Figures from internet 
company Optenet claim over 
a third of the internet is 
made up of pornographic 
material. What’s more, 54 
per cent of Irish teens 
say they’ve watched explicit 
material online, according 
to a recent study by Unicef. 
Shockingly, over a third 
of those teens surveyed 
believed the images they 
had seen in explicit online 
material were an accurate 
reflection of sex. And 
that’s where things really 
start to get scary, folks.

 Degrading and dangerous
You see, far from depicting real sex, explicit 
online material is often degrading and 
dangerous – the men are always in control 
and the women are mistreated and even 
called names. This culture is even reflected 
in music videos. Take Rihanna’s video for 
Pour It Up, which shows her dressed as a pole 
dancer, shoving dollar bills into her thong, or 
even the constant references in songs to ‘hos 
and b!*ches’…  Much as stars like Miley and 
RiRi make good tunes, they are potentially 
spreading a dangerous message about sex. 
“[Their videos] don’t communicate the reality 
of sex, and it could have repercussions where 
consent and respect are concerned in your 
own future sexual relationships,” explains Ian 
Power from youth website Spun Out. 
Most of us learn the basics in school – 
about preventing unwanted pregnancy 
and protecting yourself from STIs, which 
is all important stuff, but when it comes to 
understanding the emotional side of sex, that’s 
where things get muddled. A study from the 
Health Research Board, claims young people 
are now getting most of their sex ed from 
videos on the internet, throwing up some very 
confusing – and dangerous – info. And with 
song lyrics like, ‘I know you want it,’ and ‘I’ll 
own you’ dominating the charts, coupled with 
the message given to young girls that dancing 
like a stripper = sexy, it’s no surprise that 
there’s some serious confusion out there.  
“The reality of sex versus the fantasy in explicit 
material is a critical area where young people 
need to be educated to be able to contextualise 
what they are watching against what is 
acceptable in real life. The pivotal issue is that 
of consent and respect, and sadly not enough 
is being done to equip young people with the 
language and knowledge to navigate these key 
aspects of sexual relationships,” says Ian. 

 Blurred lines
The tricky thing about sexual consent is, most 
of it is unspoken. “When it comes to sex, yes 
and no never gets spoken,” says Cliona Saidlear 
from the Rape Crisis Network Ireland. That’s 
where the lines become blurred. Like, if you’re 
with a guy and have agreed to do something, 
then you change your mind, it’s important 
to know that that’s okay. And just because 
everyone else in your class has done something 
(or so they say), it doesn’t mean you have to 
too. “It’s not about what others have done, 
it’s about what you want. And being able to 
recognise when you might be being bullied 
or coerced into doing something you don’t 
necessarily want to do yet,” says Cliona. 
As the government considers lowering the 
age of consent to 16, it’s estimated by the 

Rape Crisis Network Ireland that 25 per cent 
of teenagers have sex before 17, the current 
legal age. And besides breaking the law, the 
younger you are, the more likely you are to 
regret it, warns Cliona. According to Unicef, 
ten per cent of sexually active underage teens 
said they didn’t even know what kind of sex 
they had had, and over a third of Irish teens 
(37 per cent) who report to Rape Crisis Centres 
were not attacked by older guys, but by boys 
their own age. “We need to teach young boys 
that just because they didn’t necessarily hear 
the word no, it doesn’t mean there is consent 
there,” says Cliona.

 Talk it over
Confusing things further is the fact that a lot 
of teens may be under the influence of alcohol 
when they first have sex. Earlier this year, 
Unicef reported that most Irish teens drank 
alcohol before sex, and so did not feel confident 
about reporting unwanted sexual experiences.  
But even if you have had something to drink, 
if something happened that you weren’t 
comfortable with, talk to someone about it. 
“Just because you were drinking, it doesn’t 
change what happened to you. You are not 
responsible for someone else’s actions. If 
something doesn’t feel right, speak to friends, 
or call the Rape Crisis Centre,” urges Cliona. 
So, how can you empower yourself to make 
smarter choices about sex? First off, don’t 
forget that it is still against the law in Ireland 
to have sex under the age of 17. Before that 
age, you may need help processing what you 
are learning about sex, so talk to someone you 
trust – a teacher, parent or family member, 
says Anita Ghafoor-Butt, IFPA Education and 
Training Coordinator. “It is important that 
parents talk openly and comfortably to their 
children about relationships and sexuality 
from an early age in order to dispel any 
negative and false messages.” 
And instead of seeing yourself as a plaything 
like the Mileys of this world, it’s time to reset 
the switch on female sexuality and take charge.  
“The important thing is not feeling forced to 
have sex until you’re ready,” says Cliona. “Wait 
until you find someone who you trust who you 
can explore your sexuality with in a way which 
is communicative.” That way, you can make 
the right choices about safe sex together.

  Get Help!
The IFPA website has info about sex, sexual 
health and relationships, visit www.ifpa.ie, or 
checkout www.spunout.ie for common sex myths. 
Foróige provides RSE workshops through their 
youth cafés across the country, visit www.foroige.
ie. If you want to talk about a sexual experience 
you feel uncomfortable about, contact The Rape 
Crisis Network Ireland, visit www.rcni.ie, call 
1800778877 or download the free Rape Crisis 
Network Ireland app for iPhone and android. 
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