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Introduction: Health literacy is defined as the capacity, resources and insight to seek information, ask critical questions and be an advocate for one’s health. Sexual literacy is framed in similar terms, relating to the capacity to navigate emotionally and physically safe sexual encounters and to hold a critical and assertive stance on relationship dynamics, gender and consent. In this paper, we present findings from a qualitative study that explored how young people’s use of the internet develops sexual literacy.

Methods: In-depth interviews were conducted with 22 young people (aged 18–25). Interviews explored the ways in which young people participate in online spaces to learn about sex, relationships, bodies and other aspects of sexual health. Data were analysed using qualitative, inductive thematic coding techniques.

Results: Young people described learning about sexual health online as a process of exploring ideas, topics or experiences (going down ‘rabbit holes’). It was rarely the case that young people searched for specific information. Young people described engaging with multiple sources of content and multiple people online to learn about relationships or sex. This was often personal. Young people wanted to understand their own experiences and hear stories from people with similar experiences. Engaging with multiple sources, stories and people enabled critical reflection and peer-based learning.

Discussion: Building sexual health literacy is not simply about providing young people with sexual health information. Rather, it is about supporting young people to develop critical insight and capacity to reflect deeply on experiences and issues that affect their sexual relationships. The online environment supports sexual literacy as it enables critical inquiry, access to multiple perspectives, peer connection and personal reflection.
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Introduction

Digital media and online environments play an increasingly important role in sexual health education. This includes facilitating young people’s learning about sex, sexuality relationships, gender and bodies, as well as clinical aspects of sexual health, such as the prevention of sexually transmissible infections (STIs) (Döring, 2021; Farrugia et al., 2021; Waling et al., 2022a). In part, online spaces are important because they host a vast array of sexual health content via various mediums (e.g., video, podcasts, social media, websites, and smart phone apps) and are spaces where that young people can access content privately, which is important for issues that are sensitive, embarrassing or stigmatized (Abdulai et al., 2022). Significantly, online spaces are also increasingly relevant for sexual health because this is where young people gather and spend a lot of their time socializing (Albury, 2018; Albury and Byron, 2018).

In this paper, we explore the extent to which online environments can support sexual literacy among young people. Conceptually, the term ‘sexual literacy’ (which is often used interchangeably with the term ‘sexual health literacy’) extends beyond the acquisition of information or knowledge. It draws from a complex definition of ‘literacy’ which involves both technical skills in reading and writing and insight into the complexities of human communication – understanding, being understood, and recognizing nuanced cultural cues and symbols (Schulz, 2012; Herdt et al., 2021). Sexual literacy refers to the capacity to make sense of, and communicate about, knowledge related to sex, sexual bodies, gender, sexuality, relationships, and sexual rights. Attaining a level of sexual literacy involves some knowledge of sex, bodily processes and sexual health as well as having a culturally grounded understanding of processes that shape one’s experience of sex and relationships, including factors that may impede sexual health. As such, interventions which aim to build sexual literacy are not just about providing sexual health information but are about building insight into social and relational aspects of sex. This may include insight into cultural, social and political processes that support, or undermine, people pursuing a safe and pleasurable sex life. It may also include critical insight into navigating health systems (Martin, 2017; McDaid et al., 2021). This concept of sexual literacy draws on holistic definitions of sexual health, which emphasize sexual health as being more than the absence of disease (World Health Organisation, 2006). ‘Good’ sexual health requires the opportunity and capacity to pursue consensual, safe and pleasurable sexual relationships (Gruskin et al., 2019). While the online environment clearly offers capacity to impart sexual health information to young people, such as through websites and videos, this is just one part of a comprehensive definition of sexual literacy. In this paper, we explore the extent to which online spaces have capacity to support sexual literacy among young people.


A feminist approach to sexual literacy

The concept of sexual literacy sits in parallel with a broader definition of health literacy, articulated as having resources and capacity to access, understand, critically assess, and draw from health-related knowledge to take action to improve or maintain one’s health (Nutbeam, 2008). The capacity to access knowledge and take action, however, is largely dependent on resources. People with greater material wealth, cultural capital or opportunity will have greater capacity to access health information and make critical choices about how to draw from this knowledge to improve and sustain good health (Sørensen et al., 2012; McDaid et al., 2021; Power et al., 2022). Knowledge or information alone do not support health if people lack the capacity to act. Health literacy, therefore, is about supporting people or communities to build insight into factors that may be a barrier to health, or taking action to support one’s health (Schulz, 2012).

This point is well made by Jones and Norton (2007) in their study of sexual literacy among young women in Uganda. As Jones and Norton write, in this setting, young women are “subject to powerful and restrictive sociocultural practices and beliefs that profoundly undermine their autonomy and decision-making abilities” (pg. 299). Knowledge of how to prevent unwanted pregnancy or STIs is insufficient for these young women to ensure their sexual health. They may not have capacity to reject sexual encounters or insist on condom use due to gendered power imbalance in their sexual relationships. Likewise, prevailing social or economic conditions may make condomless sex a desirable option in some instances. Sexual literacy for these young women must therefore also involve development of critical insight into gendered social norms, the expectations and treatment of women and girls, and the barriers and challenges they face in enacting practices which may protect their sexual health. Sexual literacy is different to sexual health promotion interventions which seek to address cultural and material conditions (e.g., micro finance or capacity building programs) to create ‘enabling environments’ for good health (Nutbeam et al., 2018). However, it is related to the extent that it recognizes that providing sexual health information is not enough to give value or purpose to such information. Material, social and cultural conditions matter (Jones and Norton, 2007).

Feminist health literacy has focused on the ways in which knowledge can be used to promote critical insight into gender-based inequality, including inequalities in health systems that affect women. Health literacy may involve provision of knowledge that supports women to effect personal or political change (Jones and Norton, 2007). In the introduction to a collection of essays celebrating the legacy of the iconic feminist health text, Our Bodies Ourselves (OBOS), originally published by the Boston Women’s Collection in 1970, DiCaglio and De Hertogh (2019) describe the effort to develop women’s health literacy through OBOS as “system disrupting” because the book encouraged women to view themselves as experts in their own bodies and question how, and by whom, decisions about their health were made. This challenged the conventional, gendered power structures of medicine:


As a set of instructions for women, the original edition functioned to encourage women to see themselves as a “potential expert” and to attempt to change the system of medical care for women … This “system-disrupting” nature sets the book apart from other health manuals even today, which still often suggest that women should see themselves as inexpert patients (DiCaglio and De Hertogh, 2019, page 565).
 

The ‘health literacy’ which OBOS sought to build included political and personal insight into how gender-based inequality affected women’s health and their sexual and reproductive decision-making. Since the 1970s, OBOS has been updated in subsequent editions to also be inclusive of intersectional forms of inequality, namely the relationship between gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity (DiCaglio and De Hertogh, 2019). Feminist approaches to health literacy emphasize the political nature of health-related knowledge, particularly in gender-based inequality and sexual health. Drawing from this framework, a feminist sexual literacy would be defined by a capacity to make sense of sexual experiences and relationships in the context of gender-based power dynamics and other intersections of inequality.

In this project, we are interested in the extent to which the online environment has capacity to support young people to build this critical insight into themselves and the social dimensions of sex and relationships. There is a vast amount of online content related to sex, gender, bodies, relationships and other aspects of sexual health (Döring, 2021). However, we do not know whether young people engage with this content in ways that support personal or critical insight into the political or social aspects of sexual health.



Learning about sex and relationships online

The range of content available online related to sex, sexuality, relationships, bodies, gender, or clinical aspects of sexual health is vast (Simon and Daneback, 2013; Waling et al., 2019; Döring, 2021). It also takes a variety of forms. Many sexual health or youth health organizations publish websites for young people with comprehensive sexual health information and links to further information or services and, in some cases, interactive content, such as question-and-answer forums (Aicken et al., 2016; Martin, 2017). Smartphone apps are also a popular way to provide educational content to young people or to connect them with services or supports (Albury, 2019). When it comes to sexual health promotion messaging, however, social media is a major medium through which young people are reached (Döring, 2021; Fowler et al., 2022). This can take the form of paid advertising to deliver health messages or health promotion agencies creating a ‘presence’ on social media—attracting followers, following other’s content and creating a presence through commenting on posts, and producing their own content. In some cases, people with an existing social media presence may be engaged by health agencies to deliver content or promote advertising messages (Döring, 2021).

The online environment, however, goes far beyond conventional health promotion in which health messages are generally devised through ‘experts’ or health agencies (Albury and Byron, 2015; Albury, 2019). Content related to sexual health is produced by a wide range of people and much could be described as ‘info-tainment’ (Albury and Hendry, 2023). For example, social media forums have an increasing number of ‘influencers’ who post content related to sexual health, such as feminist posts on TikTok about sexual pleasure or doctors who create short, often funny but informative, videos about health issues (Van Eldik et al., 2019; Fowler et al., 2022; Stein et al., 2022; Albury and Hendry, 2023). There are also a large number of podcasts and video channels relating to sexual health, such as YouTube channels produced by sex therapists that discuss a range of sex and relationship issues and ‘agony aunt’ style advice podcasts (Döring, 2021; Porter et al., 2021; Albury and Hendry, 2023). Online forums, such as Reddit and Quora also often facilitate anonymous forums in which people pose questions or seek advice about sex or relationships (Yeo and Chu, 2017).

Young people are likely to use the internet to learn about topics not routinely taught in school-based relationships and sexuality education (RSE), such as the mechanics of sex (e.g., what to do in a sexual encounter), navigating the complexities of relationships (e.g., seeking advice following a relationship breakup), understanding sexuality or gender diversity, or concerns about body image or appearance (Flowers-Coulson et al., 2000; Suzuki and Calzo, 2004; Levine et al., 2008; Simon and Daneback, 2013; Waling et al., 2019). Others may use online networks to connect with different communities or people with similar experiences, particularly sexually and gender diverse young people (Simon and Daneback, 2013; Waling et al., 2019). Often young people seek advice, reassurance or connection, more so than information about sexual health (Basinger et al., 2021). For example, an Australian study involving a content analysis of search terms entered in online youth sexual health forums showed that young people were often seeking information about themselves, such as whether their body is ‘normal’. However, young people also asked questions about possible STI symptoms or signs of pregnancy (Cohn and Richters, 2013).

There is a burgeoning body of research that looks at the impact or outcomes of online sexual health promotion on young people’s sexual health knowledge or practices (See for, e.g., Guse et al., 2012; Marques et al., 2015; Decker et al., 2020; Scull et al., 2022). While it is beyond the scope of this paper to offer a comprehensive review of this literature, studies show that online content can support learning about STI and HIV prevention (e.g., Wadham et al., 2019) and that influencers can play a role in creating awareness about sexual health or encouraging particular practices, such as STI screening or condom use (e.g., Wu et al., 2019). We know less about the role that the online environment plays in building critical insight into sexuality and sexual health, or the ways it facilitates other processes that may support sexual literacy such as community engagement or peer-to-peer learning (Albury and Byron, 2015; Albury, 2018; Albury, 2019).



Conceptualizing online engagement

Albury and Hendry (2023) argue that, when conceptualising online sexual health promotion or education, we need to think beyond production and consumption of information. The online environment is not a site (or collection of sites) that are primarily used for acquiring information. Instead, online engagement is more accurately conceptualized as a form of participation in spaces, cultures and networks. Even where people consume information (e.g., read articles or other online content) this is done within the cultural codes of that online space, and often involves social elements such as commenting or sharing content. As Albury and Hendry write,


Information may be shared or acquired, but this occurs in the context of a cultural practice, as part of shared feelings, senses and aesthetic experiences. Here, digital communication takes place in (or aspires to create) community (Albury and Hendry, 2023, page 640).
 

Young people gather in online spaces where there are exchanges of ideas, information, attitudes, opinions, beliefs, feelings. This is not uniformly positive, of course, and can involve the development of highly cynical or dangerous collectives or abusive online cultures (Pilgrim and Bohnet-Joschko, 2019; Albury and Hendry, 2023). However, there are multiple examples of online communities and networks that do seek to make positive change or support people, such as networks for lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, asexual and gender diverse (LGBTQA+) young people or digital activism relating to sexual rights, such as the #METOO movement (Byron and Hunt, 2017). Within this framework, imagining the process by which online spaces may support sexual literacy is not an exercise in evaluating content related to sex or health but in trying to make sense of the ways in which young people learn about themselves or others, or learn about ideas and opinions, in spaces where people (virtually) gather.



This paper

In this paper, we report findings from a qualitative study in which we interviewed 22 young people about their engagement with the digital environment. We looked at: whether the online environment provides accessible knowledge and information about sex, relationships and bodies; opportunities for young people to talk about sex, relationships or bodies (with friends, experts, peers); and opportunities for critical political or personal reflection about sex, relationships or bodies.

In line with feminist approaches to sexual literacy, our analysis draws from Bay-Cheng’s (2017, 2019) critical approach to sexuality education. Bay-Cheng (2019) argues that neo-liberal approaches to sexuality education often draw on concepts of developing ‘sexual empowerment’ or ‘sexual agency’ among young people, young women in particular. The idea that ‘empowerment’ can be taught, while well intentioned and valuable to some extent, can also have the effect of minimizing structural and cultural inequalities and injustices that can place young people in situations where it is impossible to demonstrate ‘sexual agency’ in normative ways. Bay-Cheng writes,


Locating power completely within the individual is exciting and inspiring when talking about success. But when it comes to failure, these messages shame individuals for not being up to the task of being neoliberal agents (2017, page 346).
 

With this in mind, our aim with this analysis is not to interrogate the extent to which online spaces support individuals to enact a prescribed set of skills or capabilities, or to demonstrate achieving a level of sexual literacy. Rather, we aim to understand how the digital environment may support a critical engagement with issues related to sexual health or extend young people’s opportunities to reflect on, or respond to, their social circumstances in relation to sexual health. We draw on Bay-Cheng’s nuanced definition of sexual agency as, “individuals’ efforts to influence their immediate experiences and/or the longer courses of their lives through sexuality” (2019, page 463). Agency, in this sense, is always contextual, specific to circumstances and related to an individual’s capacity to act within frameworks of power and inequity. Literacy can be seen in similar terms as a set of practices or capacities that are connected to social and individual resources, bodies, relationships, community networks, sexual and gender politics, and the technologies through which young people live their everyday lives (Fox and Bale, 2018).

A note about language: we use the term sexual health in this paper to mean a range of potential topics including bodies, sexual consent, sexual wellbeing, healthy relationships as well as clinical aspects of sexual health such as STI prevention. In cases where we intentionally refer to a specific element of sexual health, such as HIV or STI prevention, we use this specific terminology.




Materials and method

Ethics approval for this project was received from the La Trobe University Human Research Ethics Committee (HEC20223) as well as two community-based ethics review boards, Thorne Harbor Health and ACON. These community boards specifically review research related to LGBTQA+ communities. The approval was sought to ensure the study could be promoted to queer young people as part of a broad advertising and recruitment strategy.

Twenty-two semi-structured interviews with young people aged between 18 and 25 years and living in Australia were conducted in 2021. Although we were interested in the experiences of younger teenagers, participation was restricted to people aged 18 years or older as the interviews potentially touched on use of pornography and sexually explicit material, which can be legally and ethically sensitive in research with children and young people. Participants were asked in interviews to reflect on their experiences as a younger teenager, particularly their experiences while at school.

All interviews were conducted via Zoom (audio and/or video, or via the instant messaging chat function). While it was not part of the study focus, it is notable that in 2021, Australia, as with other countries, was experiencing periods of social lockdown as part of public health responses to Covid-19. It is possible that speaking about online sexual engagement was particularly pertinent in this period. People may have been more responsive to the advertisements, or more tuned into the topic, because digital media played a greater role in people’s social and intimate lives as a result of Covid-19 lockdowns (Watson et al., 2021).

The study was advertised on social media, Facebook and Instagram. The advertisement invited people to click on a link which took them to a webpage containing further information about the study and the option to provide contact details and complete a short survey which asked about demographic characteristics. This was to ensure participants were eligible for the study and to enable researchers to select a range of participants based on diversity of characteristics: age, gender, sexuality, rurality and ethnicity. As a small, yet diverse, range of participants expressed interest in the study all those who completed the survey were invited to participate. Eligible participants were contacted by a researcher who provided further information to ensure they could give informed consent and arrange interviews.

Interviews commenced by asking participants to describe what they considered to be sexual health. Subsequent questions asked people about their experiences of learning about sex, relationships, bodies or sexual health online so that it was clear to participants that we aimed to adopt a broad perspective on sexual health and sexual literacy in the interview. In relation to learning about sex, relationships, bodies or sexual health online, participants were asked: whether they had engaged with online resources or spaces, the ways in which they preferred to learn, where they had encountered learning, and what they considered to be the benefits or risks associated with online environments. Participants were also asked about their experiences of face-to-face learning about sex, relationships, bodies or sexual health from parents or in RSE and were encouraged to consider how this differed to the content they engage with, or what they learn about, in online spaces.

Data analysis was initially undertaken by one researcher using a set of a-priori codes which related to: how people described or understood sexual health, topics of importance to young people, processes for searching for online content, types of online mediums or platforms engaged with, the nature of online engagement with others, perceptions of risk and benefit of online engagement, capacity to critically assess online content, and ideas for how to support RSE in online environments. Alongside this, following Braun and Clarke (2019), an inductive coding process was used to identify codes not recognized in the frame, as well as sub-codes, reflecting broadly on the concepts of learning about sexual health and online engagement outlined above. Themes were developed through development of analytical memos and several meetings of the research team to discuss how to interpret codes and develop themes. Themes related to processes for learning about sex, relationships and bodies online, engaging with others online to learn about sex, relationships and bodies and critical engagement with online content. The findings presented in this paper relate specifically to the development of sexual literacy. Other findings have been published elsewhere (Waling et al., 2022b). For this paper, two researchers independently recoded the data using an iterative method that draw from constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2017), in which the concepts of sexual literacy and sexual agency informed identification of codes and the development of core concepts or themes. Draft themes were: (1) the internet allows for a ‘patchwork’ approach to learning about sex, bodies and relationships; (2) young people learn about sex, bodies and relationships online through talking and interacting and searching for other people’s ideas and opinions; (3) sexual health information is complex and multi-faceted and this is reflected in the ways people learn online; (4) online spaces provide opportunities for self-reflection and that is what people want; (5) young people want to meet others online or hear stories that reflect their own experiences; (6) opportunity for self-reflection and critical engagement and challenges and barriers to online engagement; (7) nothing is straight forward and people learn over time/as they get older how to make the most of the internet. The research team collectively refined and articulated these themes through the process of writing this paper.


Participants

There were nine participants who identified as a man/male, seven as a woman/female, four as non-binary, two as trans (one person identified as a trans man and one as a trans woman/trans femme), two as genderqueer and one used other terms to describe their gender. Note, several participants identified with more than one gender. There were seven participants who identified as heterosexual/straight, seven as bisexual, seven as gay or lesbian, one as queer and one as omni-sexual. Several participants identified with more than one sexual identity. Most participants (n = 18) resided in a suburban area or capital city and/or inner suburban area. There were four participants from regional/rural areas. Most participants (n = 18) were born in Australia although they described a range of ethnicities: 12 described their ethnicity as Anglo Celtic, white or European, seven identified their ethnicity with Asian countries including China, Malaysia, or Singapore, one participant was South African, and one was Croatian. No participants were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Six participants indicated that they were living with disability, were neurodivergent or were experiencing a long-term chronic illness that affected their day-to-day life. Three participants indicated they were currently religious, while the rest held no religion or identified as atheist or agnostic.




Results

Young people in this study did not describe learning about sexual health online as a neat process of searching for answers, or even having definable questions about sex and relationships or sexual health more broadly. Rather, they described processes of exploring multiple sources and engaging with multiple people to get a sense of what was going on in relation to the issues they were concerned about or interested in. The findings also showed the extent to which sexual health learning was personal. These young people were not searching for abstract information about their health or sexual practices. Rather, they were wanting to learn about themselves and make sense of their own experiences. The following presentation of findings is focused on the ways young people described how online spaces facilitated these processes of learning.


The internet facilitates self-directed inquiry and exploration about sexual health

Participants had varied perspectives on how they might be likely to approach learning about sexual health online, including the issues they would be likely to explore, the questions they may want answered, and the type of medium they preferred for talking or learning about sexual health (e.g., YouTube, websites, discussion forums). Common to most interviews, however, were participant’s descriptions of a ‘patchwork’ approach to online engagement. No-one spoke about finding one particular site or source of information to learn about sexual health. Rather, they described the ways they read across multiple websites; how they participated in forums or social media while cross-checking ideas or information on various websites; or how they followed ‘influencers’ or particular content creators, but also read up on particular issues when they wanted to know more. Several participants described an approach to online engagement that involved following multiple links or ideas – going down the virtual ‘rabbit hole’. This process of engagement facilitated a type of bespoke learning about sexual health in which participants were able to engage with issues, concerns or questions that were personal and immediate to their needs, while also connecting them with sources they valued and trusted. For example, Hannah (aged 20) subscribes to content produced by a range of creators, largely sexologists and queer community creators on YouTube, which she described as exposing her to conversations she would not be likely to have elsewhere and in a forum where she can easily cross-check information. Hannah said,


I kind of prefer a bit of a mix between those personal lived experiences and stories, and that more solid information, facts, type thing, because I think it can definitely have a lot more of an impact on you if it’s more of a personal experience, but I think definitely there would need to be incorporation of those facts and traditional education type stuff, yeah.
 

Hannah’s experience was typical of many participants, in that it involved multiple information sources and a process of following up information on various sites. Others expanded on this, describing a process of slowly working out sources, creators, organisations or locations that aligned with their identity or interests, and that they trusted. Gabriel (age 20) said,


[Like] you will start with one link and basically in like the next couple minutes or even couple of hours or such like that you would be onto new terms and stuff.
 

This process of learning was particularly relevant to LGBTQA+ young people who were often figuring out their own experiences, feelings and identity. However, it was also about developing a deeper understanding of complex issues and working out which information to trust. Ashton (age 20), for example, told us that the internet is useful for official government information that’s “evidence-based” and “prioritize[s] safety” and which cited statistics and references to support it. However, he also scanned blogs or forums that were enjoyable and engaging to read and included “personal experiences or complex situations” or “trivial dating advice.” He wanted to compare multiple sources of information for queries where there are no clear-cut answers. Kaleb (aged 20) similarly talked about how he would follow up any ideas, opinions or information whose credibility he was unsure of with further searching and reading. Kaleb said,


If it feels like I’ve got a definitive answer from like the first place I look, say like a Reddit forum, then I feel like I’d stop there. But if I’m like I don’t really trust these people’s opinions or, this just seems wrong, I feel like I’d go further into it.
 

For young people in this study, the form and function of the internet allowed them to move easily between multiple places and sources—sometimes concurrently—whilst engaging with a wide array of content. This facilitated a level of critical engagement with the ideas or content they encountered. Young people were not passively absorbing information about sexual health, but actively seeking content that was relevant and of most interest to them. They were also very attuned to the creators and sources of content, but, like Kaleb above, willing to question and critique sources they did not trust. The process of engaging with multiple sources and ideas, and cross-checking information, encouraged a critical approach to learning about sexual health.



Gathering online facilitates learning about sexual health

Previous researchers have noted that we need to think about the internet as a place in which people gather or participate (Albury and Hendry, 2023). This has relevance for sexual health promotion because it means that, rather than thinking about content that needs to be created to inform young people (e.g., a website), online sexual health promotion is about engaging with people in social spaces (Albury, 2018; Albury and Hendry, 2023). The findings in this study support this perspective. Participants described their online engagement in terms that revealed their awareness of, and contact with, others in those spaces. For example, in describing her engagement with sexology/sex therapy and queer content creators on YouTube, Hannah (aged 20) said that the creators are often oriented toward engaging with followers and building a community around their content. Hannah said,


Yeah and I also think it creates a bit more of a community I guess as well, especially as, like, a queer woman, it’s like that sense of community I guess and kind of education that you don’t really get too often in more of the mainstream stuff, yeah.
 

Diana (aged 25), a trans woman, similarly described the importance of online community to her when it came to learning about her gender and sexuality. In part this was because it exposed Diana to multiple perspectives on complex issues and helped her to make sense of her personal experiences. Diana did not, however, go online to seek out information or in response to any particular concerns or queries. Rather, her general online engagement led her to communities through which she was gradually introduced to new ways of viewing the world and herself. Diana said,


When I was a teenager, Twitter was incredibly important in developing my sense of sexuality and gender and stuff like that, even if I didn’t really know it at the time, because I was interacting and listening to a lot of perspectives from trans women and queer people, and from there I kind of understood a lot more than any really, any kind of deliberate resource ever did. And I feel like a lot of that kind of just interaction with people who I felt similar to, … and hearing them explain why things are good or things are bad or why they like the things that they like, especially when it's around such tricky things like gender, were much more helpful than reading it … And when I was trying to learn about this stuff, I wasn’t trying to learn about it, I just kind of listened to a lot of stuff and then just kind of eventually it seeped into my brain and then like, then it worked.
 

Diana’s experience is, to some extent, what is unique about the internet in that there are opportunities to find connections or ideas even if someone is not clear about what they are wanting or needing. There is a lot of interaction and communication to tap into. This also generates support networks. Kit (aged 22) described how the internet enabled them to find other people with similar lived experiences. It was in these groups that conversations about sex or relationships came up. Kit stated,


I’m on a couple of autistic Facebook groups because I’m autistic myself and there is quite often questions about, like, what do we do about sex especially in terms of, like, over-stimulation and stuff like that. These are things a lot of people wouldn’t think about … You will get people in my disability groups in my gender groups asking about specifically like sexual relationships, romantic relationships like how that works and if anyone has any tips to make it work and stuff like that.
 

Ellis (aged 24) similarly spoke about being part of multiple different groups online in which they learned a lot about sexual health through everyday conversations. Ellis said,


I guess, from actually having real contact with people who kind of pointed out places where my understanding was wrong, or were just willing to listen to me asking questions or you were creating material that was more healthy and more talking about relationships, and actually mentioned things like new safe sex and the STDs being a reality and that type of content, I guess. And from there, yeah, that's kind of started. And I do remember going back again, looking for more answers from official sources.
 

As well as developing a sense of community, some participants spoke about the ways in which sexual health content became part of a group conversation. Lydia (aged 21), for example, spoke about accessing forums where people sought relationship advice from other forum participants. These forums tended to draw in a lot of people in and were often shared around in ways that created multiple conversations about the issue or query posed. Lydia said.


I think the responses [to questions posed on the forum] generally are pretty helpful. I mean, some of them would just be people tagging their friends saying, ‘Hey, come look at this.’
 

Similarly, Jules (aged 18), spoke about posting questions on Quora or other sites and finding a range of perspectives or responses that were helpful, but also represented what other people were dealing with. Jules said, “It was definitely good to know I wasn’t alone in whatever I was needing help with, and to hear advice from people who know firsthand.”

Overall, people were very present in participants’ description of learning about sexual health online. Participants did not talk about websites or resources as much as they did their interactions with other people online, including content creators or the followers of creators. This was not only a reflection of the ways that young people tend to think about the internet, as a place for chatting or connecting, but also speaks to the processes of learning about sexual health that young people valued, such as space to hear others’ opinions, and opportunities to feel validated and not alone. For sexually or gender diverse young people, learning about sex and relationships relied heavily on developing affiliation with others who had similar experiences or identities, something facilitated through online interactions.



The internet can facilitate access to personal stories that enables personal reflection

As described in the above section, many participants spoke about using the internet to seek personal stories or advice from people they relate to, or with whom they have had similar life experiences. Seeking relationship advice or support was mentioned by many as something that initiated their engagement in online spaces, others were also interested in testing whether their perspectives aligned with others. Kaleb (aged 20), for example, stated that the online environment was the main place he was able to find people with relatable experiences, which he found valuable. Kaleb said,


It's 100% the personal story [I am looking for] … I don’t think people, like, when they, like, look for this kind of stuff they're looking for something that’s like peer reviewed and credited … They just want something that’s personal and kind of, like, matches their current situation … It is, like, you can type anything, put Reddit at the end of it and then some guy like 10 years ago has the exact same situation as you.
 

For Kaleb, these forums helped him find reassurance and to realize he was not alone in his situation or feelings, via a process that was relatively low investment—he did not need to reveal too much about himself or even try very hard to find that person who had a similar experience. This type of content and connection is readily available online. Kaleb also found these forums useful for challenging his perspective, stating, “My judgement might be clouded because I’m really in love with this person, or I’ve had bad past experiences, let us get other people’s opinions that aren’t swayed by my biases.”

Diana (aged 25), similarly looked for personal stories online. Diana pointed out that “people being themselves on the internet” would be very hard to replicate in “official” education content. This authenticity was seen as unique to this environment, where networks of people were constantly sharing parts of themselves and their experiences. Diana said,


But yeah, I think that one thing that I credit with more than anything is like people being themselves on the internet and talking about their lives and going, like, oh wait yeah this maps up to this and this maps up to this. And I can find these parallels in another person’s experience and I can go, oh, okay maybe I should think about this.
 

Wren (aged 23) also described online engagement in sexual health as often starting from a personal experience or question. Recalling an experience when they were younger Wren said,


So I just started with a really, really broad sort of search just like, basically, because I had fallen in love with my best friend. So, I ended up just looking up … how do you know you're in love with your best friend? It really started as simple as that. And then once I read through a few articles, and was like, okay, I think this applies to me. Then I went from there to be like, how do you know that you're, that you're gay? Because I thought I was gay at the time.
 

Seeking insight from others about their relationships was one way participants described using online content to facilitate self-reflection or insight. Others, however, spoke about what they gained from exposure to different perspectives. Kaleb (aged 20), for example, described how he felt that he was very much still learning about sex and sexuality and that he continually picked up snippets of information or ideas from the internet that led him to think about himself, or that he reflected on. Kaleb said,


I find sometimes you learn a lot from social media platforms about like what the norms are, especially regarding sex, it's like oh you didn’t understand that either, it's like oh you only learnt that as well now, it's like oh that’s the thing, like … Sometimes yeah just like people sharing their experiences in like a random tweet, it's like did you think this was this up until that age, or like are you normal, and then the tweet has like 300,000 likes and people resonate with it.
 

Participants’ descriptions of seeking self-reflection or insight reveal what they valued about the internet as a place to connect with others and find people and stories with which they felt some affiliation. Self-reflection, however, is more than affiliation or connection with others, it is also a process of checking one’s experiences or ideas against others, of questioning where one sits in the world, or where one’s values align. Several participants spoke about this as being part of how they learnt about sex and relationships.



Learning about sexuality and sexual health is complicated: where to begin is not obvious

As Wren’s quotation in the previous section showed (“So, I ended up just looking up… how do you know you are in love with your best friend?”), many young people in this study described challenges to learning about sexual health online that related to the complexity, or vagueness, of what they were wanting to know. This was particularly the case when they were younger teenagers. They did not necessarily understand what they wanted or needed to learn about, or what issues they were worried about, or what they needed to be resolved. Nor did they necessarily know where to start with learning. Most said they felt more confident with this as they grew older and had more sexual experiences.

Online spaces were both a challenge and a resource for young people in beginning to explore sex and relationships. The benefit, of course, was the opportunity provided by online spaces for young people to explore multiple queries or issues. For Wren, searching “how do you know if you are in love with your best friend” led down a rabbit hole where they eventually came to reflect on their sexuality. Similarly, Kit (aged 22), spoke about their experience as a teenager in which they were figuring out their sexuality and gender identity through a process of searching. As a person who is asexual and non-binary, it was not straightforward for Kit to find information online as they did not necessarily know the search terms to input or what they were looking for. However, gradually, they found social media sites and groups with which they felt aligned, and their learning grew from there. Kit stated,


It was still a process. I had to look at multiple different websites and you’d have some information that kind of conflicted with each other and then like you start looking at Facebook groups and stuff and they start recommending what organizations you should be looking at because they have kind of figured that out before you.
 

However, for other young people, the online environment was a challenge to the extent that finding relevant content can be difficult, and knowing how to access relevant spaces takes time. Many described that, as a younger teenager, they found it much more difficult to engage with online content relating to sex because they felt less confident or more embarrassed to search for sex-related content. For some, this was a general, almost abstract, embarrassment while others spoke about finding online porn to be confronting, something they inevitably came across. For others, such as several participants who were raised in conservative households, they were genuinely concerned about their parents reacting badly if they saw their web browsing history. Others stated that they found sexual material intimating or not well targeted to their age group. As Hannah (aged 20) said,


As a 15–16-year-old, looking stuff up, I found quite a lot of it was a bit more targeted at the more adult crowd … I think, on YouTube, I found that a lot of the time it is more targeted at a bit more of an adult audience.
 

Many participants spoke about developing confidence to engage with spaces or content related to sexual health as they grew older and became more familiar with it and/or as it became more normal in their friendship circles to talk about sex.

Some participants expressed their frustrations that relevant content or connections could be hard to find, even in a diverse online environment. Two participants with disability, for example, mentioned their challenges finding relevant information about disability and sexuality, as Ira (aged 18) said, “So I’m a wheelchair user. So, if anything, I find it hard to find disability related content. And then, you know, it’s really hard to find queer related stuff. So, then it’s even a nightmare to find ones that actually include both that intersect.” However, several young people observed that this issue was not unique to the internet. The internet, in this way, reflects broader understanding and attitudes toward sexuality and bodies.




Discussion

The definition of sexual literacy we adopted for this study articulates ‘good’ sexual literacy as the capacity to access, make sense of, and communicate about, knowledge related to sex, sexual bodies, sexuality and sexual rights. Developing sexual literacy with young people is therefore not just about ensuring people have a good knowledge of issues to do with individual or clinical aspects of sexual health, but also encouraging critical insight into the social and relational aspects of sex and the cultural, social and political barriers to achieving a safe and satisfying sex life (Jones and Norton, 2007; McDaid et al., 2021). The ways in which young people described learning about sexual health online in this study points to various ways in which the online environment has potential to support sexual literacy.

Firstly, young people in this study described exploring sexual health issues from multiple perspectives and sources online. They were aware that the online environment allowed them to seek various opinions and perspectives on issues related to sex, sexuality, their relationships or sexual health, and sought this out. Tapping into multiple sources was, in part, related to young people’s process of critically evaluating the quality of information, or identifying misinformation. However, it was also about learning from others and engaging in a process of exploring and reflecting on their personal experiences. What was striking in these interviews, was the extent to which the form and function of the internet facilitated this. The ease with which young people could move between an entertainment (or info-tainment) forum such as YouTube and other websites or social media sites to gather ideas or check information enabled critical engagement with the content. Young people were not passively absorbing information but asking questions and exploring lines of thinking. These findings show the ways in which online spaces have potential to support understanding of information and issues but also embed, as normal process, curious and critical approaches to learning about sex, relationships and sexual health.

Another element relevant to our definition of sexual literacy is the social nature of online engagement. In young people’s interviews, there were many references to other people, alliances, finding connections and learning from others. This is an important aspect of sexual literacy to the extent that learning from others is part of a process of learning about sex within social networks and cultures. In effect, learning from others is a necessary part of learning about the norms and ethics of sex and relationships (Albury and Hendry, 2023). This type of peer-based learning is not, of course, unique to online spaces. People are learning about human relationships in all spaces. However, the internet clearly provides opportunities for peer-to-peer interaction in various forums, such as discussion sites where people post questions or online groups where people with similar experiences gather.

As a concept, sexual literacy is inherently political in that literacy about sex and sexual health requires consideration of political, social or cultural barriers to sexual health or sexual pleasure (which we might define as limits to sexual rights) (Jones and Norton, 2007; McDaid et al., 2021). For example, understanding the ways women are often culturally discouraged from, or shamed for, asserting desire or expressing sexual pleasure may be part of developing critical cultural and political insight into how one has experienced their sex life (Ford et al., 2019).

Most young people in this study did not speak overtly about sexual politics or the ways in which they engaged with online spaces to challenge political or cultural barriers to sexual health or pleasure. However, they spoke about information sharing, and building connections online, in ways that showed the significance of these alliances in understanding sexual differences and inequalities. In particular, the sexually or gender diverse young people in this study, and those with disability, were aware of areas where their experiences were not represented online (or offline) and their experience of online engagement was often about looking between mainstream content to find groups, alliances or information that was relevant to them. This process of connecting with others, or learning about others’ experiences, is often about overcoming social barriers or inequities.

This point is made by Byron and Hunt (2017) in their discussion about engagement in informal social networks, both online and offline, among young people. Byron and Hunt argue that politics, activism, personal storytelling and exploration of sexuality and gender often sit together in complex ways. Reflecting on experiences working with, or observing, online networks of young people, Byron writes:


Here, users address audiences that are both fictional and real, often comprised of unknown others whose marginalisations and/or differences are similarly composed. Many conversations I’ve witnessed seem to be about turning these differences around – from a space of discomfort and non-acceptance, to an accepted experience of selfhood (made more acceptable in light of these experiences being communal). This suggests a practice not restricted to ‘finding self’, but very much integrated with the practice of ‘finding community’, where affirmation is sought through shared understandings and experiences (Byron and Hunt, 2017, page 326).
 

Byron and Hunt argue that this informal, peer-based learning provides personal support for young people who are marginalized in ways that can profoundly improve their confidence or sense of self. This often happens through sharing personal stories and building a sense of collective identity and community – even in forums where other people may be anonymous. In this way, online spaces where young people share personal stories are often also generating critical insight, and often resistance to, homophobia or normative ideas about young people, sexuality, sex and risk. This type of learning and personal/political insight is not always considered to be a core part of sex education. However, it is a core part of developing sexual literacy if we think of sexual literacy as a conglomerate of skills, awareness, resources and potential to act within the bounds of what is available to a young person (Bay-Cheng, 2019). The findings in this study certainly speak to the potential for online spaces to enable this process of connecting with others, sharing personal stories and developing critical insight in ways that likely give young people insight into how to navigate sex and relationships in their social world.

The lens of sexual literacy is a valuable way to understand the potential for online spaces to support sexual health and wellbeing. As Albury and Hendry (2023) have argued, consumption of information does not describe the ways in which young people engage with online spaces. Indeed, Hendry and Albury suggest the term ‘participate’ online is more apt. With this in mind, effective online sexual health promotion or sexuality education needs to be conceived of as a process of interacting with young people or supporting young people to develop insight or capacities – not as an exercise in producing information. As a concept, sexual literacy is more expansive than ‘information’ or knowledge (Herdt et al., 2021). It taps into what is needed to support young people to act in relation to their sexual health. This does not mean young people will always be in a position to act, but thinking of what young people need in online spaces to support sexual literacy widens our focus to consider how online interactions or processes of learning may enhance critical insight, personal awareness and reflection or build alliances and community. This in turn may support a young person’s confidence with their sexuality, gender or their body, or foster capacity to act in ways that are reflexive or assertive in relation to sexual health, safety or wellbeing. When it comes to evaluating the impact on online resources, or spaces – or designing online sexual health interventions—sexual literacy may be a useful concept to draw from. In particular, it may help frame understanding of the impact of peer-based interactions and learning for supporting sexual health (Byron and Hunt, 2017; Albury, 2018).

A lot has been written about the ways in which misinformation or the darker elements of the internet – trolling, bullying, body image pressure from social media, inappropriate sexual representation in pornography or over-exposure to pornography—have potential to undermine sexual health and contribute to gender-based violence (see for, e.g., Henry and Powell, 2016; Henry et al., 2017; Henry et al., 2020; Jiotsa et al., 2021; Svedin et al., 2023). Our intention here is not to disregard this as, of course, the potential for online spaces to support sexual health will inevitably sit alongside the risks and challenges. Indeed, there were challenges and limitations spoken about by our participants. There is a need consider how to engage the skills and confidence young people have in navigating online environments (including skills in critically assessing content) to support digital safety and build what we might term digital sexual literacy—the skills, resourcefulness, and critical capacity to safely and confidently participate in online environments in order to learn, and communicate, about sexual health, sexual rights, sex and relationships.

There are some considerations and potential limitations to note from this study. Firstly, the sample was small and focused directly on young people’s experiences of learning about sex, relationships and bodies online. We did not ask about the many broad experiences young people may have online, including negative experiences. Future research could be expanded into a more comprehensive study that looks at the ways young people engage with online spaces over time to learn about sexual health. Further, this sample was drawn from young people who explicitly responded to an advertisement about this topic. As such, we heard from people who were likely quite engaged with online spaces. As such, these findings cannot speak to broader sexual health promotion and education concerns about how to engage young people in sexual health who are not interested or who are not already engaged, to some degree, with online spaces or issues related to sexuality and sexual health.



Conclusion

Young people are not going online to passively absorb information about sexual health. They are going online to participate in social life – to communicate and connect with other people. This is how we need to think about building sexual literacy online. The aim is not to create content to fill young people’s heads with new knowledge, or even to control what they are learning. It is about encouraging young people to be curious and critical about what they are hearing or talking about online. In online spaces, young people are in a position to engage with many different perspectives and participate in many different conversations. They will be exposed to a wide range of ideas and opinions. This has potential to build critical sexual literacy if we work with young people to make the most of this space.

Sexual literacy is a valuable concept for understanding and evaluating the effectiveness of sexual health promotion and educational interventions beyond measures framed in risk or harm. That is, building sexual literacy is not just about providing skills for young people to avoid illness or harm, although this is certainly part of it. Rather, it is about supporting people to build insight and capacities that may help them pursue safe, respectful and pleasurable sex. This study shows the potential for online spaces to support sexual literacy through enabling communication, interaction and critical reflection about sex and relationships.
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