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Sex, Spin and Circulation
yet often true, excusefor mistakes.
Other causes are we^er. How
about ambition? Most reporters
crave the big story. How about
commercial pressure? Powerful me-
^a empires threaten journalistic
integrity less than new sources of
news—cable TV, the Internet Edi-

• torsface fierce competition for peo
ple'sattention. Everyone needs hot

The cleanlittlesecretabout teen
age sex is that there's le^ of it than
there used to be: not muchlessbut
enou^ to reverse a long upward
spiraL You would not havelearned
tWs; however, from Time maga
zine's recent cover story: "Every
thingyourkids already know about
sex." Teens know more about sex
than ever, it said.So there mustbe
(it implied) more teen sex than
wer. Thefirst notion may be true;
the second isn't

Surveys by the National Center
forHealth Statistics showthat teen
age sexual activityhas declined in
the 1990s. In 1995, the proportion
of girls 15 to 19 who had ever had
sex was 50 percent down from 53
percent in 1988and 55 percent in
1990.That endedyearsof rises: In
1970, only 29percent ofteen girls
had hadsex. Boys showed a similar

• drop. The frequency ofsex mayalso
be declining. Among boys, 38per
cent had had sex within three
months of the survey in 1995; in
1988, fte figure was 43percent

We inthepressprize a reputation
for honesty, and when one of us
falsifies, we get hu^. There has
been much of this latefcr. Stephen
Glass, a writer for the New Repub:
lie, was revealed to have invented
sources. Patricia Smith, a Boston
Globe columnist, resigned afterfah-
ri^ting people and quotes. But
lying is a rare sin. The more com
mon problem—lessnoted—is selec
tive orsloppy reporting ofthe type,
in the Time, story. The facts and
quotes may be correct, but the
overall message is questionable or
wrong.

Tune isn't alone. Almost any re
porter with a long career (me in
cluded; also note, I write for News-
week) has erred sometimes. The
Wall Street Journal recently said, in
a review ofpublic opinion, that "the
definmg political issueof the 1990s
is health care" and cited mass un-
happiness with managed care. Well,
maybe. Butafter reviewing polls on
health care, Karlyn Bowman of the
American Enterprise Institute con
cludedthat discontentisoverstated.
Forexample, Gallup regularly asks
people to irate the nation's biggest
problem.TheApril results were: the
budget deficit, 5 percent; health
care, 6 percent; the economy, 11
percent;crime,20percent.

"The secret of our business—
first, you simplify; then, you exag
gerate," an unknown newsmanonce
said. Deadline pressure is a womj

"Time's story"
offended me as a

parent and a

reporter."
stories to boost circulation and TV
ratings, which draw advertising.
Packaging (covers, headlines, pic
tures and prose) becomes every
thing spin is in. Truth gets pinch^.

I suspect—but can'tprove—that
tins sort of climate encouraged
Time's cover on teenage sex. It
instantfy^gotmyattention, because I
have a 13-year-old dau^ter (and
also sons 11 and 8). She avidly

, watches one of the TV shows fea
tured in the story, "Dawson's
Creek," a series in which, among
other things,a high school student
has ail affair with one of his teach
ers. Time then leapsfrommoreTV
teen sex to more real teen sex.

Although the story never states
this directly—^it can't without hard
^dence—^it suggests the connec
tion inmany ways. Thestory opens
with a four-column picture of two
teens, partially disrobed and
sprawled on each other, with his
hand creeping toward her fanny.

.The stor3^s first four pull-quotes
(highli^ted inbig tjqie) emphasize
the ease of real sex:

"If you're feeliTtg steamy and
hot, there's only one thing you
want to do." —Stephanie, who lost
her virginityat age14.

"IfthePresidentcan do it, why
cany we?" —^a male student, rea
soning at a Denver middleschooL

^eens today are almost non
chalant about sex." —junior
school counselor inSalt Lake City.

"Ifyou watch TV, th^'ve got
everythingyou want to knaw."-r-
Brett, 14, in Denver.
.Thestory's writer, Ron Stodghifl •

n, said heloiew ofsurveys showing
less teenagesex but minimized the
drops because they occurred from

levels much higher than in the early
1970s (true). Heemphasized "how
Idds are bombarded with sexual
images" and how parents have less
influence over their behavior. Half-
wy throu^,the story biieffy men
tions that the teenage birthrate is
down 12percent since 1991—a fact
attributed to more contraception.
The story's editor. Howard Chua-
Eoan, said he didn't know that
surveys showed less sex; Stodghill
said he was told.

Whatever happened, the story
vras misleading. "Those are real
kids in the story," said Kristin
Moore ofChild Trends, which mon
itors children's issues. But "there's
alsothe otherextreme—fundamen
talist kids who take chastity vows."
Andmany teens are in the middle.
Theyfeel awkward, hesitantor fear
ful toward early sex. Surveys con
firm thismuddled picture.

Some teens arehavingsexearlier
than ever. Between 1988 and 1995,
the proportion ofgirls having sex
before age 15 rose from 11 to 19
per^t, report Joyce Abma of the
National Center for Health Statisr
tics and Freya Sonenstein of the
Urban Institute. Notall this sex is
voluntary. Some is rape. Some isso ;
compelled that girls later judge it i
"unwanted." By contrast, thebroad- i
er decline in teensex is concentrat- •
edinthesuburbs. Among suburban i
girls 15to 19, the proportion who i
hadhadsexwithin three months of i

'the survey dropped from 41 to 34 j
percent between 1988 and 1995. In
central cities, there was little :
change. '

We can't fully ^lain these !.
trends. IsabelSawhill of the Nation
alCampaign toPrevent Teen Preg
nancy says that the fear of AIDS
deters teens. She also suspects that
values are shifting. Apoll ofcollege
freshmen asks whether "sex isokay :
if people like each other." In 1987,
52 percent thoughtso; by 1996, onfy
42 percent did. And-parents may
matter Infamilies with two biologi
cal parents, teen sex (at age 15)
occurs half asoften asinone-parent
families. Ifchildrenfeelmoresecure
or loved, they may be less vulnera
ble,adventurousor foolish.

Time's story offended me as a
parent and reporter. It falsely told
teens thateveryone's "doing it"—or
soonwin—^whdi everyone isn't Peer
pressure based on bad information
isn'tlikefy to lead to good decisions.
The story was a fine read but
achieved spinat theesqiense oftruth.
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