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Sex and Consent in Contemporary Youth Sexual Culture: The ‘Ideals’ and the ‘Realities’  
 

 
Aims  
This study aims to understand: 
 

• How abstract definitions of ‘consent’ conflict with the realities of English adolescents’ sexual cultures. 
• What is ‘new’ about participants’ understandings of consent and the accounts of their lived 

experiences. 
• What is persistent about participants’ attitudes and beliefs about the processes of negotiating and 

establishing consent. 
• How participants felt about education and interventions designed to support their personal, sexual 

and relational development. 
 
Key Findings 
Participants’ constructions of consent were multifaceted. The findings suggest that young people’s 
definitions of consent often did not correspond to the socially- and contextually contingent realities of 
negotiating and establishing consensual sex(ting): 
 

• Participants had an awareness and understanding of consent, perhaps reflecting the increased focus 
on consent in Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) at school. 

• Longstanding gender norms and sexual scripts shaped their attitudes towards consent. For example, 
most participants attributed non-consensual or unwanted sex(ting) to the nature of masculine and 
feminine sexuality, further normalising the idea that boys have uncontrollable sex drives and will 
pursue girls for sex. This positions girls as gatekeepers who are responsible for resisting boys’ 
advances and communicating any non-consent. 

• Both heterosexual and LGBT+ participants tended to conceive of LGBT+ dynamics as less problematic 
for consent. They defined these dynamics as inherently kinder, and more mutual and closely aligned. 

• The distance afforded by the physicality of digital devices intensified participants’ individualistic 
attitudes to consent. 

 
Policy Context 
Providing young people with legal definitions or ideal standards of ‘consent’ without engaging with the 
complexities of meaningful choice may not adequately support them in developing the skills and 
competences required for navigating consent in their situated sexual cultures. In light of this, RSE could 
connect abstract definitions of consent to the realities and complexities of everyday life. Results from this 
study show that there is an ongoing need to unpack the gendered and contextual contingencies of consent 
regarding participants’ expectations and standards of practice. RSE could seek to critically deconstruct these 
norms and sexual scripts, and acknowledge and discuss the gap between the ideals and realities of sexual 
consent. Doing so may help harness the potential for change in sexual practice, narratives and discourses to 
engender more ethical, egalitarian consent practices in youth (and adult) sexual culture. 
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The RSE model may lack resonance given young people perceive adults to lack the insight or credibility to 
meaningfully guide them in navigating their contemporary sexual cultures. Increasing the resonance of RSE 
could be achieved by rethinking power dynamics and processes of learning and knowledge-building. Rather 
than assuming that adults have all the answers, adults and young people should collaboratively identify and 
resolve problems. Both should be conceived of as bringing valuable and valid knowledge and skills to the 
pedagogic process, and as capable of exploring and learning together. RSE should, as a result, engage with 
the complexities of sexual consent through collaborative exchange and dialogue between educators and 
learners in which young people are invited to actively contribute their perspectives and to shape the focus 
of education based on their lived experience and situated realities. 
 
 
Methodology 
The results reported in this paper are derived from two studies. The first study was conducted in 2016, and 
the second in 2018. Participants were recruited from schools and youth clubs, with gatekeepers providing 
information sheets and consent forms to young people and group interviews arranged with those who 
consented. In the first study, 9 group interviews were conducted with 41 young people aged 14 to 18 (23 
boys, 16 girls and two young people identifying as gender-fluid), and followed by one-to-one interviews with 
four girls and three boys. Most identified as heterosexual, with five participants identifying as gay/lesbian, 
three bisexual, two pansexual and one biromantic asexual. 
 
The second study was conducted in late 2018. The principal investigator spent two weeks as an embedded 
researcher in a co-educational independent boarding school discussing sex, relationships, identity and 
wellbeing with students aged 12 to 18. Demographic data was not formally collected. 
 
Background 
Young people’s sexual cultures are increasingly digitally-mediated and wider sociocultural narratives are 
deconstructing and challenging the normalisation of unwanted and nonconsensual sex. RSE is to become 
mandatory in most schools in England, and guidance from the Department of Education states that young 
people should be equipped with an understanding of the legal and conceptual aspects of consent, and how 
to communicate and interpret consent. However, the guidance does not provide specific definitions of 
consent and is deliberately non-prescriptive regarding how teachers should engage with the topic with young 
people. This research explored participants’ practices and perceptions of sexting particularly around ethical 
issues of privacy and consent. 
 
Source Setty, E. (2021). Sex and consent in contemporary youth sexual culture: The 'ideals' and the 
'realities'. Sex Education, 21(3), 331-346.  
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