Study finds many teens publicize risk behaviors on MySpace pages 
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Courtesy of Anthony De La Rosa

Anthony De La Rosa, 18, of Milwaukee posted this photo with the caption “joint” on his MySpace profile. He says he doesn’t mind who sees it on his page. 




more photos 

[image: image5.jpg]



[image: image6.jpg]



Courtesy of Anthony De La Rosa

Anthony De La Rosa, 18, of Milwaukee posted this photo with the caption “joint” on his MySpace profile. He says he doesn’t mind who sees it on his page. 

Close 

About the study

A University of Wisconsin-Madison assistant professor and researchers from the University of Washington analyzed 500 MySpace profiles of 18-year-old users from July 15 to Sept. 30.

To pick the profiles, researchers used MySpace's browse feature to run a search for 18-year-old users who logged in recently from any geographic area.

Among the findings:

· 54% of the pages referenced one or more risk behaviors: 

· 41% mentioned substance abuse 

· 24% mentioned sexual activity 

· 14% mentioned violence 

In a separate study, 42% of young MySpace users changed their profiles after they got a message cautioning them about their posts on sex or substance abuse. 

Study Abstracts

· Display of Health Risk Behaviors on MySpace by Adolescents 

· Reducing At-Risk Adolescents' Display of Risk Behavior on a Social Networking Web Site 

Anthony De La Rosa's public MySpace profile might cause employers or college admissions officers to flinch: The 18-year-old listed "weed" among his interests and posted a photo of himself labeled "joint," in which he looks almost ready to smoke one.

Still, the Milwaukee resident doesn't regret broadcasting his behavior online.

De La Rosa said, "I do not care what anybody thinks about me."

Or who sees his page.

But a new study co-led by a University of Wisconsin-Madison researcher suggests not all MySpace users realize how public their so-called private lives are - and many made changes when warned about it.

In an initial study, UW School of Medicine and Public Health assistant professor of pediatrics Megan Moreno and a team of researchers found more than half of 18-year-old MySpace users they studied mentioned sex, violence or substance use on their Web profiles.

A follow-up study aimed to find out whether interventions would prompt youths to act differently. "Dr. Meg" sent an e-mail to young MySpace users cautioning them about their posts on sex or substance abuse, causing about 42% of them to change their profiles within a month. 

The studies appeared in the January issue of Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine and come as other research shows that talking about sexual behavior or drug use online can come back to haunt you.

Unwanted attention

A 2007 report from the University of New Hampshire found youths who talk about sex online can attract unwanted attention from sexual predators. 

Recent surveys of employers and college admissions officers show they increasingly check prospects' profiles on social networking sites.

Moreno hopes the studies will spark conversations between young Internet users and their parents about what's advisable to post.

"The reality is that as these kids get older, it's going to become more professional and less personal, and they're going to have to learn how to navigate," she said.

The idea for the study came when Moreno's teenage patients began sharing stories about worrisome MySpace interactions. 

Moreno and researchers from the University of Washington analyzed 500 MySpace profiles of self-described 18-year-olds in 46 states to learn how young people present themselves online. Moreno was a research fellow at the Seattle Children's Hospital Research Institute at the time.

They found 54% of the pages referenced risk behaviors. The profiles most frequently mentioned substance abuse (41%), followed by sexual activity (24%), then violence (14%).

The numbers startled even Moreno. 

"The references were quite straightforward, quite obvious - there weren't a lot of gray areas," she said. "The only type of patients I see are adolescents, and I still was surprised."

But when told of the study results, Milwaukee MySpace user Francisca Rodriguez, 19, was not surprised.

"People think that's cool these days," said Rodriguez, a fashion student at Mount Mary College. 

Rodriguez's MySpace page includes pictures of her and her friends with drinks but no outright references to drinking, drugs, sex or violence. 

"I know people will talk about drinking and smoking and all of that stuff," . I have pictures on there of the clubs and . she said. "I wouldn't do it . " stuff - there's drinks in there - but I'm not like 'Oh, I got drunk.'

Inner-city teens studied

In the second study, researchers selected 190 MySpace users who lived in an inner-city, low-income zip code because they wanted to focus on at-risk youths who might have less access to clinical care. 

They hoped to learn whether they could reduce these users' online display of risky behaviors.

Moreno created a MySpace profile and sent messages from "Dr. Meg" to young people who referenced sex or substance abuse, warning them about who could view their postings.

The e-mail read in part: "I noticed something on your MySpace profile that concerned me. You seemed to be quite open about sexual issues or other behaviors such as drinking or smoking. Are you sure that's a good idea? After all, if I could see it, anybody could."

About a month after the e-mail was sent, about 42% of recipients changed their profiles by making them private, reducing the number of references or removing them altogether.

Professional life

Rodriguez plans on changing her page once she starts applying for jobs - replacing the nightclub pictures with images of her work as a fashion student.

"Even though people know they're viewed by everybody, they don't realize they're not just viewed by people their age, and yeah, there are older people looking at them too," she said.

But De La Rosa, who has the drug references on his MySpace page, said that if an employer were to check his profile and deny him a job because of it, so be it, he said.

"I just would go find a job elsewhere," he said.

Despite the findings, Moreno thinks social networking sites could become useful tools for public health professionals to communicate with hard-to-reach, at-risk youth about their risk behaviors. She's also trying to find out how MySpace is influencing what young people think of as normal.

"It was really illuminating how much our culture puts value on information that used to be really private," she said. 

