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 I.  Introduction  

We are inundated with messages and cautionary tales about teen sexuality and 

new media use.  We hear stories about teens meeting strangers online for sexual 

adventures, posting riske pictures of themselves on their social network sites, sending 

semi-nude self-portraits via their cell phones and we fear the seemingly permanent digital 

footprint and the social fallout from these behaviors.  As a counterpoint to these stories 

permeating the news cycle, let me share with you a story I heard while researching teens, 

sexuality and new media use.  

Alice and Josh are fairly representative of the teens I talk to.  Their typical day 

looks something like this: “I get out of the shower, get dressed, go to my PC, log on to 

MSN, and talk to Alice,” says 17-year-old Josh about his morning routine. At that time of 

the day, he finds it easier to instant message on MSN than to talk on the phone with 17-

year-old Alice, his girlfriend. After logging off IM, the couple might talk on their mobile 

phones as they commute to school. During the school day they trade text messages such 

as “Im in da band room” about their whereabouts and plans. They use the phone to 

coordinate their activities and sometimes to arrange a private space away from adult 

supervision to “hook up.”  One text message interchange was as follows:  

Josh: I dunno if ne thing could happen my bro is going to be home. ;_; 

Alice: I have a car.  We can go somewhere 

Josh: Sure. 

Alice: You choose destination.  123 not it! 

Josh: What time should i get there? 

Josh: I'm walking home now. 

Josh: Should I walk to ur house? 

Several hours after that question Josh wrote, “That was so good.”  After school Alice 

might join Josh at his house, completing her homework while he plays his favorite video 

game, Final Fantasy, or they might continue to communicate by sending messages such 

as “I’ll be here for a while, go to sleep, I love you.”  

While yes, sexuality is part of their daily routine, Josh and Alice’s story sounds 

relatively tame compared to the ominous stories we hear regularly from the media, such 

as the following.  While they were dating, Jesse Logan of Ohio sent nude photos of 
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herself to her boyfriend via her cell phone.  When they broke up, he forwarded the stored 

photos to other girls at their high school.  These girls relentlessly harassed Jesse, and 

eventually she was so distraught she committed suicide.  

In which story do we find the truth of teen sexual cultures and new media?  I 

argue we find it in both.  New media is both a tool to allow teens to access information 

and craft social worlds in a previously unknown way and the permanence and 

replicability of new media subjects teens to new risks for which both adults and teens are 

not yet fully prepared.  As a result, adults are profoundly anxious about what teens are 

doing online and these fears about the online world have dominated policy and popular 

culture discussions since the middle of the 1990s (Soderlund 2008).  Policy makers, 

scholars and pundits have divided roughly into two camps around the topic of youth and 

new media:  optimists or boosters and pessimists or detractors (Holloway and Valentine 

2003; Thurlow and McKay 2003) Optimists tend to hype the educational (and economic) 

possibilities of increased media literacy, claiming that new media helps youth learn, 

makes them responsible citizens and augments their social lives (Holloway and Valentine 

2003; Livingstone 2002).  Pessimists are usually concerned about the same level of 

knowledge and use, arguing that new media renders teens more vulnerable to predators, 

leads to social isolation, ruins concentration and exposes youth to adult themes at early 

ages (Holloway and Valentine 2003; Livingstone 2002; Osgerby 2004; Thurlow and 

McKay 2003;).  

 Part of the anxiety adults are feeling stems from the fact that, since inception in 

the 1950s until now, teen culture has been, in many ways, invisible to adults as teens 

spent most of their time in an age segregated peer culture  (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield 

and Tynes 2008).  However, with the advent of new media, an adult needs only to log on 

to MySpace, Youtube, Facebook or scroll through a teen’s text messages to receive a 

glimpse of the youth culture that for so long has operated outside of the realm of the adult 

world.  For teens, the online world has quickly become a primary venue through which to 

engage in youth culture and the developmental  tasks we have assigned to adolescence, 

such as the formation of identity, autonomy, intimacy and sexuality (Subrahmanyam, 

Greenfield and Tynes 2008).  
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In today’s talk I will bring  together a discussion of these developmental tasks, 

teens’ new media use and investigate the ways in which we can help teens navigate the 

murky and often shifting sexual, social and technological waters of adolescence.  I will 

begin by addressing the role new media plays in teenagers lives.  I will then discuss 

teens’ contemporary romance and sexual cultures, especially as they are shaping and 

shaped by new media. I will follow this by addressing some of the ways teens are using 

new media to get information about sexual health as well as efforts to use new media to 

reach teens with messages about sexual  health.  I will conclude by presenting some of 

the challenges inherent in conveying information to teens through new media by 

discussing the “digital divide” and the “participation gap.”  

 

II.  Teen New Media Culture 

What is teens’ new media culture?  What exactly do they do with all these 

gadgets?  I have spent much of the past several years “hanging out” with teens as they 

use new media.  As I talked with them, it became clear that their  daily activities and 

social worlds now orbit around new media and new media practices such as cell phones, 

instant messaging, posting and watching online videos as well as social networking 

(Rideout, Roberts and Foehr 2005). Indeed as American social life becomes increasingly 

wired, so too do contemporary teen cultures (Ito 2005; Montgomery 2000). In fact, youth 

spend more time with media than any single other activity besides sleeping (Roberts and 

Foehr 2008).  With the personalization of media as well as its miniaturization, youth can 

stay continually plugged in as computers, cell phones and handheld devices become basic 

equipment for contemporary teens (Roberts and Foehr 2008). In short, teens live in a 

mediated world.  The average 8-18 year old lives in a house with three televisions, three 

radios, three personal digital media players, two video game consoles and one personal 

computer (Roberts and Foehr 2008).  For young people, however, this "new media" does 

not feel “new” because they have used it for most of their lives (Oksman and Turtainen 

2004).  Computers and the internet are second nature to youth born since the early 1990s 

(Biocca 2000; Osgerby 2004).  This generation of teens is more likely to engage with 

new media than are their parents, often integrating new media devices and practices into 

their social worlds in ways which are invisible to adults (Oksman and Turtainen 2004). 
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Part of what I want to do today is make the invisible visible, to illuminate what youth are 

doing with new media. 

Teens spend a considerable amount of time in online settings (Huffaker and 

Calvert 2005).  When I talk to teenagers about technology use and ask them to identify 

their most important piece of technology, more often then not they emphatically tell me 

the "cell phone!" They also frequently inform me that they are "addicted" to their 

MySpace or Facebook site.  They hang out digitally in many of the ways they hangout in 

the physical world: surfing the web, playing games, gossiping through social network site 

posts, flirting over instant messaging and engaging in their hobbies, from car racing to 

writing fiction.  Their social network pages are like digital lockers, often prominently 

featuring pictures of them, their friends, their favorite bands and their hobbies, some set 

to the audio backdrop of their current favorite song.  For most young users the web is not 

an alternative world, a virtual reality or some sort of technological subculture (Abbott 

1998), it is simply another way for them to connect with their friends and peers in a way 

that seems seamless with their offline life (Osgerby 2004). 

 Using cell phones to call and text is a particularly popular activity. 71% of teens 

own cell phones (Lenhart 2008).  Teens use phones to aid in the intense self definition so 

central to contemporary adolescence – personalizing ring tones, decorating them with 

ornaments, and carefully choosing pictures to adorn the main screen.  Cell phones help 

teens redefine their personal spaces, in effect carving out all spaces as potential personal 

spaces, because with cell phones, they can "carry their friends around with 

them…through public and private spaces" (Osgerby 2004).  At any given time most teens 

have a digital list of their friends in their pocket and are continually available to these 

friends via voice or text. Text messaging has been especially  useful to teens, as they can 

remain connected to their friends even when an oral conversation is unwise or 

inappropriate.  

The internet is the other primary mode of communication for teens.  93% of teen 

use the internet and the use is intensifying (Lenhart et al 2007). Online, teens visit social 

network sites, instant message, blog and post and watch videos.  Social network sites 

have quickly become a  central part of teen culture. Over half of all teens who go online 

between the ages of twelve and seventeen have created profiles on these sites (Lenhart et 
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al 2007). Once a teen has created a profile, going on his or her social network site is often 

a daily activity.  For those teens who communicate via the internet, most of them prefer 

doing so through an social network site, instant messaging or leaving wallposts for each 

other, rather than using email (something only 14% of them do with one another)(Lenhart 

et al 2007).  Teenagers see email as a formal communication mechanism reserved for 

school, work or other communication with adults.  

While popular media outlets regularly air stories about teenagers logging on to 

these sites to meet strangers, youth actually use these sites much like they use their cell 

phones, or the way teens used to write notes to pass between class, that is, they use these 

sites to stay in contact with friends they already have and to make plans to hang out 

(Lampe, Ellison and Steinfield 2006; Lenhart et al 2007). Most (91%) say they use these 

sites to stay in touch with friends they see frequently and many (82%) stay in touch with 

friends they rarely see in person (Lenhart and Madden 2007). In other words, these online 

practices augment teens'  already existing social ties, more than they extend them to 

unknown people. And contrary to popular belief, most teens do not post an inordinate of 

personal information online (Hinduja and Patchin 2007).  In fact, between 40% and 66% 

of teens who have a social network site have limited access to their profiles (Hinduja and 

Patchin 2007; Lenhart and Madden 2007).  

Digital technology extends youth's domestic spaces and engenders a sense of 

freedom, much like the car used to (Laegran 2002; Maczewski 2002). The online world 

has broadened teens' social horizons allowing youth to meet, stay in touch with and make 

plans with others, both globally and locally (Holloway and Valentine 2003; Laegran 

2002; Osgerby 2004). 

 

III. Teen Cultures of Sexuality and Romance 

Given that a primary focus of adolescent culture is love, romance and sexuality 

(Subrahmanyam, Greenfield and Tynes 2008), it is little surprise that teens have quickly 

put new media to use in these pursuits. To know how we can help teens make decisions 

about sexuality, we need to how new media is used in their romantic and sexual 

relationships.  Contemporary teen romance culture is a primarily informal one (Bogle 

2008; Modell 1989). This informality is reflected in teen’s language, which frequently 
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lacks a clear vocabulary to define relationship status or practices:  "The terms courtship 

and even dating  have given way to hanging out and going out with someone (Miller and 

Benson 1999:106). Do not, however, mistake informality for a lack of salience.  Teens 

report that their strongest emotion is "the specific feeling of being in love" (Miller and 

Benson 1999 p. 99) and developmental psychologists consider romantic relationships an 

essential feature of social development in adolescence (Connolly and Goldberg 1999).  

Contemporary relationships among teens tend to be "casual, intense and brief" (Brown 

1999:310).  They are also, for all their emphasis on privacy and exclusivity,  profoundly 

social (Brown 1999).  Friends and social circles provide “opportunities to meet and 

interact with romantic partners, to initiate and recover from such relationships, and to 

learn from one's romantic experiences" (Collins and Sroufe 1999:126).  Especially in the 

early flirtatious stages, "romance is a public behavior that provides feedback from friends 

and age-mates" (Brown 1999:308). 

 Sex and sexuality are at the center of this dating and romance culture.  By their 

18th birthday, six in ten teenage girls and nearly seven in ten teenage boys have had 

sexual intercourse (Guttmacher Institute 2006).  Unfortunately, sexually active teens in 

the United States are less likely to use safer sex methods than are their peers in other 

developed countries (Guttmacher Institute 2006).  This lack of protection is important 

because U.S. teens have shorter relationships and, consequently, more sexual partners 

over time (Guttmacher Institute 2006).   Not surprisingly given these statistics, despite 

the decline of teenage pregnancy rates since 1990, the United States continues to have 

one of the highest teenage pregnancy rates in the developed world as well as hight rates 

of STIs (Guttmacher Institute 2006). 

These risky behaviors are due in no small part to the lack of comprehensive sex 

education in school.  As a culture, we have a difficult time treating sex as a normal 

healthy part of adolescence (Schalet 2000).  In fact, only 14% of schools nationwide offer 

comprehensive sex education in which abstinence is taught as one option among other 

safer sex practices, a phenomenon that has in large part been encouraged by federal 

funding policies (Guttmacher Institute 2006).  The number of teens receiving 

comprehensive sex education is on the decline while those receiving information focused 

on abstinence has increased (Guttmacher Institute 2006).  Not surprisingly, given the lack 
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of comprehensive sex education in schools, Judith Levine (2002) argues the internet is 

the best resource for teens when it comes to issues of sexuality.  It is claims like that 

underscore the importance of getting information about sexuality and relationships to 

teens via new media. 

  

III.  New Media, Sexuality and Relationships 

To talk about how we can reach teens and help them to make good sexual 

decisions, it’s important to know the role new media plays in their intimate, romantic and 

sexual relationships.  These sexual practices in which teenagers engage don’t occur in a 

vacuum, they occur in a culture of romance and intimacy that is shaped by and shaping 

teens use of new media.  

Themes of dating and romance, so central to teen cultures, dominate teen new 

media practices as well  (Lenhart and Madden 2007; Oksman and Turtainen 2004). 

Meeting potential love interests, flirting, solidifying, continuing and ending relationships 

all take place in these "networked publics" (Ito et al 2009). These communication 

technologies have provided a more extensive private sphere in which youth can 

communicate primarily with  age-clustered friends, acquaintances, and sometimes 

strangers outside of the purview of their parents or other authority figures. In their 

intimacy practices youth use three primary technologies—mobile phones (though many 

do still use home phones), instant messaging (IM), and social network sites. Mobile 

phones provide youth a way to maintain private channels of communication, enable 

continual contact, and also serve as a “leash” through which teens in a relationship keep 

“tabs on” one another. Teens use instant-messaging technologies to maintain frequent 

casual contacts with their intimates.  Social network site profiles are key venues for 

representations of intimacy, providing a variety of ways to signal the intensity of a given 

relationship through both through textual and visual representations.  

 Teens have a generally agreed upon set of rules about the role of new media in 

their intimacy practices. It is appropriate to meet people off-line and then pursue the 

relationship online; a couple should proceed slowly as they correspond online using the 

appropriate communication tool; and when breaking up, they should do so in person, or at 
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least over the phone. Let me give you some examples of what these mediated practices 

look like. 

 

Meeting  

Liz and Grady, white 16-year-olds, explained to me the role that MySpace played 

in the origin of their relationship. Grady said that he developed a crush on Liz during the 

past year, and while he had known her since freshman year, flirting with her in person felt 

daunting, because, as he put it, “they didn’t really talk.” Luckily, because they shared a 

mutual friend, Liz said, “I had him on my Friend list from freshman year . . . and that’s 

how you can be friends, just because your friend knows this guy and you kind of hung 

out with them, so you’re like, ‘Okay, I’m going to start talking to you.’” Grady used this 

loose “friendship” on MySpace to his advantage: “When I had a crush on her, I made 

sure I talked to her first in class before I sent her a comment on MySpace.” Grady 

carefully planned his first comment to be casual, saying, “My first comment to her was 

‘Oh, wow, I didn’t know we were Friends on MySpace,’” though of course he knew full 

well they were Friends! After trading flirtatious messages online, they began dating. 

Their process is paradigmatic of teens’ contemporary meeting, flirting, and dating 

practices, in which they can pursue casual offline acquaintances as romantic interests 

online. Boys, however, seem to be the most likely to use these digital communications for 

romance, meeting new girls and flirting (Lenhart and Madden 2007)  As Grady puts it, it 

is “easier to talk to them (girls) there” than in person.  The distance and control over 

personal presentation afforded by new media helps to manage a profoundly unmasculine 

display of vulnerability by teenage boys. 

For teens who are interested in someone they may not know well, the plethora of 

publicly accessible information on a given individual provides a fresh way to “research” 

or get to know those on whom they have a crush.  John, a white 19-year-old college 

freshman in Chicago, disclosed that instead of asking a girl for a phone number  he will 

“Facebook stalk them” to discover more, though possibly superficial, information about a 

girl he has met briefly but finds interesting. Much like teens may have historically 

researched potential love interests through their friendship networks, contemporary teens 

have additional new media tools for laying the groundwork for flirting and relationships. 
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Flirting 

In the initial “getting to know you” part of a romantic relationship, the 

asynchronous nature of written communication (private messages and comments on 

social network sites, text messaging, and the more synchronous IM) allows for slower, 

more controlled intimacy exploration and development.  

Generally, though not always, teens prefer to flirt with people online that they or 

their friends know or have at least met offline. The general sentiment is that meeting 

people only online was “weird,” “unnatural,” “geeky,” or “scary.” Grady, for instance 

said, “I’m not going to start a conversation with a girl on MySpace or text messaging. I’m 

going to start in person first. Then it’s kind of like weird and geeky, you know?”  

While most teens express hesitation about meeting people online, in the case of 

marginalized teens, the Internet allows them to meet other people like themselves 

(Holloway and Valentine 2003).  New media are important tools for gay teens who want 

to date, because “the biggest obstacle to same-sex dating among sexual minority youth is 

the identification of potential partners” (Diamond et al. 1999:187). It allows them to meet 

other teens for friendship or dating and affords them a level of independence, as it does 

for straight teens, to carry on relationships outside of the purview of their parents if need 

be (Hillier and Harrison 2007). The Internet can put gay teens in touch with other teens 

so that they can have the romantic experiences that their heterosexual counterparts 

presumably find more readily in offline contexts. Robert, a white 17-year-old at a private 

school in Chicago, became so frustrated about not finding other guys to date through his 

offline friendship circles that he wrote a Facebook “note” about his difficulties dating as a 

gay teen: 

 

Every time I have a crush or something, it doesn’t work out (he’s not gay, not 

enough time, etc). I’m not a downer, but I’m just realizing that if a straight 

person’s chance of compatibility is 1 in 100. AND only about 3 in 100 are gay, 

and the compatibility is still 2%, then my prospect is .03 in 100, or 3 in 10,000. 

That is not very encouraging! 
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Robert said that a friend set him up on a blind date as a direct result of the announcement 

he placed on Facebook.  Unlike straight, more mainstream teens, he expressed no 

hesitancy about meeting someone to date online. 

 

Going Out 

If a given relationship intensifies, couples typically shift to phone calls, text, IM, 

and in-person conversations. Social network sites play an increasing role as couples 

solidify and become what some call “Facebook official.” At this point in a relationship, 

teens might indicate relationship status through ordering Friends in a particular hierarchy, 

changing the formal statement of relationship status, giving gifts, and displaying pictures. 

Youth can also signal the varying intensity of intimate relationships through new media 

practices such as sharing passwords, adding Friends, posting bulletins, or changing 

headlines.  

New media allow teens who are dating to maintain a digital co-presence, to be 

connected in a way that they can't necessarily always be in the physical world.  This is 

especially important for teens as they don't have the control over their lives that adults 

have.  The independence digital communication affords allows teens to form romantic 

relationships which transcend in many ways adult control and geography.  For example, 

almost a quarter of teens have communicated with a significant other between midnight 

and 5 am via text or a cell phone and1 in 6 communicated more than 10 times an hour 

throughout the night this way (Subrahmanyam and Greenfield 2008).  That means that 

teens take advantage of the way new media allows them to circumvent the oversight of 

their parents.  

Teens in relationships have high expectations of contact with and availability of their 

significant others as well as expectations that the relationship will be publicly 

acknowledged through digital media. Like Josh and Alice, teens who are steadily dating 

frequently text or call one another, post pictures of each other on their social network 

sites, order their “Friends” in a particular way, and exchange digitized tokens of 

affection, signaling to their significant other and their online publics that they are in a 

relationship. 
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 Breaking Up 

Because of the integration of new media into their relationships, teens also 

experience mediated breakups. These new communication practices often require that 

teens take a variety of steps to sweep up the digital remnants of a given relationship and 

to deal with access to and the continuing digital presence of their former significant 

others.  

The media that some youth laud as a comfortable way to meet and get to know a 

romantic interest are viewed as a poor way to break up with an intimate. Billy, a white 

17-year-old from a Northern California suburb, said that as he was IMing with a friend he 

advised his friend to break up with his girlfriend. Apparently his friend did so right then, 

through IM. Representative of other teens, Billy said, shaking his head, “That was bad.” 

Grady agreed that breaking up through IMs or text messages was “lame” and 

“disrespectful. Because they can’t say anything back.” Just as teens are thankful for the 

ways in which they can manage vulnerability using new media in the early stages of 

relationships, they sense that this vulnerability should not be managed in the same way at 

the end of a relationship. 

When relationships end, the public nature and digital representations of these 

relationships require a sort of digital housecleaning that is new to the world of teen 

romance, but which has historical corollaries in ridding a bedroom or wallet of an ex-

intimate’s pictures. For instance, Gary, a 17-year-old Filipino senior from Northern 

California, had created his MySpace site with his now ex-girlfriend. He laughed 

sheepishly during an interview as he logged on to his profile and the site title bore both 

his name and that of his ex-girlfriend, reading, “Sarah will always love Gary.” This 

passive digital residue of their history together remained long after the relationship was 

over. 

The same facets that make the internet attractive for forming relationships – 

privacy, lack of adults, protection from vulnerability, the ability to reach beyond 

geographic constraints and the always on possibilities are those variables that might be 

harnessed to convey information about sexuality to teens.  

 

IV.  Increasing Sexual Literacy 
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 So, if we know that teenagers’ main developmental tasks are developing 

relationships and becoming sexual beings and new media has quickly been put to use in 

these ventures, how can we use new media as a tool to help teens make decisions about 

sexuality, relationships and their bodies? Teens rely on new media to get information 

about intimate questions pertaining to gender, sexuality and relationships. They use the 

internet to find information on a range of health topics (Gray and Klein 2006). In fact, 

25% of adolescents acquire some or a lot of sexual health information online (Tolani and 

Yen 2009).  This is especially true of teens who cannot get information elsewhere.  When 

Adam, a white seventeen year old in Chicago, was coming out he frequented a bulletin 

board on  www.teenhelp.org to learn about being gay, developing relationships and 

sexual desire.  Similarly Devin a fifteen year old, Latino, transgendered teen in 

Philadelphia told me that he looked for “binders” online, where he also learned about 

testosterone access and dosages.  

 Teens use new media to gather information about sexuality because the 

information is always available, the information seekers can be anonymous and the 

amount of information is seemingly endless.  The internet offers teens unprecedented 

access to information about sexuality in a convenient and confidential way (Gray and 

Klein 2006; Harvey et al 2008). Teens often feel uncomfortable consulting physicians, 

peers or other adults for information about sexuality because of their concerns about 

confidentiality (Rideout 2002; Suzuki and Calzo 2004). The anonymity of the internet 

allows them to seek out this information 24 hours a day (Suzuki and Calzo 2004).  

Bulletin boards, cell phones, social network cites and static web sites are all venues 

through which teens can gather information about sexual health, puberty, sexual identity 

and safer sex practices.   

  

Bulletin Boards 

Bulletin boards allow teens to post questions and replies about the sensitive 

topics. Suzuki and Calzo (2004) conducted a study of two bulletin boards, on focused on 

general teen issues and one teen sexuality.  They found that romantic relationships was 

the most popular topic on the former and sexual health on the latter (2004).  The 

frequency of these two topics indicates that teens are a) in need of this information, b) are 
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willing to search it out online and c) may not be receiving it elsewhere. They found that 

teens asked questions that may have been potentially embarrassing in face to face settings 

such as,  “I have a hooked penis, do you know how to fix this?!?! PLEASE HELP 

ME!!!”, “After having an orgasm is it normal to have white discharge looking stuff” or 

“Is it normal to kiss someone with your mouth open but no tongue?” (Suzuki and Calzo 

2004).   Surprisingly, even with these potentially embarrassing questions, Suzuki and 

Calzo found that negative responses were both rare and mild (2004). Health care 

providers can help by increasing adolescents’ awareness of these sites and actively 

participating to ensure that sites provide supportive and accurate information. 

 

Cell Phones/Texts 

 Give, that almost three quarters of all teenagers own cell phones, text messages 

are a useful way to convey information to teenagers.  The Birds and Bees Text Line in 

North Carolina has marshaled the power of text messages to communicate with teens 

about sex and sexuality.  Teens can text questions they have about sex and within 24 

hours the organization responds.   Representatives answer questions like, “What are the 

symptoms of gonorrhea?”, “Which birth control is the best?”, and “Where can I go to get 

condoms?”  Their website promises “We won’t judge you or preach to you; you get the 

best advice and information that we can offer free of charge. All questions are welcome 

and no question is too outrageous.  We’re here to help.” This service meets teens where 

they feel comfortable and in a way that limits vulnerability, which is especially important 

in reaching boys.  Additionally, unlike tracks of their visits to online sites, which may be 

archived by a variety of parental software programs teens can quickly delete the text 

messages to hide the answers to sensitive questions from their parents.   

 

Social Network Sites 

 Not surprisingly, social network sites represent a fertile ground for sex education.  Given 

that over half of teens have some sort of social network presence, and organizations can contact 

myriad people through these sites, they are a powerful intervention space.  Based on the 

knowledge that peers who have friends (either through social network sites or in “real life”) 

who use condoms are more likely to use condoms themselves, two University of Southern 
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California scholars, Eric Rice and Eve Tulbert are designing an HIV prevention campaign using 

social network sites and viral video specifically aimed at homeless youth. They are trying to 

encourage pro-social behavior by having those teens create media encouraging safer sex 

practices to be shared through social network sites.  Their focus on peer to peer messaging 

around issues of sexuality is one that teens may actually listen to.   

Static Sites  

Static sites which impart information can also be useful to teens.   Sites that do 

not talk down to teens and have some sort of “hip” edge are the more effective.  

Informative and easy to navigate sites include www.goaskalice.columbia.edu, 

www.youngwomen’shealth.org, kidshealth.org/teen/, www.teenwire.com, 

www.sexetc.org and www.gsanetwork.org.  

 

These interventions are particularly powerful because of the anonymity they afford, the 

confidentiality they promise and the peer to peer nature of some of the bulletin boards 

and viral media.  In conducting research with the Digital Youth Project over a course of 

three years we learned that youth often learn more eagerly from their friends and social 

networks than they do in formal educational settings, thus underscoring the importance of 

peer to peer messaging. 

 

V.  Challenges 

What are the challenges facing those who seek to provide information via new 

media about sexuality and relationships to teens?  The most obvious might be what 

scholars have called the digital divide or the gap between those who have access to 

technology and those who do not.  Fortunately, the digital divide has narrowed 

substantially since the 1990s (Roberts and Foehr 2008).  Scholars are often now 

concerned with looking at what they are calling the “participation gap,” or the “gap in the 

intensity and nature of IT use” (Jackson et al 2008:437). That is, once a teen has access to 

new media, what does he or she do with it?  What sort of resources do they have?  How 

are they participating in these new technologies? In this way, it is not enough to look at 

who has a computer or who has internet access, but also how they use that access.  
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Though teen culture is quickly becoming digitized, not all teens are able to access 

technology or participate in digital culture to the same extent.  Gender, economic, race 

and class inequality are implicated in who has access to and how people use technology.  

While new technologies provide a way for teenagers to come together and to create new 

cultures, their experiences of the internet and other new media also support the dominant 

ordering of power (Durham 2001). What we need to pay attention to are the quality and 

availability of information as well as variations in class, sexuality, gender and race in 

terms of access and use. 

 

Quality & Availability of Information 

If we want to encourage teens to turn to the internet for information about 

relationships and sexuality then we need to make sure the information is available and 

accurate, given that myths about sexuality and reproduction are widespread among 

adolescents (Tolani and Yen 2009). 

 Sadly some of these myths are reinforced online. Online information about 

sexually transmitted infections is fairly accurate, but information about emergency 

conception (such as pharmacy availability), adolescent use of IUDs and recommended 

age of first pap smear are often innacurate (Tolani and Yen 2009). 

 Similarly, we need to ensure that teens can even access this information.  Teens 

might avoid searching for this information at home, under fear of parental oversight.  

That leaves schools and libraries as access sites. Fortunately, most schools in the United 

States are now wired with fully 93% of schools reporting internet access in 2003 (Roberts 

and Foehr 2008).  However, schools regularly censor the sort of information students can 

access by blocking sites they determine to be harmful (Subrahamanyam, Greenfield and 

Tynes 2008).  Many schools ban access to social network sites, instant messenger 

software and sites containing “adult content” (which, at many schools, means websites or 

searches including words like gay, lesbian or breast).  One student told me that he could 

not perform research for a paper on breast cancer at school, since all sites using the word 

breast were blocked.  Multiple GLBTQ teens have reported to me that all GLBTQ 

content is blocked.  The ACLU is currently suing Knox County Schools and Metropolitan 
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Nashville Schools in Tennessee for blocking access to GLBT content.  The schools, 

tellingly, did allow sites focusing on “reparative therapy” or “ex-gay” ministries. 

 

Class 

Even though the research focus has shifted from access to participation, access is 

still an issue.  The digital divide still exists.  The likelihood of a teen living in a house 

with a computer is strongly related to income (Eamon 2004; Lee 2008; Livingstone 2002; 

Roberts and Foehr 2008).  Though families with children are more likely have computers 

and internet access (Wang, Bianchi, Raley 2005), poor youth are roughly two thirds less 

likely to own a home computer (Eamon 2004).   Fewer than 60% of homes with incomes 

under twenty thousand dollars a year have computers, as opposed to 90% of those 

earning sixty thousand dollars a year or more (Roberts and Foehr 2008).    Similarly, 

internet access only exists in 29% of homes with earnings under fifteen thousand dollars 

a year as opposed to 93% of those over seventy five thousand dollars a year (Roberts and 

Foehr 2008). 

Though the majority of schools now have internet access, class inequality still 

shapes access at these schools.  Schools with the highest poverty concentrations have 

higher student to computer rations (Roberts and Foehr 2008).  In working class schools 

internet access is more likely to be limited to structured class time, as opposed to middle 

class schools in which out of class technology access is more common (Lee 2008). 

When youth do have access, class often determines use.  College students from a 

working class background are more likely to congregate on MySpace, whereas those 

from middle class backgrounds are more likely to log onto Facebook (Hargittai 2007).  

Similarly, while poorer youth are as likely to use computers for academic purposes as 

wealthier youth, poorer youth are less likely to use computers for non-academic purposes 

(Eamon 2004).  Because they don’t “mess around” on computers the same way middle 

class youth do, they may miss out on some of the peer based learning opportunities so 

central to new media. 

 

Sexuality 
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Adults are profoundly concerned about the sexual victimization of children online.  

And this is not a unfounded concern. While the number of youth actually victimized by 

online predators is quite small, some of the teens who are most in need of information 

about sexuality are among those who are more likely to be victimized.   

There are several traits and activities that are more likely to put one in an 

uncomfortable online situation (Smith 2007). Those likely to be contacted by strangers 

about sexual topics are girls, those who have created a social network profile and those 

who have posted pictures online (Smith 2007). Youth who receive sexual solicitations 

were also more likely to report experiencing offline physical abuse, sexual abuse, and 

alienation from their parents (Wells and Mitchell 2008). So we need to develop ways of 

reaching these teens without opening them up to more online risk.  

The other group particularly at risk are GLBTQ teens.  Research shows that gay 

and lesbian teens are often marginalized, harassed and isolated in high school settings 

(Pascoe 2007), especially in rural areas (Gray 2009), and don't have community or family 

support to the extent that straight identified teens do.  If teens do have sex education, 

rarely does it address non-straight sexual identities, desires, or practices (Luker 2007).  

GLBTQ teens do less well in school, are more likely to use drugs and alcohol and report 

higher levels of emotional distress (Pearson et al 2007).  As Hillier and Johnson (2007) 

put it, queer teens are “space deprived” and thus the internet is a place where they can do 

“sexuality work” that their peers can do offline.   

Given that queer teens experience many of the risk factors that render teens 

vulnerable to sexual contact by strangers, it is little surprise that I heard the following 

story from one of my respondents, Robert a seventeen year old white teen from Chicago:   

So a couple times a week, after my parents went to bed, I visited some internet 

sites..., then after awhile, I found a chat room web site, a gay teen chat room. I 

chatted with a lot of guys, eventually I started to talk to people outside of the chat 

room, on msn messenger. There were people who wanted to do things with 

cameras and pictures, and for a while I went along with some of it, not really 

doing to much.  Then one day, it wasn't a teenager who sent me their pic, but an 

old fat man, I was disgusted, beyond words. I smashed my computer camera, 

deleted my msn, and barred any memory from those times out of existence until  I 
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recollect now.  Today I have lots of friends, and am secure with my sexual 

identity, and don't ever go on chat rooms. Anyways, yeah, I am completely 

disgusted with myself that I ever did any of that, not that I ever did much, but that 

I had "IM sex,” totally totally creepy. 

Robert’s story is emblematic in that chat rooms are the places where these types of 

contacts tend to happen.  So we need to keep in mind that the internet is a lifeline for 

disenfranchised teens, but disenfranchised teens are often the most at risk for unwanted 

sexual contact. 

 

Race 

Of the 13% of American teenagers who do not use the internet, non-white youth 

are overrepresented.  Race is a factor in internet access: 87% of white teens go online, 

89% of Latino teens do, while only 77% of African American teens do (Lenhart 2005).  

Similarly, 80% of all youth have access to the internet at home but only 61% of African 

American youth do (Rideout 2005; Roberts and Foehr 2005). 90% of white teens have 

personal computers, 80% of Latino teens do and 78% of African American teens do 

(Roberts and Foehr 2008).  We see a similar divide with cell phones.  72% of white teens 

have cell phones, 71% of Latino teens do and 65% of African American teens have cell 

phones (Lenhart et al 2008).  Research like this on the digital divide makes a powerful 

case for ensuring equitable access to digital technology and the internet.   

In addition to the digital divide, racial background also correlates with a different 

participation patterns.  Racial background affects what social network sites college 

students frequent.  Asian American students are more likely to opt for Xanga, Friendster 

or Facebook, Latinos congregate on MySpace and white students frequent Facebook  

(Hargittai 2007).  Looking at the intersection of racial background and gender also 

indicates variation in participation rates.  African American boys in middle school are the 

least intense users of computers and the internet, whereas similarly aged girls are the 

most intense users (Jackson et al 2008).  They led all other groups in searching for 

information (including health information), using cell phones and downloading music 

files (Jackson et al 2008).  
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 Racial inequalities are reflected in both use and access to new media.  Across the 

board African American youth have less access than their white counterparts.  When 

thinking about interventions it is important to remember that underserved racial 

populations may not have access to messages conveyed through new media.  Similarly, 

when taking into account the intersection between gender and racial background it seems 

that African American girls and boys may have two very different participation patterns, 

with girls engaging heavily in new media and boys engaging heavily only in gaming, a 

gendered practice that transcends racial/ethnic backgrounds.  As such it might be 

important to think about how to reach boys, given that game playing is such a normative 

enterprise for adolescent and pre-adolescent boys of all racial/ethnic backgrounds.   

 

Conclusion 

Teens have quickly put new media to use in their intimate relationships. The 

sexual practices in which teens engage take place in the context of these social 

relationships.  The private, peer oriented, and sometimes anonymous forums offered by 

new media help to manage the vulnerability inherent in such relationships. As such, new 

media is an ideal venue for conveying information about sensitive and potentially 

embarrassing topics like sex and sexuality.   

Teens are eager to receive this information and, statistically, are not likely 

receiving it elsewhere.  They are turning to websites, discussion boards and text messages 

to learn about their own sexuality, their bodies and safer sex practices.  By publicizing 

these resources and ensuring the information is both available and accurate, health 

practitioners can circumvent some of the restrictions educators experience when it comes 

to the topic of sex and intimate relationships.   

However, not all youth have equal access to new media, so when interventions are 

designed to bring information to teens about sexual health, we need to keep in mind the 

audience a given intervention might reach.  Racial and class disparities still exist, both in 

terms of access and participation.  Similarly some sexual minority, homeless and other 

disenfranchised teens most in need of information about sexual health, may also 

experience online venues as riskier spaces to the extent they have access to them.  
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We need to move beyond the booster and detractor divide, to embrace the range 

of activities and possibilities new media affords, from the everyday love notes between 

Alice and Josh to the more problematic harassment of Jesse, to the myriad possibilities 

for informal learning outside of a formal institution. In sum new media provides a 

previously unavailable, direct line to most teens, a line of communication that might, for 

better or worse, evade adult monitoring and provide much needed information to teens 

about their bodies, their lives and their sexual health. 
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