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Teenage 'Internet runaways' seen on the rise
Child Welfare League Foundation said that an increase in the number of teenage runaways was largely due to an increase in youngsters making friends via the Internet and running away from home to meet them, cautioning parents to pay more attention to their children’s practices on the Internet.
CWLF said in a press conference Wednesday that their foundation alone had, in the past five years, received 68 reports of teenagers running away from home as a result of making friends online. They further stated that such cases had increased rapidly over the past five years.
Another worrying development among “Internet runaways” is that the average age of runaways is decreasing, with a large portion of them being junior high school students. In 2003 and 2004, the foundation even received cases of 12 year-old children running away from home to meet their Internet friends.
The foundation also found that 80 percent of the runaway teenagers had been female, showing that female teenagers are far more likely than their male counterparts to run away from home after making friends on the Internet.
“We are deeply concerned about the fate of these runaway teenage girls, as they may be subject to physical maltreatment by their ‘Internet friends,’” said Alicia Wang, Executive Director of CWLF.
The foundation said that they had seen several cases where girls had suffered sexual abuse upon meeting their “Internet friends,” with one girl even being imprisoned for months by her connection.
Wang said that the teenage years mark a critical stage in the development of personal identity. If the family could not provide sufficient assistance during this stage, Wang said, the teenager would quickly seek other opportunities to develop social relationships, such as meeting people online.
CWLF offered six pointers which may help parents detect a possibly unhealthy relationship between their children and Internet connection. The pointers are: have your children been engaged in hours-long activity on the Internet; have your children been increasingly less willing to talk to you; have your children spent increasingly less time sleeping; have your children spent more time chatting on the phone; do your children demand more and more allowance money; have your children become increasingly moody.
