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SEXTING

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
The latest trend involving teens and technology is more about the teens than the technology.

Growing numbers of teenagers are taking sexually explicit photos of themselves and sending those images to others via text message or e-mail – an activity called sexting.  A survey conducted by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy revealed that 20 percent of teens admit to sending or receiving sexually suggestive photos, and twice that number have sent or received sexually suggestive text.

Initial research finds that girls are more likely to take and send the pictures as a way to flirt.  Boys are more likely to forward the photos to others.  The teens who sext are likely to be older – 17 to 18 years of age – but some have started as early as age nine.

“There are a number of reasons for this,” said Walt Mueller, whose Center for Parent / Youth Understanding translates youth culture for parents and other adults.

“First,” Mueller said, “kids by and large, increasingly, don’t know right from wrong.  Also, we know that by nature, developmentally, they are very impulsive.  Sometimes they’ll do things just because of their impulsivity and then not count the costs until later.

“In addition, kids have a great desire to be noticed.  ‘Hey, if I put something out there of myself that people will look at, maybe people will like me more.  Maybe they’ll pay attention to me more.’  As adults we know how crazy that is, but this is the way kids think.”

Their thought process often does not consider consequences, which for sexting can range from humiliation to felony charges.  The photos can be forwarded and re-forwarded with the simple push of a button, and the images also can be posted on school Web sites as well as on social networking sites.  Even if the images are promptly removed, viewers still can have enough time to copy and store the images elsewhere.

And these images can last forever, which teens might learn later in life if the photos are discovered by a potential employer, a college admissions officer or a scholarship committee.

Then there are legal issues.  Sgt. Mike Hornbrook, of the Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department’s cyber crimes unit, says sexting reports have increased his caseload.  “We’re seeing this on a daily basis, and we’re going to have to work together to stop this because it’s getting out of hand.”

Hornbrook predicts that most county prosecutors will file child pornography charges against teenagers involved with sexting.  This will surprise many teens since over half told a national survey that they were not aware of legal ramifications associated with sexting.

Criminal sentences can include being listed as a sex offender.  That’s a potential outcome for one Indiana teenager who is facing felony charges for sending a nude picture of himself to female classmates.

Schools, meanwhile, are starting to respond.  The East Noble school district in northern Indiana has adopted a policy stating that students can be suspended or expelled for sexting.  Indianapolis Public Schools is considering a similar policy.

The ease of forwarding suggestive content, the failure of teens to understand the consequences of sexting and the difficulty in detecting this behavior all make the trend especially dangerous to the well-being of teenagers.  Consider a Cincinnati teen whose ex-boyfriend forwarded sexually explicit photos she originally sent to him.   The girl committed suicide.
With kids humiliating themselves, potentially landing on sex offender rosters and committing suicide, Mueller calls on parents to speak up.

“You may stand up and tell them this is wrong, and they’ll tell you you’re crazy,” he said.  “They’re going to say that because they swim in a youth culture soup that’s teaching them that there is nothing wrong with this.  So, parents, you might be the first person telling them that this is wrong.”

Parents can try restricting this behavior by purchasing cell phones for their kids that do not have cameras, Internet access or the ability to send or receive photos.  Along with these limits, Mueller suggests positive communication.

He advises parents to tell their teens, “You have been created with value and purpose, so don’t de-value yourself with this.  This will affect you negatively for the rest of your life.”

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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