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Abstract
Study Objective—Sexual reference display on a social networking web site (SNS) is associated
with self-reported sexual intention; females are more likely to display sexually explicit content on
SNSs. The purpose of this study was to investigate male college students' views towards sexual
references displayed on publicly available SNSs by females.

Design—Focus groups

Setting—One large state university

Participants—Male college students age 18–23

Interventions—All tape recorded data was fully transcribed, then discussed to determine
thematic consensus.

Main Outcome Measures—A trained male facilitator asked participants about views on sexual
references displayed on SNSs by female peers and showed examples of sexual references from
female's SNS profiles to facilitate discussion.

Results—A total of 28 heterosexual male participants participated in 7 focus groups. Nearly all
participants reported using Facebook to evaluate potential female partners. Three themes emerged
from our data. First, participants reported that displays of sexual references on social networking
web sites increased sexual expectations. Second, sexual reference display decreased interest in
pursuing a dating relationship. Third, SNS data was acknowledged as imperfect but valuable.

Conclusion—Females who display sexual references on publicly available SNS profiles may be
influencing potential partners' sexual expectations and dating intentions. Future research should
examine females' motivations and beliefs about displaying such references, and educate women
about the potential impact of these sexual displays.
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INTRODUCTION
Social networking web sites (SNSs) are extremely popular among college students, over
94% of college students currently maintain a SNS profile.[1,2] SNSs are commonly used to
initiate and maintain friendships, and anecdotal reports suggest that college students may
also use SNSs to evaluate potential romantic partners.[2,3] College students display a
variety of personal information on SNS profiles, including the profile owner's sexual
preference, whether the profile owner is currently in a romantic relationship and displayed
sexual references.[4–8] The definition of sexual references on SNSs includes sexually
explicit material or discussions about sexual behaviors.[9] On SNS profiles, these references
can include photographs portraying the profile owner in a sexually suggestive way or
personal descriptions of sexual experiences.[4,5]

Females are more likely than males to display sexual references on a SNS profile.[5] Our
recent work evaluated whether sexual reference display on a public SNS was associated with
sexual intention, sexual experience or risky sexual behavior. We found that among older
adolescents, display of sexual references on a SNS was associated with sexual intention.[10]
If these sexual references are interpreted by viewers as messages of sexual intention, then
these references may influence the sexual expectations of potential romantic partners who
view the SNS profile.

While sexual behavior among college students is common, it is not without potential for
negative consequences.[11] Rates of sexual activity among adolescent and young adult
males and females are comparable, but the potential negative consequences of sexual
behavior such as unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs) are
disproportionately distributed among females.[12,13] Female college students are also more
likely to be victims of sexual assault or sexual coercion compared to male peers.[12]

This study focuses on female college students because females are more at risk for negative
consequences associated with sex, and females are more likely to display sexual references
on their SNS profiles.[12] Our goal for this preliminary investigation was to investigate
male college students' views towards sexual references displayed on publicly available SNSs
by females.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Participants

Between July and September 2009 participants were recruited through purposeful sampling
at a large state university. Eligible subjects were current undergraduate students who were
male and interested in dating females. A trained male facilitator identified key contacts
within university housing and several campus organizations with the goal of recruiting
males from a variety of social groups. The facilitator informed the key contacts on the
objectives of the research. The key contact then recruited 2–3 male peers to accompany him
to the focus group. All individuals who attended the focus groups and met the eligibility
requirements participated. Each participant gave written consent for participation.
Participants received a meal and a $15 gift card for participating. The University of
Wisconsin-Madison Institutional Review Board approved this project.

Focus groups
A trained male facilitator conducted semi-structured focus groups. Focus groups were
designed to explore male college students' views and interpretations of sexual references
displayed on female college students' SNS profiles. Focus groups were the optimal method
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to investigate this topic as they allow for participant interaction and encourage participants
to build on other's comments, which leads to greater insight into why certain opinions or
views are held. However, given that sexual discussions are an intimate topic, relatively small
(3–4 participants) focus groups were used to create an atmosphere in which participants
could comfortably discuss such a topic.

Before the start of each focus group, participants provided their age in years. The facilitator
then introduced the project and explained the purpose of the focus group. Male participants
were encouraged to discuss their thoughts and interpretations of displayed sexual references
on college females' SNS profiles. The facilitator began with open-ended questions followed
by probing questions. Participants were initially asked to discuss their experiences with
SNSs and their interpretations of displayed SNSs sexual references. Later during the group,
participants were shown examples of sexual references drawn from SNSs used in our
ongoing research studies and asked to comment on them. Figure 1 provides the list of
questions used in each focus group, as well as examples of sexual references that were
shown to participants in each focus group to generate discussion. These references included
data from Facebook status updates (personally written text that typically describes the
profile owner's actions, emotions, or plans), personal photographs, and bumper stickers
(downloaded icons displayed on SNS profiles). Each focus group lasted between 45 and 90
minutes. All focus group discussions were audio recorded and transcribed.

Analysis
All transcripts were read and coded by three authors with expertise in adolescent sexual
relationships and behaviors for themes present in the data. Transcribed data from each focus
group was first analyzed separately, after which a merged document of themes and
corresponding text was created in the grounded theory tradition.[14–16] Investigators
discussed and reached consensus among major themes in the data and determined
illustrative quotations.

RESULTS
A total of 28 heterosexual males participated in seven focus groups. All participants
contributed to discussions. All participants reported maintaining a personal profile on either
MySpace or Facebook, and a few participants reported maintaining personal profiles on both
of these SNSs. Most participants reported logging into their profile daily and a few reported
logging in every few days.

All participants reported having seen sexual references displayed on SNS profiles by female
college students. Participants gave consistent descriptions of what they considered to be
sexual references, such as photographs with nudity or revealing clothing, sexually
suggestive poses, or text describing sexual behaviors.

Participants commented that within a SNS profile, certain types of references are viewed as
being more representative of a person's character, and therefore weighed more heavily when
evaluating someone. Bumper stickers were unanimously considered the least personal or
believable type of information on Facebook, “bumper stickers are intended to be pretty
funny, at least that's how I use them.” A few participants mentioned that often these icons
are sent to a profile owner by another SNS user, so the bumper sticker may represent a
friends' humor or values more than the profile owner's personal views. One participant
explained that he did not know how to remove bumper stickers from his profile, so any
bumper sticker sent to him was permanently displayed on his profile, not necessarily by
choice. Status updates were often considered reliable representations of a profile owner, but
participants did not always agree on the meaning of the status update. For example, the
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status update example presented to the focus groups that referred to “goin whorin” generated
two opposite reactions from participants in one group. One participant stated, “well you can
just tell that she's a whore.” However, another participant argued, “you don't clearly know
what that person's definition of the word is. I mean yeah, but like whore could be like
obviously what pops into mind first or it could be like I don't know like going out and
having a good time, like shock factor.” Participants all agreed that personal pictures were
considered the most valuable in assessing someone one didn't know well, “apicture kind of
speaks a thousand words, you know?”

Three themes were identified in our data: 1) sexual reference display increased sexual
expectations, 2) sexual reference display decreased interest in pursuing a dating relationship
and 3) SNS data was acknowledged as imperfect but valuable.

Theme 1: Sexual reference display increased sexual expectations
The most consistent theme expressed during focus groups was that displays of sexual
references on SNS profiles were interpreted as messages that sexual activity may be
forthcoming. Increased numbers of references, such as multiple photographs in revealing
clothing, were considered particularly convincing clues that a romantic encounter with the
female profile owner would lead to sexual activity.

“…it would definitely make me think a little bit, um I mean if that's someone I was
looking to date. It might be a little easier to get her naked than somebody else.”

“I guess if they were willing to put it up on Facebook, then they would probably be
willing to give it to me.”

“Sexual pictures equal sexual activity is around the corner.”

“Yeah, the sexier the pictures, the more you know they are wilder.”

A few participants expressed that though they felt that a sexual reference display suggested
increased potential for sexual activity with a female, this display could lead to a diminished
interest in sexual activity with that female.

“I think [sexual references] are an indication of how easy it would be to get with
that person, you know, or whatever. Um, that would probably increase the
indication of the availability of that, but it doesn't mean that would increase my
wanting of that.”

Theme 2: Sexual reference display decreased interest in pursuing a dating relationship
Several men described using Facebook to investigate potential romantic partners; one
participant explained: “I have looked at people's interests, photos, friends, and things to see
maybe if I am more or less interested [in dating them].”

Many male participants discussed the impact of viewing displayed SNS references on their
consideration of the female profile owner as a potential dating or relationship partner.
Several acknowledged that displayed sexual references could negatively impact their views
towards that female as a relationship partner. Participants commented that seeing a trend of
multiple sexual references was more concerning than seeing a single concerning reference.

“If that girl is just kind of putting herself out there for anybody to see, uh, that's not
really somebody I would want to date. I mean, I think for me, keeping that stuff
private is a little bit better.”
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“If they don't mind people seeing them online then why wouldn't they mind people
seeing that in real life and that's something I wouldn't want to deal with if I was
going to date that person.”

“Yeah, I can think of a few instances where it changed my mind [about whether to
date that woman].”

“I don't want to show my friends a girl I like on Facebook and them seeing only
sexual pictures and her all drunk.”

“Well you can see how flirtatious they are with other guys in photos and by what
people have written about them which can be a deterrent, you know?”

“I don't want to be with someone who puts themselves out there so much.”

“I want someone who is loyal and I feel like someone who puts themselves out
there in pictures might have questionable morals.”

Theme 3: SNS data was acknowledged as imperfect but valuable
Participants expressed complex and varied viewpoints about the accuracy of personal
information displayed on SNSs. One expressed viewpoint was that any information
presented on Facebook may not be a perfect representation of that person, as it was felt that
people may embellish or misrepresent themselves on SNSs. A second expressed viewpoint
was that SNS displays represented people's character and personality and could be believed.
Participants further explained that if the profile owner is not known very well, then SNS
data is considered the best available data about that person. In these cases, the SNS becomes
a way to form first impressions of people one doesn't know very well. Several participants
also explained that if the profile owner is a friend, and the SNS data supports what they
already believe about that friend, then the profile is assumed to be a true representation.

A few participants seemed to struggle with this topic and expressed both a questioning of
displayed information as well as an example of a decision based on displayed information
from SNS profiles. These comments suggested that although participants believed that the
displayed information could be suspect, they still made decisions or took action based on
this information.

“So I think this [display] would be another deterrent [to dating this girl]. Although I
wouldn't judge a person completely off of it.”

“At this point I would say they depend more on real life, but what I see in
Facebook can change things.”

In processing the complex information presented on SNSs, participants described tools they
use in interpreting displayed information. As in Theme 2, participants commonly mentioned
noting frequency patterns in display of sexual references to assist them in drawing
conclusions about a potential romantic partner.

“Like nights out on the town, I've seen girls on Halloween they're dressed up in a
promiscuous costume or something like that, you know. If there's multiple numbers
of pictures like that that starts to be a huge indicator. Like different nights out, but
like, slutty outfits.”

“I think that, there's a point where if you see kind of a trend you could definitely
figure out…it's a good indicator.”

Last, participants acknowledged that unconscious processes may be triggered by viewing
sexual references, and that these unconscious thoughts could impact their view of the female
who displays references.
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“I mean I'm not passing complete judgment on the person but you can kind of like I
said, I think a lot has to do with the subconscious stereotypes you pass on a
person.”

“I don't think I would ever rely on Facebook to give me a good, great snapshot of
what the person's all about but I mean, I think definitely it subconsciously probably
makes an impression, whether it's true or not.”

“I think more of when it kind of has a subconscious influence on you is when you
don't know the person. Maybe you're looking at some of their friends or something
um when you don't even know the person at all, that's when you kind of get those
stereotypes put in your head.”

DISCUSSION
Our study provides a preliminary assessment of how male college students view sexual
references displayed on female peers' SNS profiles. The dominant theme of our data was
that males reported that displayed sexual references by females on SNSs may increase their
sexual expectations of these females. Several males were openly willing to discuss these
increased sexual expectations during our focus groups. However, others did not openly
admit to this increased expectation and instead discussed these references as having a
“subconscious” influence.

Our finding that display of sexual references on SNSs by females is associated with
increased expectations for sexual behavior by males must be interpreted with care. Two
points are essential to consider. First, though our previous work suggests that display of
sexual references on SNSs is associated with reporting intention to intiate sexual behavior,
those findings do not imply that all females place sexual references on SNSs as a direct
expression of sexual intention. Second, though our current findings suggest that displayed
sexual references may influence sexual expectations, not all males in our study expressed
this viewpoint, and even among those that did it is unlikely that all would act on these
increased expectations.

Despite these considerations, our findings raise concerns as it is not known how sexual
expectations actually influence sexual behavior. As display of sexual references is
associated with sexual intentions, and display of sexual references is associated with
increased expectations for sexual behavior by partners, then displayed sexual references may
lead to increased likelihood of sex. Increased number of sexual partners is associated with
increased risks for STIs; female adolescents have the highest rates of STIs in the US.[13,17]
Given the mens' dialogue suggesting that such displays increase expectations for sexual
activity, it is possible that sexual references displayed by females could serve as a risk factor
for unwanted sexual advances by males.

The second theme in our data suggests that for some men in our study, displayed sexual
references led to diminished interest in dating these women. The men described concerns
about losing social capital among friends by dating a woman with publicly available sexual
references. This raises the concern that the display of sexual references may lead a female to
attract males who are interested in sexual activity but not necessarily in romantic
relationships. Alternatively, these statements may represent social scripting, that males offer
this information because they feel it is the right thing to say in this context.[18]

Our last and most complex theme from this data illustrated the opinions among males
regarding whether information presented on SNSs represents reality. Despite a general
recognition that not all information displayed on a profile may be accurate, participants
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acknowledged the powerful impact of SNSs, especially in creating first impressions.
Participants described systems through which displayed sexual references were filtered, both
conscious and subconscious. Sexual references appear to be able to generate powerful
impressions, ones that could make “subconscious impressions” even if a viewer tries to
ignore the content, and potentially call to mind “stereotypes” about women. The potential
for negative consequences from gender stereotypes has been illustrated in multiple domains
including sexual relationships as well as career advancement.[19,20] Our findings support
previous work that suggest that SNS profiles have potential risks for female sexual
objectification.[21]

There are several limitations to our study which merit attention. Our study utilized a
purposeful sample, which is common in focus group studies. Although we made every effort
to seek a sample that would represent a range of male college students by recruiting from a
variety of campus organizations, generalization to the larger adolescent population should be
done with caution. Further, our study focused on views from heterosexual males, future
research should evaluate the impact of displayed sexual references on adolescents of both
genders and other sexual preferences. Social desirability may have also influenced responses
of our participants, particularly given the intimate nature of this topic. Our study utilized
smaller focus groups in an attempt to limit such bias.

In conclusion, participants all reported use of SNSs, and many participants acknowledged
using these web sites to investigate potential romantic partners. Therefore, the content of
these web sites is being used by college students to inform decisions about not only
friendships, but also romantic relationships. Given the popularity of SNSs and the high
prevalence of sexual references displayed on SNSs, these references have the potential to
influence sexual expectations among a large population of college students. Though male
college students recognize the complexity of obtaining personal information via SNSs, they
still acknowledge the power of displayed sexual references. If male college students are
aware that these displays may impact their sexual expectations and lead to stereotyped views
of females, then female college students should be aware of this as well. It is possible that
sexual education programs should include messages about the impact of sexual references
on SNSs.
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Figure 1.
Focus group questions and example references shown to participants during focus groups
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