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Abstract

This paper explores the impact of social network sites on the group of adolescent females’ sexual
behaviour attending one secondary school in Fort Beaufort, Eastern Cape, South Africa. It aims at
identifying the risks involved in online dating and deleterious effects on the psychological well-being
among twelve adolescent females, aged |5 -20 years. This study adopts Spence’s Signaling Theory,
Emmerson’ Sexual Exchange Theory and Ajzen and Fishbein’s Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)
owing to their successful application in numerous studies on online communication and risky sexual
behaviour. A qualitative approach was used in this study and ethical principles were adhered to, during
data collection. The findings showed that dating strangers online by adolescents contributed towards
being vulnerable to depression, cyberbullying, physical abuse, and sexually transmitted infections. Based
on the findings, this study recommends parental emotional support and collaborative approach from the
educators and government to curb online dating among female youth.
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Introduction

In the last decade, ownership of mobile phones with
many features such as 2go, MXit and Facebook, has
greatly increased in South Africa, with over 50 million
subscribers and 72 % being young people aged 15—
24 (Kaufman et al. 2014). Literature has documented
that the role of social networks during adolescence
predicts early sexual debut and myriad health,
psychological and educational outcomes such as
sexually transmitted infections (e.g. Chlamydia,
Syphilis) and unintended pregnancies (Ali & Dwyer
2011: 184; Beger, Sinha., & Pawelczyk, 2011: 08;
UNICEF 2012: 09). Although sexuality is normative
and regarded as one aspect of healthy adolescent
development (Carroll, 2015: 07), statistically,
previous studies show that between 25 % and 70 %
of adolescents rely on social networks to form sexual
relationships and engage in online with strangers to
derive sexual gratification ( Hust, Brown, & L’Engle,
2008: 21; O’Sullivan., & Ronis 2013: 177). Adolescent
stage being characterized by major transitions
including self- discovery with respect to sexual values,
decision-making skills and sense of belonging (Carroll,
2015:12), adolescent females with low self- esteem
may experience pressure from their friends or peers
to have sex with multiple sexual partners, subscribe
to social networks and drink alcohol to fit in to a peer
group (Selikow et al. 2009: 120; Reisch,
Subrahmanyam., & Espinoza, 2012: 359). During this
stage of role confusion and identity formation as
viewed by Erik Erikson (Kalat, 2017: 163) who
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pioneered the psychosocial developmental stages,
Park, Jung & Lee (2011: 200l) found that peer
influence seem to overpower adolescents with weak
internal locus of control. In their study of
investigating the effects of peer norms on the
intention to upload a personal nude video clip online
among 1500 adolescents, these researchers found
that posting of sexually explicit pictures by youth
came as a result of seeing others doing so. As
suggested by social norms theory, adolescent females
may plan and seek activities practiced by their peers
especially when there is a lack of parental mediation
and solicitation (Sasson & Mesch, 2014: 33). Parental
solicitation refers to an active involvement in seeking
information about adolescent’s online activities and
monitoring their behaviour.

Furthermore, various scholars have raised the
concern that culture in African countries such Ghana
(Manu et al. 2015), Zimbabwe (Ngwenya, 2015) and
South Africa (Mturi, 2015) also plays a role in
promoting online dating and risky sexual behaviour
among adolescents because majority of parents in
such communities still hold onto the belief that
discussing sexuality with adolescents would result in
unhealthy sexual practices. Leaving adolescent
females ill-equipped in matters which involve
sexuality and social networking could result in
reluctance to visit clinics to acquire knowledge on
contraceptives (Morake 201 |: 21; Mothiba & Maputle
2012: 02) or become victims of cyberbullying
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(Lenhart, 2012:05). Cyberbullying is common, can
occur to any female adolescent who uses social
networks and causes profound psychosocial
outcomes including depression, anxiety, severe
isolation as well as suicide (Badenhorst, 2011:13). In
South Africa, cyberbullying is growing although its full
extent is not known (Alfreds, 2013) even when
Scholtz, Van Turha & Johnston (2015:) investigated
visibility and cyberbullying among high school learners
in Cape Town, adolescent females reported to have
been humiliated and Vviolated by their male
counterparts. . Similarly, De Lange & Von Solms
(2011: 08) found that in Nelson Mandela Bay
Municipality, Eastern Cape, 36 % of the surveyed
learners also experienced cyberbullying. In this
regard, adolescent females tend to make ill- informed
decisions and become victims of online- predators
because of lack of parental guidance (Greif, NiiZAmoo
Dodoo., & Jayaraman, 201 1: 950). Research studies
examining social networking site usage found that
personality traits such as extroversion, openness to
experience as well as neuroticism to have an
influence on adolescents’ sexual behaviour (Blackhart,
Fitzpatrick, & Williamson, 2014: 116). Because social
networking is enhanced by anonymity, synchronicity
and accessibility (Kowalski et al. 2012:218-219), older
men get an opportunity to falsify their age online to
establish relationships with younger females. In turn,
majority of adolescent females scoring high in
neuroticism and who may be reared from poverty-
stricken families, often fall prey to deceptive older
men claiming to be young, single and earning a lot of
money (Guadagno, Okdie, & Kruse, 2012: 644).
Astonishingly, little do adolescent females ponder
about their potential lovers’ criminal history such as
child pornography offenders or determine whether
they are linked to online solicitation with minors
(Quayle et al., 2014: 369; Schulz et al. 2015: 15). For
example, in Port Elizabeth, Eastern Cape, South
Africa, a 42 year old man was arrested after he raped
a 16 year old girl. He allegedly raped the teenager
after meeting her on the social networking site Mxit.
The girl agreed to have arranged to meet her online
partner at a fuel station in Forest Hill, after that they
drove to the man's house in Dispatch, where rape
took place (News 24).

Conversely, Compton & Hoffman (2013: 79)
found that adolescent females who experience ease
of communication with their parents tend to report
wide range of positive health outcomes such as sense
of autonomy, self- acceptance, positive relations with
others, purpose in life and less psychological distress.
Because of mutual trust and respect that prevail in
their families, adolescent females learn to abide by
the Broadcasting Complaints Commission of South
Africa (BCCSA) and not view the programmes of
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sexual content or explicit sex which restrict children
under the age of 16 (Parkes et al. 2013:1129). These
studies accord with those reported by Guo and
Nathanson (201 1: 374) that when parents play an
instrumental role in guiding and monitoring their
adolescents’ cellphones, they, in turn, report stalkers
who may be planning to endanger their lives.

Objectives
The specific objectives of this study are ;
(i) To explore the contextual factors
leading adolescent females to date online.
(i) To determine the effects of
intergenerational sexual relationships.

Literature review and theoretical framework

This study is guided by Signaling theory by Spence
(1973: 356) as a theoretical framework to understand
how individuals disclose information on their SNS
profiles and the common features of profiles include
personal information such as one's name, location,
school affiliation and occupation. Closely linked to
signaling theory, social exchange theory by
Emmerson (1976:336) posits that adolescent females
tend to maintain sexual relationships irrespective that
they have been formed online for as long as they
provide them with benefits such as gift and money to
look attractive. Because reciprocity becomes
essential in such romantic relationships owing to the
nature of exchanges and rewards (Laursen & Jensen -
Campbell, 1999: 51-52), adolescent females may find
themselves pressurized to return favours by engaging
in sexual activities as a means to repay for resources
provided to them or to gain them in future
(Emmerson-Sommer et al, 2010:  352).
Consequently, due to power imbalances between
such vulnerable youth and their sexual partners,
Russell et al (2014: 290) found that in Cape Town,
adolescent females remained passive in negotiating
safer sex for fear of reprisal, which , in turn,
increased the risk for teenage pregnancy, abortion,
STls and dropping out of school prematurely (Ugal &
Ushie, 2013: 155). Drawing from the Theory of
Planned Behaviour (TPB) which was pioneered by
Ajzen & Fishbein (1980: 38) the behaviour is driven
by behavioural intentions where behavioural
intentions are a function of an individual’s attitude
towards certain acts and subjective norms
surrounding the performance of the behaviour. In this
regard, female adolescents may engage in risky sexual
behaviour by socializing in social networks
intentionally to meet with significant others who can
be of value to them. In the context of sexting,
Livingston and Gorzig (2012: 154) found that the
motivation for adolescent females to send their nude
pictures to their sexual partners is fueled by their
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desire for male approval. Sexting refers to sending or
sharing texts which are sexually- explicit or
semi/naked pictures of oneself through the use of
mobile phones having built-in camera (Walrave,
Heirman & Halam, 2014: 86).

According to Datu, Valdez & Datu (2012: 125)
communication with strangers has commonly been
considered risky for children offline and online, and
peer communication through social networks is very
risky. In particular, Shisana, Rehle & Simbayi
(2010:06) found adolescent females to be accepting
new people as friends online whom they were not
acquainted to, previously. The more these
adolescents accept strangers, the more time they are
likely to spend on Facebook and MXit (Frederico,
Arnaldo, & Maungue, 2017: 3674; Valkenburg &
Peters 2011: 123-124). It is noteworthy that the
cheap nigh call rates have been cited to contribute to
short attention span and impaired emotional well-
being of adolescent females because they do not
sleep normal hours (Vallee, Lavoie, & Ruglis,
2013:12). It is for this reason Sproull & Kiesken’s
(1986: 1497) Reduced Social Cues Theory (RSCT)
posited that when adolescent females communicate
with strangers, they often lack social cues and begin
to trust and tell them their problems. Considering
the rate at which adolescent females find dates or
hookups on social network, Bradshaw, Kahn & Saville
(2010: 08) found that social networks seemed to
have eroded the traditional form of courtship and
pursuing of romantic relationships because it has
increasingly become socially acceptable for online
dating. Hookups are described as uncommitted
sexual relationships with no future prospects
although they may be emotionally and biophysically
fulfilling (Lewis et al. 201 |; Reiber & Garcia 2010: 07).
According to Datu et al. (2012) these social networks
could be dangerous for adolescents’ identity because
through chatting with strangers, they may be asked
to upload their pictures. Badenhorst (201 |:14) found
that in South Africa, some of the girls ended up being
hospitalized in psychiatric hospital due to depression
after their nude pictures were circulated in
cyberspace. In many instances, Walrave et al. (2014:
87) found that circulation of nude pictures becomes
an exposure following the break-up of a sexua
relationship.

In previous studies such as in the survey
conducted among 887 Japanese high school learners,
Udris (2014) examined cyberbullying and found that
girls being the victims. In Flanders, Belgium, Van
Ouystel, Ponnet & Walrave (2017) focused on
determining whether secondary school learners in
romantic relationships using social network sites are
being controlled by their partners. In comparison to
the current study which employed qualitative
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