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or to decide only to look up their kids’ 
locations in case of  emergency. As with 
any technology, no one can be forced 
to abuse it. GPS-enabled cell phones 
would provide some advantages under 
certain circumstances, and for that 
reason alone, research on this topic is 
desired. 

A Double-Edged Sword
Thanks to the global positioning sys-

tem in the Earth’s orbit, navigation in 
today’s increasingly complicated world 
is increasingly straightforward. Instead 
of  reaching for our compasses, we can 
go online and get directions with the 
click of  a mouse. With Google Earth, 
anyone can view wonderfully detailed 
photos of  far-removed areas. However, 
using GPS is not risk-free. We, and the 
countries that we inhabit, have a right 
to privacy, and satellite technology may 
be challenging that right. It is up to our 
scientists to improve upon technology 
and explore its uses, but ultimately, we, 
the consumers, and our policymakers 
are responsible for staving off  technol-
ogy abuse.
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tions and other important sites within 
their borders with so much detail (5). 
We enjoy high resolution images of  
landmarks, such as the Eiffel Tower, at 
the expense of  many concerned world 
leaders. Lieutenant General Leonid Sa-
zhin, an analyst for the Federal Security 
Service, a Russian security agency, was 
even quoted as saying: “Terrorists don’t 
need to reconnoiter their target. Now 
an American company is working for 
them” (5). 

But Google argues that they are not 
acquiring new images; 
the detailed digital pho-
tographs that Google 
Earth displays were gath-
ered from other sources, 
which could technically 
have been accessed by 
terrorists and wrongdoers 
years ago. As John Pike, 
director of  Globalsecu-
rity.org, which has an on-
line repository of  satellite 
imagery, said – “If  there 
was any harm that was 
going to be done by the 
imagery, it would already 
be done” (5). Also, these 
images are not updated 
very frequently, so while someone could 
potentially use Google Earth to deter-
mine where a military base was, there is 
no way they can count the number of  
aircraft or troops there are the present 
moment. And Google Earth’s powers 
are inhibited by a few restrictions. For 
example, United States law requires 
that images of  Israel shot by commer-
cial satellites are made available only 
at low resolution. Also, our nation’s 
government is allowed to put images 
of  any area off  limits in the interests of  
national security at any time (5).

Privacy Issues
Despite these restrictions, we need 

to consider the disadvantages of  the 
widespread availability of  GPS. When 
exploring its potential uses, it seems like 
the sky’s the limit – but where do we 
draw the line? A study by Sarah Wiehe’s 

group investigated using GPS-enabled 
cell phones to track adolescents (6). 
According to the researchers, “In a 
population where it is often difficult 
to assess accurate and reliable informa-
tion on behaviors, GPS offers a timely, 
objective, and potentially more accept-
able method of  evaluating contextual 
exposure” (6). Or, to put it more simply 
– Teenagers lie and do stupid things, so 
the only way to keep them in line is to 
know exactly where they are at all times. 
The study was fairly successful; the 

14 participants (teenage 
girls) who completed the 
exit interview confirmed 
the accuracy of  the maps 
created from their GPS 
data points. Even if  the 
GPS wasn’t totally on 
target, it was still able to 
provide a general area (e.g. 
the correct city block, if  
not the right house) (6). 
The participants denied 
that the GPS-tracking 
influenced their daily ac-
tivities, but one can’t help 
but wonder if  that would 
hold true in a real-life situ-
ation. After all, some of  

the participants’ peers endorsed feeling 
threatened by this feature; they were 
under the impression that knowledge 
of  their activities could somehow reach 
the police! 

So maybe GPS really could keep 
adolescents out of  trouble, but should 
we use it for that purpose? Tradition-
ally, parents teach their children about 
proper behavior and then rely on them 
to be honest about following these 
rules. There is a great deal of  trust 
inherent in parent-teenager relation-
ships, and by forcing their children to 
use GPS-enabled cell phones, parents 
would be implicitly saying, “We don’t 
trust you.” Then again, perhaps this 
isn’t so different from setting strict 
curfews or not allowing children to go 
out at all - a parenting style that may be 
applied nowadays. And it is possible for 
parents to negotiate with their teenagers 

“Despite these 
restrictions, we 
need to consider 

the disadvantages 
of the widespread 

availability 
of GPS. When 
exploring its 

potential uses, 
it seems like the 
sky’s the limit – 
but where do we 
draw the line?”
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