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Stranger Contact in Adolescent Online Social Networks Common 

But Likelihood of Contact Depends on Type of Website; 
Open Sites, Such as MySpace, More Prone to Stranger Contact Than Facebook 

 
 
Social networking on the Internet has grown into a multimillion dollar business with 
websites such as MySpace claiming to have over 100 million users.  Social networking 
sites have become especially popular among adolescents.  In a new national survey of 
900 young people ages 14 to 22 conducted by the Adolescent Risk Communication 
Institute (ARCI) of the Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University of 
Pennsylvania, approximately 60% of respondents reported using such sites, and over 80% 
claimed to do so on a weekly basis (see Table 1).  These sites allow users to post personal 
profiles, including pictures of themselves, and to disclose interests and blog.   
 
Use of the sites is evenly spread across gender, age, urban-rural location, region of the 
country, race/ethnicity, grades in school, and neighborhood income.  Youth who attend 
school tend to be heavier users than those not in schools.  
 
Concerns About Unwanted Contact 
 
Despite their popularity, social networking sites have come under scrutiny regarding their 
potential to invite unsolicited contact and attention from sexual predators and other 
strangers.  A recently issued study by the National Center for Missing & Exploited 
Children (2006) reported that about 4% of children ages 10 to 17 have received 
“distressing sexual solicitations” in the past year on the Internet.  Partly in reaction to 
these concerns, the U.S. House passed legislation this summer that prohibit access to 
social networking sites in schools and libraries.   
 
In the survey, all users of the Internet (approximately 95% of our sample) were asked 
whether a stranger, not known to them or their friends, had ever contacted them online 
without their consent in order to get to know them.  Approximately 40% of both male and 
female youth who use social networking sites reported such contact (see Table 2).  This 



rate is about twice as large as the reported contact (20%) among those who go online for 
other purposes, such as for instant messaging or to search for information.    
 
The rates of stranger contact are remarkably similar for males and females.  Controlling 
for age, the rate of stranger contact is about 49% in males and 45% in females over age 
17 (see Table 3).  In youth under age 18, the rates are somewhat higher for females:  37% 
for females vs. 28% for males.  However, few respondents reported ever actually meeting 
strangers offline.  Only 3.3% of young people who use social networking sites reported 
such meetings.  However, the survey did not ask about the purpose of these meetings, 
which may well have had nothing to do with sexual predation.  The rate of such meetings 
was actually quite comparable to those who do not use social networking sites, 2.9%, a 
statistically nonsignificant difference.  Given that online stranger contact is more likely 
on social networking sites, it appears that the contacts made on these sites are somewhat 
less likely to result in offline meetings than those that occur because of other Internet 
uses, such as instant messaging, chat rooms, or dating services. 
 
Differences in Contact by Sites 
 
Despite the high rates of online stranger contact, social networking sites differ 
considerably in the rate at which such contacts occur.  Unrestricted sites such as 
MySpace, the most popular in our sample, are completely open to anyone with an e-mail 
address.  This site has higher rates of stranger contact than sites, such as Facebook, that 
enable users to restrict access to others within their schools and colleges.  Among 18- to 
22-year-olds (Facebook had very few users under 18 in our sample), Facebook users were 
40% less likely to experience unsolicited stranger contact than MySpace users:  51% for 
MySpace compared to 31% for Facebook.  Even when we employ statistical controls for 
other demographic differences, the higher rate of contact among MySpace users remains. 
 
The high rates of online stranger contact are not surprising given the purpose of social 
networking sites.  Indeed, we find that the youth who use social networking sites tend to 
be more socially active offline than those who do not use the sites.  Social network users 
are more likely to participate in clubs and other organizations than other youth, and 
Facebook users are even more socially active than MySpace users.  Nevertheless, the 
results suggest that it is Facebook’s restrictions rather than characteristics of their users 
that produce less online stranger contact.  
 
Changes in the Future 
 
Given the greater privacy afforded by the membership restrictions in Facebook, it is 
perhaps surprising for the directors of the site to move toward a MySpace format.  
Facebook recently announced that it will open its user networks to larger groups of users, 
thereby undermining the exclusivity of the site.  One of the distinctive features of 
Facebook has been its restriction in access to members within the same school or college.   
 
Congress’s moves to prohibit access to social networking sites may also be problematic.  
The Internet appears to provide many opportunities for stranger contact and focusing on 



social networking sites may not be as effective as expected.  It appears that as long as we 
want to take advantage of the benefits of open communication on the Internet, there will 
be some risks associated with doing so. 
 
See also:  “Online Victimization of Youth:  Five Years Later,” A report from the National 
Center for Missing & Exploited Children, available at: 
www.missingkids.com/en_US/publications/NC167.pdf
 
Table 1.  Percentages of respondents who use social networking websites and frequency 
of use by demographic characteristics (weighted data).  Table excludes non-users of the 
Internet (4.8% of the sample).  Numbers in italics are weighted sample sizes within 
categories. 
 

  
Use of Social 

Networking Sites 
Frequency of Social 

Networking Use 

  
Never 
Used 

Have 
Used 

Use 
Weekly 

Less than 
Weekly 

  n 314 543 438 105 
Gender      

Male 432 37.0 63.0 51.6 11.3 
Female 425 36.2 63.8 50.6 13.2 

Age      
14-17 398 35.2 64.8 51.8 13.1 
18-22 458 37.8 62.2 50.9 11.4 

Education      

Not in school 192 54.7 45.3 36.5 8.9 

High School  
or Less 583 39.8 60.2 46.8 13.4 

Post 
Secondary 274 29.6 70.4 60.6 9.9 

Urbanicity      
Urban 271 35.4 64.6 51.7 12.9 
Suburban 421 35.9 64.1 53.4 10.7 
Rural 165 39.4 60.6 45.5 15.2 

Region      
Northeast 155 32.3 67.7 56.1 11.6 
Midwest 194 38.7 61.3 47.4 13.9 
South 299 38.5 61.5 50.2 11.4 
West 209 34.9 65.1 52.6 12.4 

Race/Ethnicity      
NonHispanic 
White 537 37.6 62.4 52.1 10.2 

Hispanic 140 32.9 67.1 55.7 11.4 

NonHispanic 
Black 122 40.2 59.8 41.8 18.0 

Other 57 28.1 71.9 50.9 21.1 

Grade Point Avg. 
(Reported)      

http://www.missingkids.com/en_US/publications/NC167.pdf


A or B 538 31.8 68.2 55.0 13.2 
C or D 116 29.3 70.7 56.9 13.8 

Neighborhood 
Income      

< median 422 39.3 60.7 47.6 13.0 
> median 434 33.9 66.1 54.8 11.3 

 
Table 2.  Percentages of respondents who reported ever receiving online stranger contact 
(weighted data).  Table excludes non-users of the Internet (4.8% of the sample).  
Numbers in italics are weighted sample sizes within categories (sample sizes somewhat 
smaller than in Table 1 due to nonresponses).  
 

  
Use of Social Networking 

Sites 
 Total Never Used Have Used 
 (n = 851) (n = 310) (n = 541) 

  n % n % n % 
Total 851 32.7 310 19.7 541 40.1 

Male 428 31.8 156 19.2 272 39.0 
Female 423 33.6 154 20.1 269 41.3 

 
Table 3.  Percentages of respondents who reported ever receiving online stranger contact 
by age and educational status (weighted data).  Table excludes non-users of the Internet 
(4.8% of the sample).  Numbers in italics are weighted sample sizes within categories 
(sample sizes somewhat smaller than in Table 1 due to nonresponses).  
  

  
Use of Social Networking Sites 

 
Use of Facebook or MySpace* 

 
  Total Never Used Have Used Facebook Users MySpace Users 
 (n = 851) (n = 310) (n = 541) (n = 65) (n = 334) 

  n % n % n % n % n % 
Age           

14-17 394 23.6 138 08.0 255 32.2 -- -- 199 30.2 
Male 211 19.9 80 07.5 130 27.7 -- -- 103 29.1 
Female 183 27.9 58 08.6 125 36.8 -- -- 96 31.3 

18-22 457 40.5 172 29.2 286 47.2 59 30.5 136 51.1 
Male 217 43.3 76 32.0 142 49.3 27 22.2 77 54.5 
Female 240 37.9 96 27.1 144 45.1 32 37.5 59 46.6 

                      

Education           
Not in School 188 33.5 101 25.7 37 42.5 -- -- 69 43.5 

Male 102 38.2 52 26.9 25 50.0 -- -- 43 48.8 
Female 86 27.6 49 24.5 12 32.4 -- -- 26 34.6 

High School or 
Less 477 26.9 230 15.7 347 34.3 -- -- 268 33.6 

Male 299 25.4 120 14.2 179 33.0 -- -- 144 34.0 
Female 178 28.4 110 17.3 168 35.7 -- -- 124 33.1 

Post Secondary 275 44.9 81 32.1 194 50.5 55 31.5 67 59.1 
Male 130 46.5 37 37.8 93 50.5 25 24.0 37 62.2 



Female 145 43.4 44 27.3 101 50.5 30 40.0 30 53.3 
*Facebook and MySpace users do not include those who use both sites. 
 
 
 
 
 

Methodology 
 
The survey was conducted by telephone between May 1 to August 10, 2006 by Shulman, 
Ronca, and Bucuvalas, Inc., using random digit dialing procedures.  The survey is 
designed by the Adolescent Risk Communication Institute of the Annenberg Public 
Policy Center of the University of Pennsylvania.  The sample contains 900 completed 
interviews with young people ages 14 to 22 across the 48 contiguous states.  The 
response rate was approximately 48%, which is comparable to the rate obtained by CDC 
(48.9%) in its national telephone surveys of behavioral risk factors in adults.  Results are 
weighted to represent national proportions for age, gender, education level, race/ethnicity, 
number of telephone lines in the household, and region of the country.  Error ranges for 
the survey vary with the question and subgroup examined.  The maximum error is +/- 
3.3% for the entire sample.  When data are examined by subgroup, the maximum error is 
larger.  In particular, within the subgroup that uses social networking sites, the maximum 
error is +/-4.3%. 
 
All respondents were asked questions about a range of media uses, including the 
frequency of using (a) “a computer to go online to get information,” (b) “the Internet to 
instant message or chat with friends,” (c) “online journals like Blogger or social 
networking sites like MySpace or Facebook.”   Internet users were those who said they 
did any of the above activities.  Those who said they used online journals or social 
networking sites were asked which sites they used, including MySpace, Facebook, etc. 
 
Respondents who used the Internet were asked, “Has a stranger not known to you or your 
friends ever contacted you online without your consent in order to get to know you?”  If 
yes, “Have you ever agreed to meet with such a person offline?” 
 
The Adolescent Risk Communication Institute (ARCI) was endowed by the Annenberg 
Foundation in 2002 as part of the Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University of 
Pennsylvania, see 
http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/07_adolescent_risk/adolescent_risk.htm.  
ARCI aims to inform researchers, policy makers and the public regarding strategies to 
prevent risks to healthy adolescent development and to enhance the wellbeing of youth.  
It conducts the annual National Annenberg Risk Survey of Youth, the Annenberg Media 
Coding Project, and convenes panels of experts.   
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