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Abstract
High stimulant-using and at-risk HIV populations, such as African American and Latino men who
have sex with men (MSM), are increasingly using social networking technologies. However, no
known research has explored associations between stimulant use, sexual risk behaviors, and social
networking among these populations. Participants were recruited using state-of-the-art computer
science methods, which narrowed the sample to 118 (primarily African American and Latino
MSM) active Facebook users. Participants completed demographic, Internet/social media usage,
and drug use survey items. Participants reported high rates of cocaine and methamphetamine
usage (both over 15% within 12 months). Over 80% reported using social networking
technologies to meet people and over 30% used them to find sex partners. A multivariate logistic
regression showed that: 1) participants using social networks to find sex partners were more likely
to have used methamphetamines within 12 months, and 2) those who were more comfortable
talking online compared to face-to-face had over 4 times the odds of reported methamphetamine
usage and over 6 times the odds of cocaine use within 12 months. Minority MSM who engaged
social networks to meet men and find sex partners had high risk for stimulant use. Understanding
drug use among minority social networking users will provide insights to incorporate these
technologies into drug prevention interventions.
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Methamphetamine and cocaine use in the United States is a growing problem associated
with increased health risks, violence, and societal economic costs.1–3 Recently, both HIV
and addiction medicine researchers have been studying the effects of these stimulants. For
example, research suggesting a relationship between methamphetamine4 and cocaine use,5

and HIV incidence, has been accompanied by work focused on understanding and
preventing drug use among high-risk HIV populations, such men who have sex with men
(MSM), and African American and Latino populations.6–8 Researchers in this area have
requested innovative ways to identify and reach MSM stimulant users.5,9

Internet and social media usage has been rapidly growing, and could be an innovative
platform that could be used to identify minority populations of drug users and deliver
interventions to them.9 While some research has focused on stimulant use among minority
populations of Internet users, no known research has explored stimulant among social
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networking users. Studying stimulant usage among this latter group is especially important
because online social networking technologies (in comparison to general Internet usage) are
designed specifically for social communication and interactions, allowing for rapid
acceptance of social norms and spread of drug use behaviors. These technologies are
especially ideal communication platforms for stigmatized populations (such as MSM, and
particularly MSM from racial and ethnic minorities) and populations of people engaging in
illicit behavior (such as stimulant use) as they can express themselves without face-to-face
contact and without releasing true information about their identities.10

Social networking technologies, such as Facebook.com, have grown particularly quickly
among minority populations, such as African American and Latino MSM, making them an
important platform to be studied among drug addiction researchers.11,12 For example,
African Americans and English-speaking Latinos are almost 1.5 times more likely to use
online social networking sites compared to the general adult population (33% of African
Americans, 36% of English-speaking Latinos, and 23% of adults in the general
population).13 This trend is consistent in online video usage, Twitter usage, and usage of
location-based technologies, such as Foursquare.com. Individuals from the sexual minority
communities (i.e., gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals) use social networks more often
than heterosexual individuals,14 perhaps as a means to avoid stigma and physical danger that
can happen when seeking new intimate or sexual partnerships.

While researchers have begun to study how racial/ethnic and sexual minority populations
are using social media, no known research has investigated stimulant drug use among these
groups of social media users. Learning whether and how individuals from these minority
groups use social media technologies could be useful for targeting interventions that reduce
stimulant use and promote health, both physically and sexually.

This analysis looks at data from a unique group of ethnically and racially diverse MSM
social networking users and investigates 1) the prevalence of reported stimulant drug use,
and 2) associations between social networking usage and stimulant usage.

METHODS
The UCLA Human Subjects Protection Committee oversaw all activities for this research.
These methods were conducted in accordance with current recommendations for HIV
prevention research using social media technologies.15

Participants
Potential participants were: males who reported having sex with other men (MSM) in the
past 12 months, 18 years of age or older, African American or Latino, and current Facebook
users. Over a period of 4 months, 122 participants were recruited online (from
Facebook.com and Craigslist.com), from physical venues frequented by African American
and Latino MSM (e.g., Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Center), and from direct referrals from
study participants.

Participants recruited online were recruited using paid targeted banner ads on Faceook,
setting up a fan page on Facebook with information describing the study, and through posts
in the personal and advertisements section of Craigslist.

Fliers placed in physical venues frequented by African American and Latino MSM
described the project and provided a contact email address and a web link for participants to
receive enrollment information.

Young and Shoptaw Page 2

J Addict Dis. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 January 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

http://Facebook.com
http://Foursquare.com
http://Facebook.com
http://Craigslist.com


Interested potential participants visited the study website where they answered a series of
questions to determine eligibility. A Facebook Connect application was created and used to
verify that participants were current Facebook users. A small number of non-African
American or non-Latino participants were allowed to participate. Participants were paid $30
in gift cards to complete a survey.

Using a system of matching email addresses, birthdates, and Internet addresses, we
determined that four participants completed multiple surveys. Their second responses were
dropped, leaving 118 eligible participants.

A 96-item baseline survey included a collection of items from previous research on drug
addiction and HIV prevention, as well as a number of novel items related to use of social
networking technologies. Items focused on demographics (14 items; age, gender, race/
ethnicity, income, and education); Internet and social media usage (22 items) including
comfort using Internet and social media to talk about health behaviors; sexual health and
drug behaviors (34 items). For example, Internet and social media usage items focused on
the amount of time spent using the Internet and social media and the methods of using and
comfort using these technologies, such as “Are you more comfortable talking to people
online than face-to-face?,” and “How much time do you spend on social networking sites?,”
and “When did you join Facebook?” (5 choices, from less than 3 months ago to over 2 years
ago). Alcohol and drug use items asked about use of various drugs and alcohol in the past
year or 3 months, such as “On average, how many alcoholic drinks do you have each
week?”

ANALYSIS
Chi-square tests were used to assess demographic differences between racial and ethnic
groups. Descriptive statistics (crosstabs) were used to display the number of participants and
percentage of the sample who used alcohol, drugs, and social media, both overall (Table 2)
and by race and education (Table 3). A multivariate logistical regression was used to
determine the relationship between social media usage and self-reported drug use. Amount
of time spent on social networking and length of time having a Facebook account were
added to the regression as control variables (as the correlation between these items was low
(.2), both were added as control variables).

RESULTS
Demographic results are displayed in Table 1. We found overall demographic differences in
education, birthplace, and age. Over 40% of the sample had at least a college education. The
average age of participants was just under 32 years of age. Over 17% of participants
reported being bisexual.

Table 2 shows participants’ use of alcohol, drug, and social media usage. Over 17% of
respondents reported having at least 8 alcoholic drinks per week. The majority of
participants admitted using marijuana within the past year, with almost 50% also reporting
use of the drug within the past 3 months. Within the past year, over 15% of participants
reported use of methamphetamines and/or cocaine. Within the past 3 months, over 5% of
participants reported having used methamphetamines, cocaine, and/or non-prescription
sedatives. Almost 80% of participants reported using social media to meet other people, and
over 30% of participants reported using the technology for finding sex partners.

Respondents who reported use of illicit stimulants were highly educated, with more than
50% of users of cocaine and of methamphetamine completing a two-year degree after high

Young and Shoptaw Page 3

J Addict Dis. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 January 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



school. Racial and ethnic groups reported approximately proportional use of
methamphetamine and cocaine (Table 3).

Table 4 displays the results of a multivariate logistic regression evaluating the relationship
between methamphetamine and cocaine usage and social media usage, controlling for age,
race, education, and the amount of time since setting up a Facebook account. Compared to
those who did not, participants who reported using social networking technologies to find
sex partners were more likely to report methamphetamine use within the past year.
Participants who were more comfortable talking to people online compared to face-to-face
had over 4 times the odds of using methamphetamines and over 6 times the odds of using
cocaine within the past year.

DISCUSSION
Results from this sample of racially and ethnically diverse MSM social media users suggest,
that among these populations, 1) people are engaging in high rates of stimulant drug use, 2)
using social networking technologies to seek sex partners is associated with increased
reported methamphetamine usage in the past year, and 3) being more comfortable talking to
people online compared to face-to-face is associated with increased likelihood of engaging
in methamphetamine and cocaine use, controlling for age, race, education, and duration of
having been a Facebook user.

While researchers have recently studied minority populations of Internet users in areas such
as general Internet use, social media usage, and the relationship between Internet use and
HIV, no known research has explored stimulant drug use within minority populations of
social media users. This study finds a relationship between a) stimulant use and sex seeking
on social media sites, and b) stimulant use and comfort talking to people online. Because of
the relationship between stimulant use and HIV infection,4,5 these findings provide evidence
that MSM who seek sex partners on social networking sites likely encounter increased risk
for HIV.16–18

The present findings support recent research suggesting that African American MSM are
engaging in increasingly high rates of methamphetamine use.19,20 For example, Wohl et al.
found lifetime methamphetamine rates of 35% among Black MSM from Los Angeles.21

Another study found almost half (49%) of Black MSM who were “club drug users” had used
methamphetamines in the prior 4 months.22 The present results support those findings, as
over 27% of the methamphetamine users in the sample were African American MSM (and
over 15% of all African Americans in the sample were methamphetamine users). This
finding might be additionally understood both by the rates of higher education among
African Americans in the sample (as over 50% of African American participants had
completed an Associate’s degree, bachelors, or graduate degree), and by research suggesting
that African American social media users are still a qualitatively different group than non-
social media-using African Americans.23

There are a number of limitations to the present results. First, participant drug use was
measured by self-report from an online survey rather than by measuring actual behavior.
While drug use researchers have successfully conducted online surveys, this is a valid
limitation that exists in (both online and offline) studies that use self-report measures. Future
research can build upon the present findings by both improving self-report items within drug
use research, as well as studying the relationship between Internet use and more objective
measures of stimulant use. Next, one may question why use of social networking
technologies for recruitment did not lead to a larger sample, as Internet studies often have
large participant samples. In comparison to those studies, this study used a state-of-the-art
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computer science method that required participants to verify they were current Facebook
users before they could complete the survey. Although this method reduced the number of
participants who completed surveys, we believe it has been an innovative step in improving
data quality, as “duplicate respondents” is a serious issue impacting data quality in Internet
studies. Future research can help to determine additional innovative methods of validating
that participant responses to online surveys are unique. Finally, it is possible that the highly
educated rates of African Americans in this sample and are not representative of African
American MSM.23 However, understanding the psychology and behavior of participants in
this sample will help to address their high rates of drug use. Further, because of the growing
use of social networking technologies among minorities, studying associations between
social media and stimulant use could help to inform future research on minority populations
of social media users.

CONCLUSION
The present findings suggest that ethnically and racially diverse MSM who use social media
technologies are engaging in high rates of drug use, and that social media behaviors are
associated with stimulant use. As online social networks continue to grow and spread ideas
and behaviors, it becomes increasingly important to understand the psychology of stimulant
users and how they use these technologies. Research in this area can both inform our
understanding of stimulant-using populations and help to provide insights into how to use
technologies for targeting interventions to reduce drug use.
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Table 2

Drug, alcohol, and social media usage, Los Angeles, CA, 2011

n %

How many alcoholic drinks/week?

    0–3 47 54.7

    4–7 24 27.9

    8+ 15 17.4

Which of the following drugs have you taken (past year)?

    Marijuana 66 56.0

    Methamphetamine 18 15.3

    Crack 2 1.7

    Powder cocaine (coke) 20 17

    Non-prescription opiates 7 5.9

    Non-prescription sedatives 13 11

Which of the following drugs have you taken (past 3 months)?

    Marijuana 53 47.3

    Methamphetamine 10 8.9

    Crack 1 0.89

    Powder cocaine (coke) 11 9.8

    Non-prescription opiates 5 4.5

    Non-prescription sedatives 8 7.1

Have you used social media for:

    Meeting people 79 70.5

    Finding sex partners 39 34.8
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Table 3

Methamphetamine and Cocaine use by education, race, and social media use, Los Angeles, CA, 2011

Meth use < 1 year (n, %) Cocaine use < 1 year (n, %)

Education

Less than HS 0 (0) 0 (0)

HS 4 (22.2) 6 (30)

GED 3 (16.7) 1 (5)

Associates 5 (27.8) 3 (15)

Bachelors 2 (11.1) 8 (40)

Graduate School 4 (22.2) 2 (10)

Race

Latino 11 (61.1) 8 (50)

African American 5 (27.8) 4 (25)

Other 2 (11.1) 4 (25)

Used social media for finding sex partners 11 (61.1) 12 (60)

More comfortable talking to people online than face-to-face 4 (22.2) 4 (20)
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