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Thesis Abstract 

Background and Aims: Sexting refers to the exchange (sending and/or receiving) of 

self-taken sexual photographs, usually depicting the sender nude or semi-nude, via 

mobile phone. Academic and media narratives tend to portray sexting as a deviant 

behaviour due to the perceived risks of non-consensual image distribution (where 

individuals’ sexual images are shared without permission): Qualitative research 

suggests the psychological harms of revenge pornography (one type of non-consensual 

image distribution) are comparable to the effects of sexual assault and are gendered in 

nature; considered part of a continuum of sexual violence against women. There is a 

lack of quantitative research regarding adult sexting and non-consensual image sharing. 

Studies to date have conflated consensual and non-consensual sexting behaviours and 

have poor methodological design in terms of the operational definitions used. 

Researchers investigating sexters’ psychological health have thus far neglected to 

consider individual factors (e.g. coping, resilience and sexting attitudes), interpersonal 

aspects (e.g. relationship context and privacy expectations) and image characteristics. 

Existing research is biased by the measures used (i.e. primary focus on psychological 

distress) and there has been limited opportunity to demonstrate positive sexting 

associations (e.g. relational wellbeing). We therefore sought to develop a more nuanced 

understanding of sexters’ psychological health and wellbeing by addressing the 

following questions: 

How common are non-consensual image sharing experiences amongst a UK community 

(non-clinical) sample of adult sexters? 

Are there any differences in the psychological health and wellbeing of non-sexters and 

sexters (including those who have experienced non-consensual image sharing)? 

Are any sexting specific factors, such as privacy expectations, image characteristics and 

relationship with recipients, associated with psychological health?  

Are there any differences in psychological health and wellbeing between consensual 

sexters’, those who have experienced non-consensual sexting, and non-sexters’ when 

coping, resilience and sexting specific factors are accounted for?  

Method: We utilised a quantitative, cross-sectional online survey design. Participants 

from a non-clinical adult population (N = 270) were recruited via social media. The 



 

 

survey consisted of a sexting questionnaire identifying type of sexting behaviours, 

relationship context, privacy beliefs and sexting attitudes; as well as non-consensual 

image sharing behaviours and experiences. Psychological measures used included: the 

Depression, Anxiety and Stress scales (DASS-21), the Warwick Edinburgh Mental 

Wellbeing scale (WEMWBS), the Impact of Event Scale (IES-6), the Brief COPE and 

the Brief Resilience Scale (BRS). 

Results: 87% of the sample had engaged in sexting as an adult, primarily within 

committed relationships in order to maintain sexual intimacy. 14% of sexters had 

experienced the non-consensual distribution of their images and 16% had distributed 

others’ images without permission. Males and females did not differ significantly in 

who experienced non-consensual image distribution. Images were most often shared by 

someone the person was dating, typically with friends and family, although images were 

shared online in 43% of cases. Privacy expectations and sexting attitudes were not 

related to psychological health or wellbeing. When coping and resilience were 

accounted for, experiencing non-consensual image distribution was not related to 

psychological distress but individuals who were uncertain if their images had been 

shared had lower wellbeing, and consensual sexters who sent sexts to multiple partners 

had higher anxiety. 

Conclusion: Our research suggests that the problematic coping strategies individuals 

employ, and their level of resilience have a stronger relationship with psychological 

health than do their sexting behaviours; although further quantitative research with clear 

consistent definitions of sexting and non-consensual image sharing is needed to identify 

if these findings are replicable. Clinical interventions for those who are distressed by 

non-consensual image distribution should focus on identifying and reducing the use of 

problematic coping strategies such as avoidance, denial and self-blame. Sexting may be 

considered a normative part of intimate relationships: Educational strategies should 

fully explore issues of consent and perceived gender stereotypes; as opposed to 

encouraging individuals to abstain from sexting as a deviant or risky behaviour (which 

could contribute to self-blame and victim blaming). Future research should focus on 

understanding specific motivations for and types of non-consensual image distribution 

(e.g. revenge pornography) and whether it is associated with more harmful aspects of 

relationships such as interpersonal violence. 
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ABSTRACT 

Introduction: Research into adult sexting is increasing and debates within the literature 

exist as to whether sexting is a risky behaviour or has potential benefits for adult 

relationships. The prevalence and correlates of sexting are already reported in the 

literature and there is a demonstrated relationship with sexual behaviour (i.e. sexual 

activity); although it is possible that sexting could be classed as a form of online sexual 

behaviour. Although sexting requires an interaction of individuals in engaging of sexual 

content, little is known about the interpersonal factors which relate to this behaviour.  

Aim: This review aimed to report on the interpersonal factors associated with adult 

sexting, draw conclusions based on any similarities in the literature and report on the 

quality of the literature.  

Method: A systemic review was conducted searching electronic databases and 

reference lists. 17 peer-reviewed, English papers were identified and included for 

review.  

Results: All studies were quantitative and cross-sectional in design. Adult sexting was 

related to a range of interpersonal variables including attachment style, relationship 

satisfaction and cybervictimization. Elements of non-consensual sexting were reported 

in the literature (e.g. sexting coercion, non-consensual distributing of images) and these 

aspects of sexting were associated with more negative interpersonal relationships (e.g. 

online sexual victimization) and individual outcomes (e.g. depression). Overall quality 

of the research to date is poor.  

Conclusion: The current literature suggests sexting is associated with attachment in 

varying ways; demonstrated associations with relationship satisfaction were weak and 

non-consensual aspects of sexting (e.g. coercion) are linked to more negative outcomes. 

The amount of variance in sexting accounted for by these interpersonal factors ranges 

from small to moderate and problems with the methodological quality of all studies 

reviewed led to difficulty drawing reasonable conclusions.   

Key words: Sexting; Adult; Interpersonal; Associations; Definitions 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sexting can be defined as the consensual exchange of sexually explicit or suggestive 

text, photo or video, taking place between two or more individuals, by mobile phone or 

other means of electronic communication, usually containing personal content. Adult 

sexting is a behaviour increasing in prevalence and existing reviews report figures 

ranging from 33% to 57%(1).  

The relationship between sexting and sexual behaviour has been an area of key focus 

within the literature and a relationship between sexting and various sexual behaviours 

(e.g. engaging in condomless sex) has been demonstrated(2,3). The majority of research 

into sexting has focused on adolescent populations, the dangers it may pose for mental 

health, and links with engaging in other risky behaviours(4,5). Additionally, the legal 

consequences for teens engaging in sexting has been a primary topic of discussion(6).  

However, some argue that sexting may have positive effects on relationships(7) and two 

opposing discourses are emerging in the literature(8), one positing sexting as a healthy 

normative behaviour within relationships and one suggesting it is a risky behaviour, 

with some even suggesting it should be classed as a deviant behaviour within the 

DSM(9).  

One criticism of the evidence base to date is the over-reliance on measures of 

hypothetical sexting situations(6), with much research(10,11) already existing on 

individual attitudes, beliefs about and motivations for engaging in sexting. However, 

less is known about how sexting works within interpersonal relationships and the 

associated sequelae. Given that sexting is primarily an interactive exchange of content, a 

more comprehensive understanding of the interpersonal factors related to sexting is 

required.  

AIMS 

This review aimed to report broadly on the interpersonal factors associated with adult 

sexting, draw conclusions based on any similarities in the literature to date and assess 

the quality of the current evidence base.  
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METHOD 

Database Searches 

The following databases were searched: PsycINFO (1992-July 2017), MEDLINE 

(1992- July 2017), Academic Search Complete (1992-July 2017), CINAHL (2000-July 

2017). Searches were restricted by year (1992) as this was the first reported use of 

mobile phone texting(12). 

Other Search Methods 

Reference lists of included articles were hand-searched for any additional relevant 

papers. Google scholar was used to search common terms from included papers. 

Defining of Key Terms 

After initial scoping of the literature, a sensitivity analysis was conducted to determine 

key search terms (see Appendix A for details). The search terms used in the final 

database searches are shown in Table 1.  

Table 1. Key search terms used 

“Sexting”   “sext” 

“sexters” 

“sexy talk”  

 

Sexual image/photo/picture/text/message/text message 

 

Explicit image/photo/text/text message 

 

Sexually explicit image/photo/picture/text/message/text 

message 

 

Sexually suggestive image/photo/picture/text/message/text 

message 

 

Additional terms were not utilised (e.g. effect, attachment etc) as interpersonal factors 

are likely to be considered differently from different epistemological positions in 
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research. For example, from a positivist perspective, depression may be considered 

intrapersonal whereas from a social constructionist perspective it may not be. It was 

important to search the databases in a more open-ended fashion with regards to sexting, 

given that it is a relatively new phenomena and biases towards a risk discourse are 

already evident in the literature.  

Terms were combined as appropriate in each of the databases and categories were used 

where available (e.g. cybersex). 

Age limiters were not used in any of the databases due to the problems with adult 

classification (e.g. >18, >19 years). 

Eligibility Criteria  

The following eligibility criteria were used:  

Inclusion 

Studies were required to be published in peer reviewed journals in English. Studies 

must include primary data and report on adult (18 years+) sexting (or a variant term of) 

and interpersonal factors.  

Exclusion 

Studies were not intentionally excluded on the basis of methodology, but papers 

referring solely to secondary data (e.g. reviews, editorial commentaries) were excluded.  

Studies only reporting on motivations, attitudes or beliefs about sexting (hypothetical), 

intrapersonal factors (e.g. personality traits) and sexual behaviour were excluded as this 

relationship has already been reviewed(3). Additionally, studies only reporting on 

prevalence rates or demographics and sexting were excluded, as again, this has been 

reported on previously(1). 

Papers with a primary focus on those under 18 years old, child pornography or legal 

issues related to sexting were excluded.  

Definition of sexting (e.g. medium used, e-mail, text etc) did not constitute an exclusion 

criterion as how sexting is defined was an area of interest in this review.  Papers were 

excluded if they referred to live sex acts (e.g. via webcam) or telephone sex as this 

behaviour is functionally different to the exchange of sexual texts or images in that it 
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requires an additional element of interaction between participants. Papers referring to 

cybersex were screened and if no additional data on sexting was available, they were 

excluded.  

Papers were screened when age ranges were ambiguous (e.g. “college students” or 

“freshmen”) or included the study of under 18s (e.g. studied 15-29 year olds). If data 

could not be extracted regarding over 18s only, or no meaningful results could be 

gathered (e.g. only prevalence of sexting reported for 18 year olds and then further data 

merged with under 18s), the paper was excluded. Studies which only reported vague 

terminology (e.g. “middle school” “tenth grade” or “seniors”) no age range and no mean 

age, were excluded.  

Search Results 

Search of the databases returned 806 results. After title review, 707 remained. After 

removal of duplicates and abstract review, 132 remained. Papers were then screened for 

age criteria and sexting criteria. 59 papers were reviewed in full text in accordance with 

the remaining eligibility criteria. 15 were identified for inclusion in the review. Hand 

searching of reference lists and google scholar returned a further 2 papers. The total 

number included for review was 17. The search process is detailed in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart detailing search process 

Records identified through database searches: PsycINFO, 

MEDLINE, CINAHL, Academic Search Complete (n = 806) 

Records after title review (n = 707) 

Records after duplicate removal 

and abstract review (n = 132) 

Papers identified for full text 

review (n = 59) 

Papers included in review 

(n = 15) 

 

Duplicates removed and records excluded if 

abstract contained obvious inclusion 

criteria violation: e.g. age range studied up 

to 17yrs, secondary data (reviews or meta-

analyses), no primary data (book reviews or 

editorial comments), non-peer reviewed, 

non-English, not related to sexting (n = 

575) 

 

Records not related to sexting 

(obvious from title) removed (n = 99) 

Papers were screened for age criteria: 

where mixed ages were studied (e.g. 16-

24yrs) if data on 18yrs + could not be 

extracted then studies were excluded 

Papers which referred to cybersex were 

screened: if no additional data on sexting 

was present (or was present but could not 

be extracted), then studies were excluded 

Total age/cybersex exclusions (n = 73)  

 

Papers excluded which did not refer to 

adult sexting and interpersonal variables 

(n = 44) 

 

Google scholar search = 0 additional 

papers identified  

Hand searches of reference lists of 

papers included = 2 

 Total number of papers included in 

review (n = 17) 
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Data Extraction 

A standardised form(13) was developed (see Appendix B) to extract relevant data 

including: general information, sample characteristics, methodology and analysis, 

definition of sexting and associated terms, and key findings from included studies.  

Assessment of Methodological Quality  

The methodological quality of papers was assessed using a tool (please see Appendix C) 

created based on existing frameworks(14–16) for assessing quantitative designs, with 

specific consideration of cross-sectional studies. 

RESULTS 

The key findings from all papers reviewed are discussed below. Please see Table 2 for 

an overview.  

  



 

Page 9 of 268 

 

Table 2. General characteristics, definitions and key findings: Sexting and attachment 

Author(s), 

year & 

location 

Methodology Sample 

characteristics 

Definition of sexting 

and associated terms 

Key findings 

Weisskirch, 

Drouin & 

Delevi 

(2017) 

 

USA 

Quantitative  

online 

questionnaire 

 

Analysis  

ANOVAs 

Cross-tabs 

Pearson product 

correlations 

Logistic 

regression 

Zero-order 

correlations 

controlling for 

relationship 

status 

Population 

Unmarried, 

heterosexual 

undergraduate 

students (n = 

459) 

Age range  

18-25 

(mean = 20.02 

yrs) 

Gender 328 

females, 131 

males   

“sending and receiving 

of sexually suggestive 

or sexually explicit 

photographs, videos or 

texts, primarily through 

cellular phones but also 

through other 

electronic means” (p. 

685) 

“males were more likely** to have sent a text message 

propositioning sex than were females” (p. 689) 

Those in relationships sent more sexually suggestive texts* 

and more nude, semi-nude and sexually suggestive photos or 

videos** than those who were single   

“the combination of being low on attachment avoidance, low 

on fear of being single scale and high on fear of negative 

evaluation predicted engaging in sending a sexually 

suggestive photo or video” (p.689) 

a low score on attachment anxiety and a high score on fear of 

negative evaluation predicted sending a semi-nude photo and 

sending a sexually suggestive text ~   

“fear of negative evaluation predicted* sending a nude photo 

or video and sending a text propositioning sext” (p.689) 

After controlling for relationship status, Lower attachment 

avoidance, high fear of negative evaluation, and high social 
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distress-dating were all associated with a high level of 

commitment needed to send sexually suggestive photo or 

video, semi-nude, sexually suggestive text and text 

propositioning sext ~ 

Fear of negative evaluation was associated* with greater 

relationship commitment needed for sending a nude photo or 

video 

Trub & 

Starks 

(2017) 

 

USA 

Quantitative NS 

Analysis  

Bivariate 

correlations 

(Pearson’s & 

Kendal’s tau) 

Path modelling  

Bootstrapping   

Population 

Young adult 

women (n = 92)  

Age range  

18-29 (mean = 

25.7 yrs) 

Gender All 

women  

“sending and/or 

receiving of sexually 

suggestive or explicit 

content through mobile 

phone” (p. 140) 

Attachment anxiety and avoidance, and difficulty controlling 

impulses when emotionally distressed were associated with 

sexting** 

In those with high attachment anxiety, difficulty controlling 

impulses when emotionally distressed increased the 

likelihood of sexting* 

Crimmins 

& 

Seigfriend-

Spellar 

(2014) 

Quantitative 

Online survey 

 

Analysis 

Population 

undergraduate 

students (n = 88) 

Age range  

“sending suggestive 

messages or photos via 

cell phone, e-mail, or 

any other form of 

technology” (p. 268) 

Peer attachment style of ‘ambivalence’ and “engaging in 

web-based video chatting with strangers, such as 

Chatroulette” (p. 272) predicted sexting# 

Those who “engaged in web-based video chatting with 

strangers were 2.4 times more likely to sext” (p. 273) 
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USA 

Zero-order 

correlation, 

backward 

stepwise (Wald) 

block logistic 

regression 

19 - >23 (mean = 

NS) 

Gender 54 

female, 34 male 

“Examples of 

suggestive “sexts” 

include nude or semi-

nude photos, or 

pictures containing 

varying forms of sexual 

activity” (p. 268) 

Drouin, 

Tobin & 

Wygant 

(2014) 

 

USA 

Quantitative 

Online survey 

 

Analysis  

ANOVAs, 

Bonferroni post-

hoc 

comparisons,  

Hierarchical 

regression 

Population 

undergraduate 

students (n = 

155) 

Age range NS 

(mean = 21.84 

yrs) 

Gender 62 men, 

93 women  

“those who had ever 

sent a sexual text 

message” (p. 542) 

“Approximately 37% of those who had ever had a committed 

relationship indicated that they had lied during sexting with a 

committed partner” (p. 544) 

Women had lied during sexting more often than men** 

After controlling for gender, attachment avoidance predicted 

lying during sexting** 

Drouin & 

Landgraff 

(2012) 

Quantitative  

online survey 

 

Population 

college students 

(n = 744) 

“sending sexually 

explicit messages via 

In committed relationships attachment anxiety and avoidance 

predicted* sending sexually explicit texts 
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USA 

Analysis 

Zero-order 

correlation, 

Hierarchical 

forced-entry 

regressions,  

Simple slope 

analyses 

Age range  

18-36 

(mean = 20.50 

yrs) 

Gender 233 

men, 511 women 

text or picture 

messages” (p. 444) 

Only attachment avoidance predicted** sending sexually 

explicit pictures  

Gender moderated the relationship between avoidant 

attachment and sexting: avoidantly attached men were more 

likely to send sexually explicit texts*** and picture 

messages*** than avoidantly attached women*  

 

 

Weisskirch 

& Delevi 

(2011)  

 

USA 

Quantitative  

Online 

questionnaire  

Cross-sectional 

 

Analysis  

Descriptive, 

multiple 

regression 

Population 

University 

students (n = 

128) 

Age range  

18-30 

(mean = 22.77 

yrs) Gender 106 

female, 22 male 

“individuals create, 

send, and receive 

sexually suggestive or 

nude images and/or 

sexually suggestive 

text messages using 

their cell phones” (p. 

1697) 

Those in a relationship were more likely* to have sent 

sexually suggestive texts, specifically ‘propositioning sexual 

activity’ than single individuals 

“Only attachment anxiety for those in couples predicted ~ 

sending a text propositioning sexual activity” (p. 1699)   

“Attachment anxiety significantly predicted*** Relational 

Expectations scores on attitudes towards sexting, which 

means that anxiety may relate to expectations of sexting to 

please the partner” (p. 1699) 
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Table 2. Continued: Sexting, attachment and relationship Satisfaction 

Drouin, 

Coupe & 

Temple 

(2017) 

 

USA 

Quantitative 

Online survey 

 

Analysis 

Descriptive, chi 

square, 

ANOVAs, post-

hoc t-tests, 

regression 

analyses  

 

Population 

undergraduate 

students (n = 

352) 

 

Age range NS 

(mean = 19.75 

yrs) 

 

Gender 106 

men, 246 women  

 

“sending sexual texts, 

pictures, or videos via 

digital technology” (p. 

749) 

Women who sexted pictures to committed partners reported 

more positive relationship consequences***, more comfort in 

sexting pictures*** and less negative consequences***, 

worry/regret (p=.01) and trauma associated with sending the 

pictures** than women who sexted to casual partners  

Men who sexted pictures to committed partners were more 

likely to report positive relationship consequences** and less 

likely to report negative consequences* than men who sexted 

to casual partners, but there was no difference in 

regret/worry, comfort with sexting or trauma associated (all 

ps >.10) 

In casual relationships: women reported less comfort in 

sexting pictures than men* and more trauma associated with 

sexting pictures (p=.001) 

men and women were equally likely to report positive and 

negative consequences and regret/worry (all ps >.05) 
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In committed relationships: no difference between men and 

women reporting positive and negative consequences, 

worry/regret, comfort or trauma (all ps >.09) 

Those who sexted with committed partners as opposed to 

casual partners reported more positive relationship 

consequences***, more sexting comfort*** and less negative 

relationship consequences***, regardless of gender  

Women reported fewer positive consequences***, less 

comfort*** and more trauma** than men, regardless of 

relationship type  

When gender and relationship type were accounted for, 

attachment avoidance predicted sexting: those lower in 

attachment avoidance reported more positive 

consequences***, more comfort***, less worry/regret*** 

and less trauma**  

 

McDaniel & 

Drouin 

(2015) 

 

Quantitative  

Online 

questionnaire 

 

Population 

Heterosexual 

families (n = 

355) 

“sending sexual 

messages via mobile 

phones” (p. 628) 

Women with higher attachment avoidance sent more nude or 

semi-nude photos 

Avoidance was unrelated to frequency of sending ‘sexy 

messages’  
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USA Analysis  

Descriptive, 

Bivariate 

correlations, “a 

series of multi-

level models in 

SAS Proc 

Mixed” (p. 630)  

 

Age range 20 – 

52  

(mean age for 

women = 31.52 

yrs, mean age for 

men = 33.21 yrs) 

 

Gender NS 

Frequency of sending nude or semi-nude photos was related 

to attachment anxiety in men  

No relationship between sending text sexts and attachment 

anxiety for husbands or wives  

Sending sexy messages was not correlated with relationship 

satisfaction or ambivalence for men or women  

Sending nude or semi-nude photos was related to greater 

relationship ambivalence in both men and women  

“attachment avoidance moderated the relationship between 

sending sexy messages and relationship satisfaction” for both 

men and women* (p. 632) 

“sending sexy messages related positively to relationship 

satisfaction, only for those high in avoidance” ~ (p. 632)  

“Attachment anxiety moderated the relationship between 

sending nude/semi-nude photos and relationship 

satisfaction***, and this was further moderated by gender**” 

(p. 632) 

“Sending nude or semi-nude photos related to better 

relationship satisfaction for men, regardless of attachment 

anxiety”~ (p. 632) 



Page 16 of 268 

 

Sending nude or semi-nude photos related to better 

relationship satisfaction only for women high in anxiety, and 

to worse satisfaction for women low in anxiety”~ (p. 632) 

Women who sent more nude or semi-nude photos was 

associated with greater relationship ambivalence* 

 

Table 2. Continued: Sexting and relationship satisfaction 

Currin et 

al. (2016) 

 

USA 

Quantitative 

Online 

questionnaire 

 

Analysis 

Descriptive, one-

way ANOVA, 

post-hoc 

Tukey’s HSD 

Population 

American 

residents (n = 

1171)  

 

Age range 18-73  

(mean age for 

women = 28.99 

yrs, mean age for 

men = 32.25 yrs) 

 

“sexting could be 

viewed as a method of 

initiating sexual 

contact, where 

individuals can choose 

to be verbal (sending 

sexually suggestive or 

explicit) or non-verbal 

(sending sexually 

suggestive or explicit 

photos or videos)” (p. 

145) 

No difference for receive-only, two way (send and receive), 

or non-sexters in relationship satisfaction for non-

heterosexual women, heterosexual men or non-heterosexual 

men (all ps > .05) 

For heterosexual women there was no difference between 

receive-only sexters and two-way sexters or between non-

sexters and two-way sexters (all ps >.05) but women who 

had only received sexts had lower relationship satisfaction 

than women who were non-sexters** 
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Gender 827 

women, 344 men  

Parker et 

al. (2013) 

 

USA 

Quantitative 

Online survey  

 

Analysis  

ANOVA, 

MANOVAs,  

Pearson’s 

correlation, 

Multiple 

regression  

 

 

Population 

American 

residents in 

current 

relationship (n = 

86) 

 

Age range  

18-53 (mean = 

27.9 yrs) 

Gender 18 male, 

68 female 

NS Relationship length was negatively correlated with sexting~ 

but there were no differences in sexting by relationship type 

(married, living together or dating)~ 

Hedonism was correlated with sexting~ and couples who 

scored higher on the consensus scale of the relationship 

satisfaction measure, were more likely to have sexted ~ 

Table 2. Continued: Unwanted but consensual sexting and attachment 

Drouin & 

Tobin 

(2014) 

 

Quantitative 

online survey  

 

Analysis  

Population 

Undergraduate 

students (n = 

155) 

“Sexual interactions 

usually in the form of 

sexually-explicit 

“Frequencies of engaging in unwanted but consensual 

sexting were not significantly different for men and women 

χ2 (4, N = 155) = 3.449, p = .486” (p.415) 
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USA Chi-square, 

Correlational, 

Linear 

regression 

analyses 

 

Age range NS 

(mean = 21.64 

yrs) 

 

Gender 93 

women 62 men  

 

words, pictures or 

videos” (p.412) 

 

Unwanted but 

consensual sexting 

“willingly engaging in 

unwanted sexual 

behavior via sexually 

explicit text, pictures or 

video” (p.412)  

For men, there were no associations between attachment and 

unwanted but consensual sexting (p > .05) 

For women, anxious attachment was significantly related* to 

unwanted but consensual sexting. This relationship was fully 

mediated** by the motivation “consenting to unwanted 

sexting to avoid an argument”  

Consenting to unwanted sexting “to avoid an argument” was 

significantly related to anxious** and avoidant* attachment  

“consenting out of loneliness was related* to anxious 

attachment” (p.415) 

Drouin, 

Ross & 

Tobin 

(2015) 

 

USA 

Quantitative 

online survey  

 

Analysis 

Hierarchical 

regression  

Population 

Heterosexual 

undergraduate 

students (n = 

480) 

 

Age range NS 

(mean = 20.6) 

 

Gender 160 men  

Sexting coercion 

“sending of sexually 

explicit messages or 

images by cell phone” 

p.197 

 

 “unwanted but 

consensual sexting – 

sexting when they did 

not want to” p.197 

19% reported having ever sent a sext when they did not 

really want to and this was more common among women 

than men  

20% reported experiencing their partner as attempting to 

coerce them to sext 

Women were more likely* to engage in unwanted but 

consensual sexting as a result of sexting coercion than men  

Sexting coercion, sexual coercion, intimate partner violence 

and negative mental health symptoms were related*** for 

men and women 
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320 women  Sexting coercion  

NS 

 

Table 2. Continued: Attachment and sexting coercion 

Ross, 

Drouin & 

Coupe 

(2016) 

 

USA 

Quantitative 

Online survey 

 

Analysis 

Descriptive, 

MANCOVAs, 

Bonferroni post-

hoc, correlations  

 

 

Population 

undergraduate 

students (n = 

885) 

 

Age range NS 

(mean = 20.43 

yrs) 

 

Gender 301 

men, 584 women  

“sending of sexually 

explicit messages or 

images by cell phone” 

(p. 5)  

 

Intimate Partner 

Polyvictimization  

“the term 

polyvictimization is 

more often used by 

researchers examining 

all three forms of 

traditional IPA (i.e. 

physical, sexual, and 

psychological) or by 

those studying less 

Women experienced more sexting coercion than men* 

Sexual aggression victimization, sexual coercion 

victimization and sexting coercion victimization were all 

related for men and women*** 

Sexting and sexual coercion were highly correlated for men 

and women*** 19% of participants had experienced one type 

of coercion and not the other.  

For men who had experienced sexual or sexting coercion, 

there were no differences in psychological distress, sexual 

problems or attachment dysfunction. For women who 

experienced sexual coercion only, they had increased sexual 

problems* compared to those who experienced sexting 

coercion only.  

For men, sexual coercion and unwanted but consensual 

intercourse were related*** but sexting coercion and 

unwanted but consensual sexting were not (p=.05).  
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traditional forms of 

aggression, such as 

stalking, statutory rape, 

or internet harassment” 

(p. 2) 

For women, sexting coercion and unwanted but consensual 

sexting were more strongly related*** than sexual coercion 

and unwanted but consensual intercourse**.  

After controlling for differences in the level of IPA 

victimization across groups: 

Men who experienced IPA plus both forms of coercion 

reported more sexual problems and symptoms of avoidant 

attachment than men who experienced IPA alone~ 

Women who experienced IPA plus both types of coercion 

reported more anxiety and more symptoms of avoidant 

attachment ~ 

Additionally, women who experienced IPA and sexual 

coercion experienced more symptoms of anxious attachment 

than IPA only~ 

The more types of coercion women experienced (IPA, 

sexting coercion and sexual coercion), the more depression 

and more sexual problems they experienced~ 
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Table 2. Continued: Sexting and online harassment 

Medrano, 

Rosales & 

Gámez-

Guadix 

(2017) 

 

Mexico 

Quantitative  

Online survey 

 

Analysis  

Structural 

equation 

modelling, 

Sobel’s test 

 

Population 

university 

students (n = 

303) 

 

Age range 18-24 

(mean = 19.73 

yrs) 

 

Gender 59.1% 

female 40.9% 

male 

 

 

“voluntary creation and 

sending of text 

messages, photos, or 

videos, composed of 

personal sexual 

content, via the Internet 

or mobile devices” (p. 

1) 

 

Cybervictimization 

“uploading or 

disseminating images 

or rumours that are 

harmful or cruel to a 

victim’s reputation, 

sending insulting or 

threatening messages, 

e-mails or images, and 

Sexting was associated*** with higher rates of 

cybervictimization, which in turn, was associated*** with 

more depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation 

Cybervictimization fully mediated the relationship between 

sexting and depressive symptoms** 

There was a direct relationship* between sexting and suicidal 

ideation which was only partially mediated** by 

cybervictimization and depressive symptoms 
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the infiltration of an 

individual’s online 

account in order to 

send messages that 

cause trouble for or 

endanger the victim” 

(p. 2) 

Gámez-

Guadix, 

Almendros, 

Borrajo & 

Calvete 

(2015) 

 

Spain 

Quantitative 

online survey 

 

Analysis 

Logistic 

regression model 

Population 

Spanish adults (n 

= 873) 

 

Age range 18-60 

(mean = 31.11 

yrs) 

 

Gender 302 

men, 571 women  

  

“the creation and 

voluntary delivery of 

texts, photos or videos 

with a sexual or erotic 

content (e.g., text 

messages, photographs, 

videos, etc.) through 

the Internet or mobile 

devices (e.g., by 

messages, social 

networks, webcams, 

etc.)” p.145-146 

 

66.8% of the sample engaged in sexting and 37.5% reported 

some type of OSV 

Sexting to partners was more common than sexting to 

friends/acquaintances or to strangers/online 

acquaintances*** 

All three relationship contexts of sexting were associated 

with OSV but sexting to a person known only online was the 

most strongly associated*** (partner*, friend/acquaintance*) 

In terms of types of OSV, ‘insistence against the victim’s 

will’ e.g. “somebody has insisted you send erotic or sexual 

videos against your wishes” was more common than threats 

or dissemination of content without consent*** 
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Online sexual 

victimization (OSV) 

“the experience of 

some type of pressure 

through the Internet or 

mobile phones to 

obtain unwanted 

cooperation or sexual 

contact (e.g., share 

sexual information, 

send images with 

sexual content, or do 

something against the 

victim’s wishes) or/and 

the distribution or 

dissemination by the 

perpetrator of sexual 

images or information 

of the victim against 

his/her will.”  

Sexting and OSV were related*** and sexting increased the 

odds of experiencing all three types of OSV (insistence 

against the victim’s will***, threats* and dissemination of 

sexual content of the victim***) 

Other factors associated with OSV included being 

female***, being younger in age* and identifying as non-

heterosexual**  
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Reyns et al. 

(2013) 

 

USA 

Quantitative  

Online survey 

 

Analysis 

Chi-square,  

Point biserial 

correlation 

coefficients and 

Phi coefficients,  

Multinominal 

logistic 

regression  

Population 

college students 

(n = 974) 

 

Age range 18-24 

(mean = 20.2 yrs) 

 

Gender 39% 

male, female NS 

“sending nude or semi-

nude images, often of 

oneself, to others 

electronically (e.g. by 

text message, email)” 

(p. 1) 

 

“sending sexually 

explicit text messages 

or images 

electronically, 

primarily from one 

cellular phone to 

another but also via 

email attachments or 

instant messages” (p. 

1) 

 

Cybervictimization 

“such as harassment, 

The factors most strongly associated with cybervictimization 

were sexting** and gender (female)* 

Other factors related to cybervictimization include time spent 

online*, being ‘non-single’ (relationship status)** and low 

self-control** 

Sexting was positively related to low self-control**, age*, 

being ‘non-white’ (ethnicity)** and being ‘non-single’* 

After controlling for behavioural and demographic factors, 

sexters had increased odds (2.2 times larger) of experiencing 

cybervictimization than non-sexters 

Sexters were more likely to experience more than one type of 

cybervictimization than non-sexters* 

Females had increased odds of experiencing multiple types of 

cybervictimization than males (1.49 times more likely to 

experience one type, 2.67 times more likely to experience 

two types and 8.71 times more likely to experience three or 

more types of cybervictimization) 

Low self-control increased the risk of experiencing two or 

more types of cybervictimization* 
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bullying, threats and 

unwanted sexual 

attention” (p. 4) 

Time spent online did not contribute to the odds of 

experiencing cybervictimization 

 

 

Lindsay & 

Krysik 

(2012) 

 

USA 

Quantitative 

Online survey 

 

Analysis  

Logistic 

regression 

Population 

Undergraduate 

students (n = 

342) 

 

Age range NS  

(mean = 21.8 yrs) 

 

Gender 24.5% 

male, 74.9% 

female  

“pornographic text 

messages” (p. 712) 

 

Online harassment 

“harassment can 

involve legal 

consequences; also 

harassment usually 

implies a level of threat 

by the bully and 

feelings of being in 

danger by the victim” 

(p. 705) 

Those who sent sexts were 53% less likely* to report 

experiencing any type of online harassment than those who 

did not sext 

Of the 31.6% who reported experiencing harassment online 

from someone known to them,  “a negative relationship was 

found between those who sent sexts and the experience of 

online harassment; senders of sexts had a 40% less chance* 

of reporting online harassment compared to those who did 

not sext” (p. 712) 

 

 

Yrs = years    NS = not stated       # = p<.10      *= p<.05      ** = p<.01       *** = p<.001       ~ = p value unclear from table and not reported 

in text 
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Sexting and Attachment 

Results from the papers examining attachment styles and sexting suggest that sexting 

occurs more frequently in committed relationships than amongst those who are 

single(17,18), both attachment anxiety and avoidance predict sending sexts(19,20), 

attachment anxiety predicts sending texts propositioning sexual activity(17) and sexual 

images(19). Men are more likely to send a text propositioning sexual activity than 

women and this behaviour is unaffected by relationship status or duration(18). 

Avoidantly attached men are more likely to send sexts (texts and pictures) than 

avoidantly attached women(18). Difficulty controlling impulses during times of 

emotional distress increased the likelihood of sexting for women high in attachment 

anxiety(20). 

Contrary to the findings which suggest high levels of avoidance are related to sexting, 

Weisskirch et al.(18) found that a combination of low attachment avoidance, less fear of 

being single but a high fear of negative evaluation from potential dating partners 

predicted sending sexual photos or videos(18) and that low attachment anxiety and a 

high fear of negative evaluation predicted sending less explicit sexts (e.g. semi-nude 

photo). Those low in attachment avoidance (i.e. more securely attached) but high in fear 

of being negatively evaluated by potential romantic partners and high in feelings of 

nervousness when dating, required a higher level of commitment to send sexts.  

Caution is required when interpreting the results reported by Weisskirch et al.(18) as in 

text descriptions did not fit with their results in tables (i.e. reported attachment anxiety 

as significant but in table it was avoidance). Unfortunately, it is not possible to tell 

which is the typing error and significance levels for other associations reported cannot 

be differentiated as data was grouped together.  

Expectations about sexting to please a partner (e.g. “my romantic partner expects me to 

send sexually racy texts, videos or photos”) were predicted by attachment anxiety and 

Weisskirch & Delevi (17)suggest sexting may be a new form of reassurance seeking 

behaviour within relationships for those high in attachment anxiety. The authors 

theorised that those high in anxiety may have sext to alleviate personal tension or to 

please their partner based on the assumption they want them to send a sext(17). 

However, they acknowledge that the majority of their sample being female may have 

skewed the findings in relation to attachment (106 women, 22 men).  
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One study(21) examined deception as part of sexting and the relationship with 

attachment. Drouin et al.(21) report that 37% of those in committed relationships had 

lied during sexting with a partner, that women had lied more often than men, and that 

attachment avoidance predicted this behaviour. It is important to note that the authors 

used the term “pretended” in their measure of sexting deception and therefore lying 

during sexting could have just as equally been sexual fantasy.  

In terms of peer attachment, having an ambivalent attachment style (fear of 

abandonment or loss and how they perceive their position to be lower in relation to 

others) and “engaging in web-based video chatting with strangers, such as 

Chatroulette”(p. 272) was predictive of sexting(22). These results should be interpreted 

with caution given that the authors dictated a pre-set p value of <.10; sexting was only 

marginally associated with ambivalence at this level, and their model only accounted for 

21% of variance between sexters and non-sexters.   

Limitations of these findings include having a majority sample of women (17,19,20) 

and being based on models accounting for only small to moderate amounts of variance 

in sexting scores (3-4% (19); 20.9%(20)). 

Sexting, Attachment and Relationship Satisfaction 

One study(23) which reported on the associations between sexting, attachment style and 

relationship satisfaction found that both men and women who sexted to committed 

partners reported more positive relationship consequences and less negative relationship 

effects, whilst women reported more comfort with sexting to committed partners. 

Additionally, women reported less negative outcomes, less worry and regret, and less 

trauma associated with sexting when sexting a committed partner as opposed to a casual 

partner.  

In casual relationships, women were less comfortable with sexting and experienced 

more associated trauma than men but both men and women were equally likely to report 

positive and negative relationship effects and regret/worry associated with sexting. In 

committed relationships, men and women did not differ on these factors and all reported 

more positive outcomes, comfort, and less negative effects.  

Generally speaking, women reported fewer positive relationship effects, less comfort 

and more trauma associated with sexting than men but when gender and relationship 
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type were accounted for, lower attachment avoidance predicted more positive 

relationship outcomes, more comfort, less worry/regret and less trauma associated with 

sexting. 

However, it is important to note that this study(23) did not account for current 

relationship status, only status at the time of last sext sent. 

The other study(24) reported on heterosexual families and found that no relationship 

existed between sending text sexts and attachment anxiety for men or women. 

Attachment avoidance was unrelated to the frequency of sending ‘sexy messages’ but 

did moderate the relationship between sending ‘sexy messages’ and relationship 

satisfaction for both men and women. Sending sexy messages resulted in more 

relationship satisfaction, only for those high in avoidance.  

Sending sexy messages was not correlated with relationship satisfaction or relationship 

ambivalence for men or women but sending nude or semi-nude photos was related to 

greater relationship ambivalence in both men and women. Women who sent more nude 

or semi-nude photos were more ambivalent about their relationships. 

Women higher in attachment avoidance and men higher in attachment anxiety sent more 

nude or semi-nude photos. Men sending nude or semi-nude photos was related to better 

relationship satisfaction, regardless of attachment anxiety, whilst women high in anxiety 

sending the same content experienced better relationship satisfaction and women low in 

anxiety experienced worse satisfaction.   

This study(24) only examined heterosexual families with at least one child aged 5 years 

or younger, which could constitute a confounding factor in their results. Additionally, 

only 29% of their participants had ever sent a sext message and only 12% had sexted 

pictures. 

Sexting and Relationship Satisfaction 

Two studies(25,26)  reported on sexting and relationship satisfaction. Currin et al. (25) 

measured different types of sexting (two-way sending and receiving, send only, receive 

only and non-sexters) and found no differences in relationship satisfaction other than for 

heterosexual women who only receive sexts; they reported lower relationship 

satisfaction than their non-sexting counterparts. Men, non-heterosexual women and 

women engaging in different types of sexting (e.g. two-way sexters or non-sexters) did 
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not differ in relationship satisfaction. Send-only sexters were excluded from analyses 

due to the small number (13) endorsing this behaviour.  

Parker et al.(26) reported the only significant finding in their study was that couples 

who were higher in consensus (agreement) were more likely to have sexted. No other 

effects on relationship satisfaction were found. Sexting was correlated with hedonism 

(items such as “it feels good” and “to satisfy sexual needs”) as a motivating factor. 

Sexting was negatively correlated with relationship duration but did not differ by type 

of relationship (married, living together or dating). It is worth noting that this paper did 

not report any effect sizes for these findings and only a small number of the sample 

endorsed engaging in sexting (n = 37/86). 

Unwanted but Consensual Sexting and Attachment  

One study(27) investigated the relationship between unwanted but consensual sexting 

(defined as “willingly engaging in unwanted sexual behaviour via sexually explicit text, 

pictures or video” p. 412) and attachment. The authors report that amongst individuals 

who had ever been in a committed relationship, 48% of men and 55% of women had 

engaged in unwanted but consensual sexting and the frequency of men and women 

engaging in this behaviour was similar. For men, attachment style was unrelated to 

engaging in unwanted but consensual sexting but for women, anxious attachment was 

related to engaging in unwanted but consensual sexting. The study also explored 

motivations for engaging in unwanted but consensual sexting and found that 

“consenting to avoid an argument” related to both anxious and avoidant attachment 

styles and “consenting out of loneliness” related to anxious attachment. The motivation 

“to avoid an argument” served as a mediator in the relationship between anxiously 

attached women and engaging in unwanted but consensual sexting, although the authors 

note their model only explained a small amount of the variance (figure not stated)(27).  

Sexting Coercion  

Drouin et al. (28) reported that 19% of individuals had engaged in unwanted but 

consensual sexting and that 20% had experienced their romantic partner trying to coerce 

them to sext. They found that sexting and sexual coercion were related to intimate 

partner violence (IPA) for both men and women and that there was a cumulative effect 

of these factors on symptoms of anxiety, depression and traumatic stress. Women were 

more likely to engage in unwanted sexting as a result of coercion and sexting coercion 
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related to similar negative mental health symptoms as traditional forms of IPA; whereas 

for men, the association between sexting coercion and negative mental health was 

stronger than for traditional IPA.  

For men, unwanted but consensual sexting accounted for less than 1% of variance in 

negative mental health symptoms, men’s sexting coercion victimization accounted for 

an additional 24% of the variance, similarly, for women UCS 1.7% of the variance in 

neg mental health, and sexting coercion victimization additional 14%.  

Sexting Coercion and Attachment  

One study(29) looked at the relationship between sexting coercion and attachment and 

reported that for both men and women, being a victim of sexual aggression, sexual and 

sexting coercion were related. Specifically, sexting and sexual coercion were highly 

correlated and whilst women experienced more sexting coercion than men, 19% of 

participants had experienced one type of coercion or the other singularly. Sexual 

coercion and unwanted but consensual intercourse were related for both men and 

women but whilst sexting coercion and unwanted consensual sexting were not related 

for men, they were more highly correlated for women than sexual coercion and 

unwanted intercourse.  

For men who experienced either form of coercion there were no differences in 

psychological distress, sexual problems or attachment problems but women who 

experienced sexual coercion had increased sexual problems than those who experienced 

sexting coercion only. Additionally, women who experienced IPA and sexual coercion 

were more anxiously attached. Men who experienced IPA plus both forms of coercion 

reported more sexual problems and were more avoidantly attached, whilst women who 

experienced IPA plus both types of coercion were anxiously attached and reported more 

anxiety. There was a cumulative effect of coercion (IPA, sexting coercion and sexual 

coercion) for women in that they experienced more depression and sexual problems. 

 Sexting and Cybervictimization  

The terms online harassment, online sexual victimization and cybervictimization were 

used in the literature to describe an experience typically meaning: being subject to 

harassment, threats or bullying from someone online, or infiltration of an online 

account, leaving the victim feeling endangered or causing the victim trouble in some 
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way (e.g. damaging their reputation)(30,31). Additionally, specific sexual forms of 

harassment such as “unwanted sexual attention”(32), pressure or coercion to engage in 

sexual acts or sharing of sexual data (i.e. information, photos or videos) online and/or 

non-consensual sharing of sexual data(33) were investigated.  

The terms cybervictimization and sexual cybervictimization will be used in this section 

for clarity when comparing results.  

Two studies(31,32) reported that sexting was associated with experiencing higher rates 

of cybervictimization and one study indicated that sexting was associated with higher 

rates of sexual cybervictimization. Medrano et al(31) described a larger relationship 

between sexting, cybervictimization, depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation; in 

which cybervictimization mediated the relationship between sexting and depressive 

symptoms, but did not fully account for a relationship between sexting and suicidal 

ideation. However, this model only accounted for a moderate amount of variance in the 

different factors (29% of cybervictimization, 5% of depression and 42% of suicidal 

ideation).  

Only one study(32) compared sexters to non-sexters and found that after controlling for 

behavioural and demographic factors, sexters had higher odds of experiencing multiple 

types of cybervictimization (e.g. harassment, threats, and unwanted sexual advances) 

than non-sexters. Similarly, Gámez-Guadix et al(33) measured multiple types of sexual 

cybervictimization (insistence against the victim’s will, threats and dissemination of 

sexual content of the victim) and found that sexters had increased chances of 

experiencing multiple types of sexual cybervictimization.  

Gámez-Guadix et al(33) found that sexting to partners was more common than sexting 

to friends/acquaintances or to strangers/online acquaintances but that all three 

relationship contexts were associated with sexual cybervictimization, with sexting to a 

person known only online being the most strongly associated factor with sexual 

cybervictimization. Interesting, one study(30) reported that sexters were less likely to 

report online harassment from someone known to them than non-sexters.  

Being female was associated with experiencing more types of cybervictimization and 

specifically sexual cybervictimization(32,33). Reyns et al(32) found that females were 

8.71 times more likely to experience three or more types of cybervictimization 

compared to males.  
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In contrast to these findings, Lindsey & Krysik(30) reported a negative relationship 

between sexting and online harassment, with sexters being 53% less likely to report 

online harassment than those who did not sext. However, there was insufficient detail 

reported on their method to determine how sexting and online harassment were 

measured, and whilst they suggest this relationship could exist due to sexters perceiving 

what constitutes online harassment differently to non-sexters, it is impossible to 

determine from their study.  

Conclusions  

Consensual adult sexting may pose some benefits for relationships although the studies 

in this review which reported on relationship satisfaction lacked power(25,26) and 

failed to demonstrate meaningful associations. The literature regarding attachment and 

sexting is confusing and inherently flawed by an over-representation of women and 

problems with subjective measures used. For example, when considering Weisskirch & 

Delevi’s(17) study, the motivations for sexting in anxiously attached individuals is 

discussed as wanting to ‘appease’ their romantic partner. Given the phrasing of their 

actual measurement items (e.g. “my partner expects me to send a sext” could this be 

describing something similar to the unwanted but consensual sexting highlighted by 

Drouin & Tobin(27)? The picture of adult sexting and interpersonal factors becomes 

further muddied when non-consensual elements are introduced (e.g. sexting coercion, 

non-consensual distribution) and the disparity in definitions of specific terms (e.g. 

online sexual victimization) does not help the matter. Could “insistence” (measured 

with items such as “somebody has insisted you send sexual videos against your 

wishes”), shown to be a more frequent type of harassment than non-consensual 

forwarding of sexual data(33), be akin to sexting coercion(28)? There is an emerging 

literature linking sexting with intimate partner violence(28,29) and online 

harassment(33)  which affects individual’s mental health in turn(29,31) but further 

research is needed to account for a larger proportion of the variance in sexting and to 

disentangle the numerous aspects of consensual and non-consensual elements of sexting 

and how this affects interpersonal relationships. 
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DISCUSSION 

Common methodological issues  

Methodological quality of most of the papers was relatively poor (see Table 3 for a 

visual overview). Using the quality assessment tool described earlier (see method 

section), a maximum score of 78 was available which indicates good quality overall. A 

score of 52 indicates fair quality and the minimum score of 26 indicates poor quality. 

Paper scores ranged from 33 to 49, with the average score being 41.4. There were some 

common methodological issues which are discussed below.  

Introduction 

Ten papers(19,21–24,27,28,31–33) clearly detailed their research focus, stating the aims 

of their study, with reference to the population studied and variables of interest, whilst 

seven(17,18,20,25,26,29,30) provided unclear or only partial discussion of the study 

aims. Eight(17,20,21,23,25,26,29,31)  papers did not mention the type of study, 

population or time-point and nine(18,19,22,24,27,28,30,32,33) only provided a partial 

description.  

These items are important to provide the reader with clarity and focus in terms of the 

research questions being addressed and the methodology used to try and answer these 

questions to allow for context and generalisability comparisons(15). 

Definitions 

None of the papers reviewed provided a clear and comprehensive definition of sexting, 

incorporating different types (e.g. send/receive), mediums (e.g. text message, social 

media) and specifying personal content in the sext. Definitions ranged from very brief 

or vague descriptions of sexting, such as “pornographic text messages”(30) to more 

detailed but subjective descriptions; “sexting could be viewed as a method of initiating 

sexual contact, where individuals can choose to be verbal (sending sexually suggestive 

or explicit) or nonverbal (sending sexually suggestive or explicit photos or videos).” 

p.145(25) to clear but restricted; “sending and/or receiving of sexually suggestive or 

explicit content through mobile phones” p.140(20). One paper did not provide a 

definition of sexting(26). 



Page 34 of 268 

 

Lack of clarity in an agreed definition of sexting led to problems with operationalising 

the term in the majority of studies. There was notably disparity in the operational 

measures of sexting and the definitions given in most studies. Some attempted to 

measure different types of sexting in a specified time period(20,23), whilst others tried 

to measure different types across differing relationship contexts(25), but this led to 

problems in analyses when a categories had to be removed entirely or grouped together.   

Only one study used a clearly operationalised, valid and reliable measure of sexting 

which was consistently implemented across all participants(31). One study provided 

insufficient detail on how sexting was measured to determine reliability and 

validity(30). The majority of the remaining studies used single item measures or 

questionnaires they had designed specifically for that study, leading to inconsistent and 

subjective measuring of sexting and the application of arbitrary cut offs(26).  

Design 

All 17 studies were cross -sectional in nature and gathered data through online 

questionnaires on exposure variables of interest (e.g. sexting) and outcomes (e.g. 

relationship satisfaction) at the same time point. This is often considered to be ‘weaker’ 

evidence in comparison to other study designs which gather baseline measures(14). 

Retrospective data collection was based on self-report of past sexting behaviours which 

is known to be problematic(34). An example of this can be seen in the Drouin study(28) 

who reported that women who experienced trauma associated with sexting felt worse 

now looking back, as opposed to when the sext was sent, but these reflections were both 

gathered at the same point in time. Additionally some studies(22) explicitly collected 

information such as ‘age at first sext sent’. This raises an ethical dilemma given the 

legality issues with age of consent for sexting(35).  

Power 

Power analyses provide an important indication of the sample size needed to detect a 

statistically significant effect(36) and larger samples are required to a differentiate 

between a minor and no associations(15). The majority of studies did not provide any 

sample size justification and only two partially discussed power but without sufficient 

detail(25,32). However, problems with power were apparent, with Parker et al.(26) 

reporting that only 37 of their 88 participants had ever sexted and noting that their small 

sample size may account for the lack of significant findings in their study.   
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Control groups 

Two studies(22,32) used a general control group (non-sexters), whilst the rest of the 

studies reviewed either did not use a control group or did not clearly report how ‘non-

sexter’ data gathered was used.  This meant that no study allowed for adequate 

comparisons of all sexting groups (e.g. non-sexters, frequent sexters, receive or send 

only) to be made.  

Confounding variables  

The majority of studies did not discuss potential confounds but confounding factors 

were clearly present. For example, Drouin et al(23) gathered data relating to the 

relationship context in which the last sext was sent but did not gather or control for 

current relationship status. Different types of relationship (e.g. “one-night stand” or 

“cheating”) were measured separately and then grouped into one variable (‘casual’) 

based on the authors subjective criteria, and the functions behind sexting in each context 

could be inherently different. Additionally, only 67% of their sample reported their last 

sext relationship context, leaving a large proportion unaccounted for.  In another study 

on deception in sexting, Drouin et al(21)categorised motivations for lying as ‘other-

serving’, ‘self-serving’ or ‘irrelevant’ according to predetermined criteria. Although this 

was carried out by an independent rater, they drew conclusions about avoidantly 

attached sexters being fake or inauthentic with others when what they actually measured 

was ‘pretending’ during sexting (i.e. to be wearing or doing something else) which 

cannot be differentiated from sexual fantasy; which may have different implications and 

effects for sexting within relationships and may be a healthy, normative behaviour as 

opposed to the more pathological behaviour they refer to (deception). Given the cross-

sectional nature of the data, failing to consider and control for confounding variables 

does not help to achieve clarity in the interpersonal factors associated with sexting.  

Recruitment and Participants 

Recruitment procedures were only adequately described by one study(32), the rest failed 

to report key factors such as time period the data was gathered. Additionally, only two 

studies explicitly stated that participation was entirely voluntary(22,33) and eight 

reported participants received monetary compensation or academic credit for taking part 

in the study, which could pose a potential bias in the truthfulness of responses and 

motives for taking part. None of the studies reported any type of follow up procedure 
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and only one study(22) reported dropout rates (but made no comparisons), whilst the 

rest reported no details.  

Only five studies gave clear descriptions of participant demographics including 

important factors such as age range, mean, and age breakdown, gender, sexuality, 

relationship status, and ethnicity. The remaining studies did not clearly report all 

important demographics and most failed to explicitly state eligibility criteria. No study 

achieved a large and representative sample of adult sexters considering all of the above-

mentioned demographics.  

Outcome measures 

Some studies used clear and objective measures with reported validity and reliability 

but the majority of studies implemented brief screening tools or adapted measures. Due 

to the subjective nature of the phenomena being investigated, this became particularly 

problematic in areas where additional constructs (e.g. cybervictimization, sexting 

coercion) were measured. Medrano et al(31) used “the cyberbullying victimization 

questionnaire” (CBV-Q), which whilst reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = .96), was developed 

and validated for use with an adolescent population(37) and therefore not necessarily an 

appropriate measure for an adult population. Reyns et al(32) used a dichotomous 

frequency measure (“has anyone ever…”) to account for four types of online 

victimization; unwanted contact, harassment, violent threats and unwanted sexual 

advances. However, these types were grouped into singular categories (e.g. one, two, or 

three or more types of CBV) for analysis, rendering it impossible to differentiate the 

effects of the different types. 

Results 

Only four studies(18,20,22,31) reported handling missing data appropriately (e.g. only 

using complete data sets in analysis or using sophisticated techniques). The remaining 

studies gave no description of how missing data was handled. Two studies(22,25) gave 

a clear and detailed description of how variables were handled in analyses, with the 

remaining studies providing either partial or no description. Similarly, only five 

studies(19,29,31–33) clearly reported effect sizes in text and tables, with the majority of 

the remaining studies providing partial or vague effect sizes. One study(26) did not 

report any effect sizes. This limited the comparisons that could be made across the 

entirety of studies reviewed.  
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Table 3. Visual representation of quality assessment 
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Table 3. Continued 

Study Introduction/Design Setting/Recruitment Participants/Measures Results/Discussion 
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CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The current literature suggests sexting is associated with attachment in varying ways 

which are not entirely clear, demonstrated associations with relationship satisfaction 

were weak, and non-consensual aspects of sexting (e.g. coercion) are linked to more 

negative outcomes. The amount of variance in sexting accounted for by these 

interpersonal factors ranges from small to moderate and problems with the 

methodological quality of all studies reviewed led to difficulty drawing reasonable 

conclusions.  Further research is needed, of better methodological design and quality of 

reporting, to disentangle relationships between sexting and interpersonal factors, 

particularly where non-consensual elements are concerned; as this is the most likely 

area to have clinical implications; with demonstrated links to poorer mental health 

outcomes for individuals and couples. 

LIMITATIONS 

Limitations of this review include the inclusion criteria of peer-reviewed, published 

articles and only studies published in English. Peer-reviewed journals generally 

represent a high standard of research, but had this review additionally considered grey 

literature then perhaps more useful conclusions could have been drawn about the 

associated interpersonal factors with sexting and a larger amount of variance in those 

relationships accounted for in the narrative synthesis of results.  

In addition to this, the varied nature of interpersonal factors associated with adult sexting 

and the more open-ended search strategy adopted (whilst done to reduce pre-determined 

bias by not selecting terms like “risk” or “effect”), may have introduced author bias. To 

achieve greater clarity and reliability, studies were reviewed in consultation and 

discussion with academic research supervisors, but due to the practical constraints and 

context in which this review has been carried out (as part of a Doctorate), additional 

protective factors against this kind of bias (i.e. having a small group of researchers to 

provide independent rating, extraction and quality synthesis of the data) could not be 

facilitated.  
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Abstract 

Sexting refers to the exchange of self-taken sexual photographs, usually depicting the 

sender nude or semi-nude, via mobile phone. Academic and media narratives portray 

sexting as a deviant behaviour due to the perceived psychological health risks of non-

consensual image distribution. Qualitative research suggests psychological harms are 

comparable to effects of sexual assault (i.e. anxiety, depression, PTSD, poorer relational 

wellbeing) and are gendered in nature; considered part of a continuum of sexual 

violence against women. Well-designed quantitative research regarding adult sexting, 

non-consensual image distribution and psychological health is lacking. Existing studies 

conflate consensual and non-consensual behaviours, have poor methodological design 

in terms of operational definitions used, and are biased to demonstrate distress in the 

measures used. We therefore utilised a cross-sectional online survey to explore the 

relationship between adults’ sexting behaviours and their psychological health and 

wellbeing; whilst accounting for coping, resilience and sexting specific variables. 

Participants were a non-clinical sample of 270 adults (age range 18-66 years). Analysis 

of covariance (ANCOVA; SPSS v.25) was used as the primary analysis. Coping and 

resilience significantly contributed to explaining variance in psychological health and 

wellbeing. When coping and resilience were accounted for, non-consensual image 

sharing was not related to psychological distress but individuals who were uncertain if 

their images had been shared had lower wellbeing, and consensual sexters who sent 

sexts to multiple recipients had higher anxiety. Clinical implications and directions for 

future research are discussed. 

 Key words: sexting, psychological health, revenge porn*, non-consensual image 

sharing, image-based sexual abuse 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Prevalence of sexting and the perceived risks 

Sexting refers to the exchange (sending and/or receiving) of self-taken sexual 

photographs, usually depicting the sender nude or semi-nude, via mobile phone 

(Lenhart, 2009; Ringrose, Harvey, Gill & Livingstone, 2013; Ševčíková, 2016). Sexting 

has received much media and academic interest in recent years, with an overwhelming 

focus on the perceived negative outcomes of engaging in sexting, and the proposed 

subsequent harms to psychological health (Lee & Crofts, 2015; Van Ouytsel, Walrave, 

Ponnet, & Heirman, 2015). The most notable risk of sexting is the non-consensual 

sharing or forwarding of sexual images (non-consensual image distribution). Despite 

this risk, sexting is a relatively common-place behaviour: a systematic review of mostly 

US studies indicates adult (18-30 years of age) prevalence rates range from 33% to 57% 

depending on the definition used (e.g. photo or text content, sending or receiving) and 

adolescent (10-19 years of age) rates range from 10% to 16% using similar 

classifications (Klettke, Hallford & Mellor, 2014). These estimates are limited in their 

generalisability for several reasons: the nature of the samples studied (majority 

undergraduate students), the definition of sexting used, and the age ranges included.4  

Although higher prevalence rates have been observed amongst adults than 

adolescents, and there have been calls for more research on adult sexting (Henry & 

Powell, 2018; Wiederhold, 2011); research to date has focused primarily on adolescent 

sexting. Researchers have sought to demonstrate associations between sexting and 

sexual risk-taking behaviours such as: unprotected sex, number of sexual partners, drug 

and alcohol use, and markers of poorer psychological health (Benotsch, Snipes, Martin 

& Bull, 2013; Dake, Price, Maziarz & Ward, 2012; Dir, Cyders & Coskunpinar, 2013; 

 
4 See extended introduction 5.1 for further discussion 
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Ferguson, 2011; Temple et al., 2012; Temple et al., 2014). Sexting is largely framed 

within a risk discourse5 in the literature (Döring, 2014; Krieger, 2016) and there is a 

dominant media perspective, particularly where adolescents are concerned, that 

individuals’ “need to stop sexting because it is wrong, shameful, and could ruin their 

lives.” (Bates, 2017, p.7). The focus on associated risk behaviours and negative 

correlates of sexting6 reflects dominant societal perspectives regarding teen sexting and 

narratives concerning individuals’ sexual rights, agency and responsibility (Albury, 

2017; Dobson & Ringrose, 2016), due partly to the legal classification of sexting 

amongst under eighteens7.  

There is a strong drive to encourage adolescents, particularly females, to abstain 

from engaging in sexting as a result of perceived risks. Numerous educational 

prevention strategies focus on punitive measures, to instil shame and perpetuate victim-

blaming (Krieger, 2016). These educational methods8 perpetuating the ‘dangers’ of 

sexting only serve to deepen such attitudes into adulthood; men reportedly view sexting 

as a fun, regular aspect of romantic relationships which potentially improves the 

relationship, whilst women hold more cautionary views about sexting and are more 

concerned with the perceived risks (Dir et al., 2013; Samimi & Alderson, 2014). 

Sexting attitudes have been shown to correlate highly with sexting behaviours (r = .69; 

Ferguson, 2011), and whilst attitudes are individually formed, they are influenced by 

wider society and interpersonal dynamics (i.e. subjective norms9; Fishbein & Azjen, 

1975). Therefore it would be reasonable to expect that the public discourse about 

 
5 See extended introduction 5.2 for further discussion 
6 See extended introduction 5.2 for further details 
7 See extended introduction 5.3 for discussion of sexual rights and legal issues 
8 See extended introduction 5.3 for an example 
9 See extended introduction 5.4 for discussion 
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sexting should serve to deter women, and higher rates of men engaging in sexting would 

be observed accordingly. 

However, there is evidence that equal numbers of men and women send and 

receive sexts (Drouin, Ross & Tobin, 2015). Data from a large scale Australian survey 

found more men than women actually experience non-consensual distribution of their 

sexual images (Powell & Henry, 2016), and are distressed as a result (Drouin et al., 

2015). Yet when framed as ‘non-consensual pornography’ or ‘revenge pornography’, 

figures suggest this is a crime predominantly affecting women (Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 

2019; Sherlock, 2016). This demonstrates the gendered double standard10 inherent to 

the risk discourse portrayed by media, educational policies, and researchers (Lee & 

Crofts, 2015; Krieger, 2016; Ringrose et al., 2013); which simultaneously frames young 

women as both victim and villain of their sexting behaviours (Lumsden & Morgan, 

2012). Gender roles in the academic literature and media on sexting and non-consensual 

image sharing depict women as the coerced11 victim (Drouin et al., 2015), and males as 

the aggressive perpetrator (Stanley et al., 2018): Ruvalcaba and Eaton (2019) suggest 

these sexual scripts12 offer one explanation for the higher reported levels of 

victimisation and distress by women than men, but terminology13 presents a serious 

barrier to understanding the effects of non-consensual image sharing.  

1.2 Non-consensual image sharing and revenge pornography  

Although the term ‘revenge pornography’ is synonymously used to describe 

non-consensual image sharing, the definition of revenge pornography includes the 

intention of causing embarrassment or distress (Gov.uk, 2014) which is difficult to 

 
10 See extended introduction 5.3 for discussion 
11 See extended introduction 5.4 for discussion 
12 See extended introduction 5.5 for details of sexual scripts theory 
13 See extended introduction 5.6 for discussion of issues with terminology 
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establish. Non-consensual image sharing may not include this motivation (McGlynn, 

Rackley & Houghton, 2017) and the non-consensual sharing of sexual content can exist 

in several forms (e.g. image/video/message; self-taken/other-taken), be shared 

electronically or in person, online or in private communication, and may or may not be 

accompanied by personal identifying information. New legislation introduced in the UK 

in April 2015 criminalised revenge pornography, however reporting and prosecution 

rates are low; 61% of cases reported to police in 2015 resulted in no further action with 

the main reasons cited as a lack of evidence or the report being withdrawn (Sherlock, 

2016). Problems estimating the prevalence of non-consensual image sharing exist due to 

how individuals are asked about their experiences14, which indicates clarity and 

specificity are required in methodological design and phrasing of questions to better 

establish how common place, or not, this phenomenon is.  

Despite varying motivations and methods of sharing sexual images, non-

consensual image sharing is potentially becoming more commonplace amongst sexters 

and is thought to result in poorer psychological health: In a systematic review of the 

existing literature, Walker and Sleath (2017) note that estimates vary from 1.1% 

(Gámez-Guadix, Almendros, Borrajo & Calvete, 2015) to 6.3% (Marganski & 

Melander, 2015) depending on the definition used, and more recently Henry, Powell 

and Flynn (2017) reported 11% of Australian young adults had their images shared 

without permission. A survey by the Cyber Civil Rights Initiative (2013) indicated that 

93% of those who have their images shared without consent suffer “significant 

emotional distress” and 51% contemplate suicide. Consequences for victims of revenge 

pornography can be serious - career damage or loss, and increased strain and difficulties 

in intimate relationships (Bates, 2017; Bloom, 2014; Driscoll, 2016). Qualitative 

 
14 See extended introduction 5.6 for further discussion 
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research suggests the impact of revenge pornography on psychological health is 

equivalent to sexual assault in terms of symptomology (post-traumatic stress disorder 

[PTSD], depression, anxiety) and that individuals use problematic coping strategies 

such as avoidance or substance misuse to deal with the event (Bates, 2017). Researchers 

have argued that the legal classification should therefore be in the same realm as sexual 

offences and considered as part of a continuum of image based sexual abuse15 (Bloom, 

2014; McGlynn et al., 2017).  

When revenge pornography laws were first introduced in the UK, the Minister 

for Women and Equalities Nicky Morgan was quoted as saying that “People are entitled 

to expect a reasonable level of respect and privacy.” (Gov.uk, 2014). There is increasing 

evidence that sexting more frequently occurs within committed relationships (Dir et al., 

2013; Drouin, Coupe & Temple, 2017; Samimi & Alderson, 2014); indicating a level of 

trust is both required and expected (Bates, 2017). The online environment offers a 

perceived sense of privacy, safety, and anonymity (Anastassiou, 2017; Franks, 2011) 

and the proliferation of technological communication brings an additional aspect to 

consider when navigating intimate relationships. Expectancy violations theory16 

(Burgoon, 1993) may therefore offer a framework within which to understand the 

distress experienced when intimate partners breach trust or privacy expectations, by 

sharing sexual images without consent.  

However, some individuals afford relatively minor significance to their images 

being shared non-consensually (Englander, McCoy & Center, 2016) and so emotional 

distress cannot be assumed. From a cognitive behavioural perspective, negative 

appraisals17 are a key maintaining feature of persistent PTSD (Ehlers & Clark, 2000), 

 
15 See extended introduction 5.7 for discussion 
16 See extended introduction 5.8 for discussion of expectancy violations theory 
17 See extended introduction 5.9 for discussion of appraisal theory  
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and variance in distress can be explained by individual appraisals after trauma 

characteristics are accounted for (DePrince, Chu & Pineda, 2011; Meiser-Stedman, 

Dalgleish, Glucksman, Yule & Smith, 2009). Theoretically and empirically, coping 

styles18 such as the use of avoidance, have also been demonstrated to mediate the 

relationship between sexual trauma and severity of symptoms and abuse-related stress 

(Bal, Van Oost, De Bourdeaudhuij & Crombez, 2003; Spaccarelli, 1994). Increasing 

clinical and academic interest in the potential mediating role of resilience19; reflects 

recognition of the myriad of possible responses to adverse life events, thought to be due 

to individual differences (Yehuda & Flory, 2007). These individual factors are therefore 

likely to play a role in the relationship between sexting, non-consensual image sharing, 

and psychological health.  

1.3 Normalcy framework  

In juxtaposition to the risk discourse is the normalcy framework, where sexting 

is viewed as a “normal contemporary form of sexual expression and intimate 

communication in romantic and sexual relationships” (Döring, 2014, p. 1). Sexting has 

been shown to have positive relationship benefits (Stasko & Geller, 2015) and has been 

associated with increased sexual pleasure and satisfaction20 (Ferguson, 2011; Galovan, 

Drouin & McDaniel, 2018). Other research has found no association between sexting 

and poorer psychological health such as depression, anxiety and low self-esteem 

(Gordon-Messer, Bauermeister, Grodzinski & Zimmerman, 2013). The World Health 

Organisation’s (WHO, 2006) definition21 of sexual health stresses the importance of 

not only the absence of disease or harm, but also the possibility for positive, 

 
18 See extended introduction 5.10 for discussion of coping styles 
19 See extended introduction 5.11 for discussion of resilience 
20 See extended introduction 5.12 for discussion 
21 See extended introduction 5.3 for full definition 
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pleasurable and safe sexual relationships. Therefore it is vital to consider the 

relationship between sexting and wellbeing in addition to potential psychological 

distress. This is likely to be pertinent in reconciling the opposing discourses about 

sexting and understanding the variance in psychological distress associated with 

sexting and non-consensual image sharing.  

1.4 Rationale for our research22 

We propose that the lack of empirical research regarding the intricacies of 

sexting and non-consensual sharing behaviours limits the current clinical and legal 

utility of policies and practices. Whilst there is a growing evidence base reporting on 

sexting more generally, there is a paucity of research into the experience of those whose 

images are shared non-consensually (Henry & Powell, 2018). Whilst previous studies 

suggest there is an association between sexting and poorer psychological health (see 

Klettke, Hallford, Clancy, Mellor & Toumbourou, 2019 for an account), these are 

limited as they conflate consensual and non-consensual acts (Krieger, 2016) and fail to 

properly define non-consensual image sharing. To date, no quantitative research exists 

which specifically examines the relationship between non-consensual image distribution 

and psychological health and wellbeing (Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2019). 

Current sexting research is biased by moral-laden gendered narratives which 

assumes a position of harm; whilst understanding individual expectations and attitudes 

related to image sharing is limited by hypothetical-based scenario research 

methodologies. It is crucial for researchers to gain a more nuanced understanding of the 

relationship between sexting, non-consensual image sharing, and psychological health 

and wellbeing in order to (a) avoid pathologising normative consensual sexting and (b); 

develop quantitative evidence regarding the relationship between non-consensual image 

 
22 See extended introduction 5.14 for further rationale 

https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/full/10.1089/cyber.2018.0291
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sharing and psychological health. By clearly defining sexting behaviours, using 

psychological measures which allow for distress, wellbeing, and the influence of 

individual coping and resilience, we can provide a more balanced understanding. This, 

in turn, would enable more effective clinical practice and more appropriate educational 

and legal strategies.  

1.5 Aims 

In this study, we sought to gain a more nuanced understanding of the 

relationship between sexting and psychological health and wellbeing by addressing the 

following questions:  

Q1) How common are non-consensual image sharing experiences amongst a UK 

community (non-clinical) sample of adult sexters? 

Q2) Are there any differences in the psychological health and wellbeing of non-

sexters and sexters (including those who have experienced non-consensual image 

sharing)? 

Q3) Are any sexting specific factors, such as privacy expectations, image 

characteristics and relationship with recipients, associated with psychological 

health?  

Q4) Are there any differences in psychological health and wellbeing between 

consensual sexters’, those who have experienced non-consensual sexting, and non-

sexters’ when coping, resilience and sexting specific factors are accounted for?  
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2. Materials and Method 

2.1 Design23 

We utilised a cross-sectional, quantitative online survey design consisting of 

self-report standardised and non-standardised measures. We occupied a critical realist 

position24 when undertaking this research.  

2.2 Procedure25  

We collected data from a non-clinical adult population between September 2018 

and January 2019. We used snowball sampling methods to recruit participants via 

online social media. Advertisements were placed on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

LinkedIn and Reddit. Individuals residing in the UK were invited to take part regardless 

of whether they had ever engaged in sexting or not. Completion of the online survey 

was entirely voluntary. All participants were provided with information about the study 

prior to taking part, were required to give informed consent and confirm they were over 

the age of 18. Ethical approval of this study was granted by Lincoln University’s ethics 

committee26. 

2.3 Participants 

In total, 352 survey responses were recorded. After checking informed consent 

and missing data (>50%), 270 responses were retained for analysis27. The final sample 

consisted of 270 participants (199 females, 63 males, 8 other gender identity, mean age 

= 30 years, range = 18-66). 

 

 
23 See extended methods 6.3 for design considerations 
24 See extended methods 6.1 for discussion of epistemological position 
25 See extended methods 6.5 and 6.6 for eligibility criteria and sample size (power) 

requirements 
26 See extended methods 6.2 for ethical considerations 
27 See extended methods 6.4 figure 3 
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2.4 Survey28 

The survey contained questions regarding socio-demographic details,29 sexting 

behaviours, and measures relating to coping, resilience and psychological health 

(detailed below).  

2.5 Measures30 

2.5.1 Sexting behaviours questionnaire31  

The operational definition of sexting presented to participants was "the sending 

and/or receiving (by mobile phone) of sexual photos taken of oneself (not pictures of 

strangers or celebrities, or pictures found on the Internet/spam mail etc.)”. We asked 

two questions to identify lifetime sexting behaviour: “as an adult, have you ever sent a 

sexual photo of yourself to someone else (in a private communication, not posted 

online/publicly)?” and “as an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?”. Response options were yes/no. Other data collected regarding sexting behaviour 

included: frequency of sending/receiving sexts (e.g. rarely), content (e.g. semi-nude), 

sexting recipient (e.g. committed partner), reasons for sexting (e.g. to sexually arouse 

the recipient), associated emotions in response to sending and receiving (e.g. amused), 

and method of sexting (e.g. Snapchat). Questions were adapted from the Sex and Tech 

survey (The National Campaign to Prevent teen and unplanned Pregnancy, 2008).  

2.5.1.2 Non-consensual sexting experiences  

To identify how common non-consensual image sharing was we asked the 

question “as an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever been shared 

 
28 See extended methods 6.8 for information about the survey development 
29 See extended measures 7.1 for demographic details collected 
30 See extended paper section 7 for discussion of alternative measures considered, an 

overview of psychometric properties and details of how items and measures were 

selected/amended  
31 The full list of questions we used can be found in Appendix J 
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with others (beyond who you originally sent them to) without your permission?". 

Response options were yes/no/don’t know. We also asked questions regarding the total 

number of photos shared (scale 1-100), the content of photos (e.g. semi-nude), who the 

photos were shared with/by (e.g. ex-partner), and associated feelings in response to non-

consensual image sharing (e.g. embarrassed). Other questions pertained to the 

experience of receiving unwanted sexts and the forwarding of images. 

2.5.2. Sexting Attitude 

We selected nine questions from Samimi and Alderson’s (2014) 47-item 

questionnaire designed to measure the extent to which a person has a permissive or 

conservative attitude towards sexting. Items were chosen based on their face validity as 

individual item reliability scores were not reported. Three items were used from the 

three original subscales: openness to sexuality, entertainment and relationship and 

control and prevention. Example items from each scale include: “I think sexting has 

helped me learn about my own sexual identity”, “there is no harm in sexting”, and 

“sending sexual photos is risky”. Respondents answered on an 8-point Likert scale from 

1. Strongly Disagree to 7. Strongly Disagree. The 8th response was a ‘not applicable’ 

option, retained to ensure participants who had never engaged in sexting could still 

complete the measure. Negatively worded items were reverse coded. We calculated a 

mean score for each participant to account for the “not applicable” responses. Scores 

could range between 1 and 7. Higher scores reflect a more permissive sexting attitude.  

For the current sample α = .77.  

2.5.3. Sexpectancies 

16 items were selected from the 48-item Sexpectancies measure (Dir, 

Coskunpinar, Steiner & Cyders, 2013), which seeks to identify positive and negative 

expectations of both sending and receiving sexts. We selected four positively and four 
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negatively worded items for both sending and receiving, based on the highest factor 

loadings reported by Dir et al. Example items include “receiving sexts makes one feel 

dirty” (negative receiving subscale), “Receiving sexts makes one feel sexy” (positive 

receiving subscale), “Sexting makes one feel foolish” (negative sending subscale) and 

“Sexting makes one excited” (positive sending subscale). Respondents are asked to 

indicate how true each statement is on a 4 point Likert scale ranging from 1 “not true at 

all” to 4 “extremely true”. Negatively worded items were reverse coded. Scores range 

from 16 to 64; higher scores reflect more positive expectations of sexting. In the current 

sample, α = .86.  

2.5.4 Privacy expectations32  

We developed an eight-item questionnaire to assess sexters’ privacy 

expectations in relation to images they sent or received. An example item is “It’s no big 

deal if my sexting partner shares sexual photos of me without my permission”. 

Respondents answered on a six-point Likert scale from 1 “disagree” to 5 “agree” or 

selected “does not apply”. Negatively worded items were reverse coded, and a mean 

score was calculated to account for non-applicable responses. Scores range from 1 to 5 

with higher scores indicating higher levels of expected privacy when sexting.  α =.58 in 

this sample.  

2.5.5 Coping & Resilience 

The Brief COPE (Carver, 1997) is a short version of the original COPE 

inventory (60 items; Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989) widely used in health 

research. The Brief COPE consists of 28 items measuring both adaptive (16 items) and 

problematic (12 items) coping styles. An example item is “I’ve been thinking hard 

about what steps to take”. Items are rated on a four-point Likert scale from 0 “I haven’t 

 
32 See Appendix K for all questions in the privacy questionnaire 
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been doing this at all” to 3 “I’ve been doing this a lot”. Adaptive subscales include: 

active coping, planning, positive reframing, acceptance, humour, religion, using 

emotional support, and use of instrumental support. Scores range from 0-48, with higher 

scores reflecting greater use of adaptive coping styles. Problematic subscales include: 

self-distraction, denial, venting, substance use, behavioural disengagement, and self-

blame. Scores range from 0-36, with higher scores reflecting greater use of problematic 

coping styles. In this sample, for the adaptive coping subscale α=.91 and for 

problematic coping α=.83. 

The Brief Resilience Scale (BRS; Smith et al., 2008) is a six-item measure 

designed to assess a person’s ability to ‘bounce back’ or recover from stress. There is an 

equal balance of positive and negatively worded items. An example item is ‘I usually 

come through difficult times with little trouble’. Respondents answer on a five-point 

Likert scale from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly agree”. A mean score of the items 

is calculated; higher scores reflect more resilience. In the current sample α= .90. 

2.5.6 Psychological health and wellbeing 

The Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond, 

1995) is a short version of the original 42-item DASS (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). 

The DASS-21 contains 21 items across three scales which assess three negative 

emotional states: depression, anxiety and stress and provides a total score indicating 

overall distress. Individual subscales can also be used. An example item is “I felt down-

hearted and blue”. Respondents rate how much each item has applied to them over the 

past week on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 “Did not apply to me at all” to 3 

“Applied to me very much, or most of the time”. Higher scores reflect higher levels of 

distress. In this sample, α = .94 for the total scale. For the subscales: depression α = .92, 

anxiety α = .84, stress α = .86.  
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The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale (WEMWBS; Tennant et al., 2007) is 

a fourteen-item positively worded scale, which assesses psychological wellbeing. The 

aspects of wellbeing measured by the WEWMBS include; emotional, cognitive, 

psychological functioning, and positive relational functioning. An example item is “I’ve 

been feeling close to other people.” Respondents are asked to rate items using a five-

point Likert scale from 1 “none of the time” to 5 “all of the time”. Higher scores 

indicate better wellbeing (minimum score = 14, maximum score = 70). α =.94 in this 

sample. 

2.5.7 PTSD symptomology  

The Impact of Event Scale 6 (IES-6; Thoresen et al., 2010) is an abbreviated 

version of the Impact of Event Scale-Revised (IES-R; Weiss, 2007) and consists of 6 

items which correlate with PTSD diagnostic criteria (DSM-IV; APA, 1994) of re-

experiencing/ intrusions, avoidance, and hyperarousal. An example item is “I thought 

about it when I didn’t mean to”. Respondents indicate their response to items on a five-

point Likert scale from 0 “not at all” to 4 “extremely” over the past seven days. Higher 

scores indicate the presence of PTSD symptoms. This measure was used to screen for 

PTSD symptoms associated with sexting. Sexters were prompted to consider their 

sexting behaviour when completing the measure. To enable comparison with non-

sexters, only non-sexters who had experienced a trauma in the last six months 

completed the IES-6 (considering their recent trauma).  In this sample α=.92. 
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3. Results33 

All analyses were conducted using SPSS v25. Sample demographics and sexting 

behaviour descriptives are presented to provide contextual understanding of the data, 

followed by unpaired t-tests, ANOVAs, Pearson’s correlations and finally ANCOVAs 

for each of the psychological health measures. 

3.1 Sample characteristics  

Basic frequency and descriptive analyses were performed. The average age of 

participants was 30 years (SD=9.19; range = 18-66 years). Most participants identified 

as female (74%; n = 199), heterosexual (72%; n = 195), of white ethnicity (90%, n = 

244) and with no religion (72%; n = 195). Most of the sample were in paid employment 

(69%; n = 187) and had completed higher education (65%; n = 174). Just over half the 

total sample (57%; n = 155) identified their current relationship status as either married 

or in a long term committed relationship.34 

3.2 Frequency and type of sexting behaviours35 

Most of the sample had engaged in sexting (87%; n = 235) as an adult. Most 

sexters engaged in two-way sexting (sending and receiving sexts, 73%; n = 196) and 

usually sent sexts to one person (84%, n = 168) who was often their long-term 

committed partner (70%, n = 116). Sexters’ typically sent sexts which did not visibly 

display their face (72%, n = 143), depicting suggestive (76%, n = 153) or semi-nude 

(66%, n = 134) content; although receiving nude content was common (70%, n = 156). 

Most sexters indicated sending and receiving sexts on an infrequent basis; once every 

 
33 For additional analyses (including missing values analysis) see extended paper 

section 9. 
34 A breakdown of the full sample characteristics can be found in the extended results 

9.3 
35 See extended results 9.7 for preliminary analysis of sexting and demographic 

variables  



Page 65 of 268 

 

few months or less (61%, n = 123; 63%, n = 141). The most commonly cited reasons for 

sending sexts were to be fun or flirtatious (75%, n = 153) and to sexually arouse the 

recipient (68%, n = 138). Reasons such as experiencing pressure from a romantic 

partner were not commonly reported (11%, n = 23). Table 4 provides full sexting 

behaviour descriptives.  
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Table 4. Sexting behaviour demographics  

Adult lifetime sexting behaviour (valid n = 270) n % 

Never sext    35 13 

Send only    7 2.6 

Receive only    32 11.9 

Send and receive   196 72.6 

Frequency of:  Sending sexts (valid n = 202) Receiving sexts (valid n = 223) 

  n % n % 

Rarely (once every few months or less)  123 60.9 141 63.2 

Occasionally (every month or so) 47 23.3 53 23.8 

Often (most weeks) 23 11.4 24 10.8 

Very often (most days) 7 2.6 5 2.2 

Prefer not to say 2 .9 1 .4 

  Sends sexts to (valid n =200) Receives sexts from (valid n = 222) 

  n % n % 

One person  168 84 157 70.7 
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More than one person 28 14 58 26.1 

Prefer not to say 4 2 7 3.2 

  Person sent to (valid n =167) Person received from (valid n = 156) 

  n % n % 

Long-term (committed) partner 116 69.5 101 64.7 

someone I am dating casually/seriously 31 18.6 26 16.7 

someone I am attracted to/ would like to date  3 1.8 2 1.3 

someone I only know online 8 4.8 8 5.1 

a friend  3 1.8 7 4.5 

someone I am cheating on my partner with (offline) 1 0.6 1 0.6 

a work colleague  1 0.6 1 0.6 

Someone I just met 0 0 1 0.6 

Other36   1 0.6 7 4.5 

Prefer not to say  3 1.8 2 1.3 

 
36 Other responses include sent to one person (n=1); received from: Casual sexual relationship (n=2), Strangers on dating site/app (n = 3), 

Ex-partner (n=1), By accident (n=1) 
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Type of content of images: Sent (valid n= 202) Received (valid n = 223) 

  n % n % 

Suggestive  153 75.7 103 46.2 

Semi-nude  134 66.3 113 50.7 

Nude  81 40.1 156 70 

Explicit – alone 56 27.7 91 40.8 

Explicit – with other(s) 5 2.5 14 6.3 

Prefer not to say 6 3 4 1.8 

Face visible in sexts sent (valid n = 201)   n % 

Yes    55 27.4 

No     143 71.1 

Prefer not to say   3 1.5 

Reasons for sending sexts (valid n = 203)   n % 

To get or keep a person’s attention   45 22.2 

Pressure from my romantic partner  23 11.3 

To feel sexy  89 43.8 
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To feel sexually aroused (“turned on”)  75 36.9 

To make the other person feel sexually aroused (“turned on”)  138 68 

To get a potential partner to like me  20 9.9 

Pressure from friends  2 1 

To get positive feedback  50 24.6 

To be fun/flirtatious  153 75.4 

In response to one I received  74 36.5 

Don’t know  1 0.5 

Prefer not to say  3 1.5 

Other37  15 7.4 

Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding and because participants were able to endorse multiple items for some questions (e.g. 

reasons for sending sexts) 

 
37 Other reasons included: long-distance (n=5), monetary gain (n=1), curiosity (n=1), pressure (n=1), sexual arousal (n=2), response to a 

request (n=3) 
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3.3 Non-consensual image distribution  

Out of 203 people who had ever sent a sext, 14% (n = 28) reported they had 

experienced non-consensual distribution of their images, whilst 48% (n = 97) were 

unsure if their images had ever been shared without their permission. A higher 

percentage of males (17%, n = 7) reported their images had been non-consensually 

shared than females (12%, n = 19) but chi-square analysis suggests this difference was 

not significant: χ2 (1, n = 196) = 3.48, p = .175, phi = .133. Most individuals indicated 

their images were distributed over 6 months ago (71%, n = 20) and did not consider this 

to be a traumatic event (64%, n = 18). Images were commonly shared by someone the 

person was dating (50%, n = 13), or partners or ex-partners (35%, n = 9); often with 

friends and family via mobile phone (61%, n = 17) or in person (50%, n = 14). Images 

were shared online in 43% (n = 12) of cases. 54% (n = 15) of individuals reported their 

face was visible in the images shared; although sharing of other identifying information 

alongside the images was not common (21%, n = 6). The most commonly reported 

emotional responses to experiencing non-consensual image sharing were anger (64%, n 

= 18), embarrassment (46%, n = 13), disappointment (43%, n = 12) and upset (43%, n = 

12).38 Most individuals indicated their images had been shared non-consensually 

between two and ten occasions (68%, n = 19) although responses ranged between 1-100 

occasions. Similarly, most reported having between two and ten images shared in total 

(46%, n = 13) within the same reporting range (1-100). Table 5 provides full 

descriptives of non-consensual sexting experiences. 

 
38 See extended results 9.5 for table of emotions associated with sexting and non-

consensual image sharing 
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Table 5. Non-consensual image distribution  

 

 Gender Total 

 Male Female   

Ever had own image shared without permission (valid n = 203) n % n % n % 

Yes 7 16.7 19 12.3 28 13.8 

No 20 47.6 55 35.7 77 37.9 

Don’t know 15 35.7 80 51.9 97 47.8 

Prefer not to say     1 0.5 

Traumatic experience? (valid n = 28)       

Yes I consider my experience to have been traumatic 1 14.3 6 31.6 8 28.6 

No I don’t consider my experience to have been traumatic 6 85.7 11 57.9 18 64.3 

Don’t know    2 10.5 2 7.1 

How recently images were shared without permission  

(valid n = 28) 

      

In the last 6 months     8 28.6 

6 months ago or longer     20 71.4 
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Shared by (valid n = 28)       

One person     14 50 

More than one person     12 42.9 

Don’t know     2 7.1 

Who shared the images? (valid n = 26)       

Friend(s)     6 23 

Long-term committed partner/ex-partner(s)     9 34.6 

Person(s) I was attracted to/would like to date      2 7.7 

Person(s) I was dating casually/seriously     13 50 

Person(s) I only know online     6 23 

Person(s) I was cheating on my partner with (online/offline)     2 7.7 

Work colleague(s)     2 7.7 

Person(s) I just met     2 7.7 

Other39     1 3.8 

Where the images were shared (valid n = 28)       

 
39 other responses include: strangers online (n = 1) 
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Online in a public forum (e.g. website/ social media profile)     12 42.9 

Sent via mobile phone to friends/family     17 60.7 

Shown in person to friends/family     14 50 

Sent via mobile phone to employer/work colleagues     1 3.6 

Shown in person to employer/work colleagues     2 7.1 

Other40     1 7.1 

Still online? (valid n = 12)       

Yes     3 25 

No     3 25 

Don’t know     6 50 

Content of images shared without permission (valid n = 28)41       

Suggestive     17 60.7 

Semi-nude     16 57.1 

Nude     11 39.3 

 
40 other responses include: shown to his friends (n = 1) 
41 Percentages may not total 100% as participants were able to endorse multiple items   
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Explicit (engaging in sexual alone)     8 28.6 

Explicit (engaging in sexual acts with other(s))     7 25 

Face visible in images shared without permission? (valid n = 28)       

Yes     15 53.6 

No     13 46.4 

Any identifiable information shared with photos? (valid n = 28)       

Yes     6 21.4 

No     18 64.3 

Don’t know     4 14.3 
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3.4 Unwanted sexts, forwarding and sharing of images42  

69% (n = 157) of sexters reported receiving unwanted sexts: an experience 

which was significantly more common among women than men: χ2 (1, n = 219) = 4.69, 

p =.03, phi = .161. Individuals who had experienced non-consensual image distribution 

were more likely to have received unwanted sexts than individuals who had not 

experienced non-consensual distribution or were unsure χ2 (2, n = 194) = 14.55, p = 

.001, Cramer’s V = .274. Men were more likely than women to have received sexts 

originally intended for others: χ2 (1, n = 217) = 4.24, p = .04, phi = .151, but image 

forwarding did not differ by gender: (1, n = 224) = .832, p = .362, phi = .073. When 

asked to consider the most recent image shared, 16% (n = 37) of sexters (n=235) had 

forwarded an image without permission and 10% (n = 23) had received an image sent 

without permission. Full descriptive information is presented in Table 6.  

 

 

 
42 See extended results 9.11 for additional analysis  
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Table 6. Unwanted sexts, forwarding and sharing of images by gender and total sample  

 Gender Total 

Ever received an unwanted sext (valid n = 228) Male Female   

 n % n % n % 

Yes 29 54.7 123 73.7 157 68.9 

No 24 45.3 43 25.7 70 30.7 

Prefer not to say      1 0.4 

Have you ever shared a sexual photo of someone else with others? (valid n = 234)      

Yes 15 28.8 38 21.8 54 23.1 

No 36 69.2 135 77.6 178 76.1 

Prefer not to say      2 0.9 

The most recent photo I shared of someone else was shared: (valid n = 54)      

With their permission 3 20 6 15.8 9 16.7 

Without their permission 9 60 27 71.1 37 68.5 

Don’t know 2 13.3 5 13.2 7 13 

Prefer not to say     1 1.9 
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Have you ever received a sexual photo of someone that was 

originally meant for others? (valid n = 227) 

      

Yes 25 48.1 53 31.7 83 36.6 

No 26 50 113 67.7 142 62.6 

Prefer not to say     2 0.9 

Most recent photo I received of someone else was sent: (valid n = 83)      

With their permission 14 56 27 50.9 45 54.2 

Without their permission 4 16 18 34 23 27.7 

Don’t know 7 28 8 15.1 15 18.1 
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3.5 Prevalence of distress, wellbeing and PTSD symptoms 

When using normative cut-offs (Henry & Crawford, 2005; NHS England, 2011) 

most of the sample fell within the normal range for levels of depression (56%, n = 143), 

anxiety (60%, n = 154) and stress (61%, n = 156), and within the average range for 

wellbeing (62%, n = 159) 43. Most non-sexters who had experienced a trauma in the last 

six months reported experiencing PTSD symptoms (73%, n = 8). Most sexters reported 

no PTSD symptoms in relation to their sexting behaviours (76%, n = 156). Unpaired 

samples t-tests indicated that this sample was statistically more depressed, anxious and 

stressed, and had statistically lower wellbeing scores than the general population. Table 

7 presents the results of the t-test analyses.  

Table 7. Results of t-tests and descriptive statistics: depression, anxiety, stress and 

wellbeing by population samples. 

 

 General population 

sample 

 This sample      

 M SD n  M SD n  95% CI t df  

Depression 2.83 3.87 1794  5.04 4.99 256  -2.74, -1.68 -8.21* 2048  

Anxiety 1.88 2.95 1794  3.90 4.03 256  -2.43, -1.61 -9.74* 2048  

Stress 4.73 4.20 1794  6.71 4.68 256  -2.54, -1.42 -6.95* 2048  

Wellbeing 51.61 8.706 7020  47 10.58 256  3.52, 5.70 

 

8.25* 7274  

*
 p <.0001             

 

To understand this difference, unpaired sampled t-tests were conducted as 

before, comparing sexters and non-sexters separately to the population norms44.  Sexters 

were statistically more depressed, anxious and stressed than the general population and 

 
43 See extended results 9.6 for full details 
44 See extended results 9.6 for table displaying t-test results 
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had significantly lower wellbeing scores. Non-sexters did not differ significantly from 

the general population.  

3.6 Differences in psychological health and wellbeing according to sexting status 

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Welch’s adjusted F ratio45 was 

conducted to assess for differences in psychological health scores between sexting 

statuses [Q2]. Participants were grouped by sexting status: 

1. Non-sexters (n=35); those who had never sent or received a sext (as an adult). 

2. Non-consensual sext (n=27); those who had experienced their images being 

shared without permission. 

3. Consensual sext (n=71); those who were sure their images had not been 

shared without permission. 

4. Unsure (n=92); those who were unsure if their images had ever been shared 

without permission.  

5. Receive only (n=31); those who had only ever received sexts and not sent.  

There were statistically significant differences in anxiety: F(4, 88.71) = 7.64, p = 

.001; depression: F (4, 86.73) = 3.99, p = .005; stress: F (4, 89.73) = 4.74, p = .002 and 

wellbeing: F (4, 85.01) = 3.02, p = .022. The effect sizes were small (Cohen, 1988); eta 

squared values were: .01; .01; .01 and .04 respectively.  

Games-Howell post hoc tests46 suggest that individuals in the unsure group were 

statistically more depressed (p < .01), anxious (p <.001) and stressed (p < .001) than 

non-sexters, and more depressed (p < .05), anxious ( p < .05) and had poorer wellbeing 

 
45 See extended data analysis 8.4 for discussion of ANOVA assumptions and Welch’s 

test statistic.  
46 Tables for all post-hoc results can be found in extended results 9.8 
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(p < .05) than consensual sexters. Individuals in the non-consensual group were 

statistically more anxious than non-sexters (p < .05) but did not differ significantly from 

any other sexting group on any other measure. There were no other group differences on 

any other measures.  

To compare differences in PTSD symptoms, an ANOVA with Welch’s adjusted 

F ratio was conducted as before. Non-sexters comprised only of those who had 

experienced a trauma in the last 6 months (n=11). The other sexting status categories 

remain as before. There were significant differences in trauma symptomology scores: 

F(4, 51.8) = 5.86, p = .001. Post-hoc tests revealed non-sexters who had experienced a 

trauma scored statistically and significantly higher than all sexting groups (p < .01). 

There were no significant differences between the sexting groups.  

 

3.6 Sexting specific factors and psychological health  

To answer Q3, we conducted bivariate correlational analyses to identify any 

associations between specific sexting factors and psychological health. While a number 

of expected small correlations between variables were observed (e.g. sending sexts 

more frequently was associated with sending more explicit content, sending sexts to 

more than one person, having lower privacy expectations, more positive sexpectancies 

and a more permissive attitude towards sexting) no relationships between privacy 

expectations, sexpectancies, frequency of sending images nor face visibility, and 

psychological health were observed. See table 8. 
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Table 8. Pearson Correlations: Sexting specific variables, coping, resilience, and psychological health measures  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1 Freq send _ -.098 .345** .438** -.220** .326** .380** .080 .047 .044 .125 .026 .031 -.074 .136 

2 Send face  _ -.007 -.026 .115 -.049 -.021 -.076 -.014 -.030 -.006 -.006 -.013 .010 -.036 

3 Send one/more   _ .223** -.193** .101 .224** -.004 .125 -.024 .173* .096 .049 -.113 .111 

4 Content    _ -.134 .277** .286** -.025 .000 .020 .025 .011 -.108 .012 .186* 

5 Privacy     _ .033 -.062 .072 -.078 .004 -.005 -.009 -.059 .043 -.026 

6 Sexpectancies      _ .492** .050 .084 .010 .106 .059 .066 .007 .094 

7 Attitude       _ .021 .141* -.039 .165** .072 .084 -.078 .155* 

8 Adaptive cope        _ .337** .072 .105 -.094 .131* .154* -.001 

9 Problem cope         _ -.419** .618** .605** .654** -.551** .513** 

10 Resilience          _ -.462** -.548** -.504** .566** -.237** 

11 Anxiety           _ .644** .715** -.511** .432** 

12 Depression            _ .685** -.817** .446** 

13 Stress             _ -.621** .308** 

14 Wellbeing              _ -.405** 

15 Trauma                _ 

** p < .01. 

* p < .05. 



Page 82 of 268 

 

3.7 Psychological health and wellbeing of sexters when coping, resilience and sexting 

specific factors are accounted for 

To understand whether observed differences in psychological health and 

wellbeing between sexting groups remained when coping, resilience and sexting 

specific factors are accounted for, we conducted five separate ANCOVAs47. Levene’s 

test48 indicated homogeneity of variance was met for depression, stress and wellbeing 

but was violated for anxiety and PTSD scores therefore a more stringent alpha criterion 

(.01; 99% confidence intervals) was applied for these two measures. For depression, 

stress and wellbeing, the IV consisted of all five sexting status groups. For anxiety and 

PTSD only results which compared three groups (non-consensual, consensual, unsure) 

are reported. This was to allow for the inclusion of sexting specific covariates (i.e. 

whether individuals sent sexts to one/more recipients and image explicitness). 

ANCOVAs were run initially using all five groups but the pattern of results did not 

differ, therefore they are not reported here but can be found in the extended paper49.  

 

When coping and resilience were accounted for, there was no significant main 

effect of sexting status for anxiety: F (2, 162) = 1.65, p = .196, ηp
2 = .02, depression: F 

(4, 232) = 2.06, p = .09, ηp
2 = .03, stress: F (4, 231) = 1.22, p = .30, ηp

2 = .02, or PTSD 

symptomology: F (2, 155) = 1.90, p = .15, ηp
2 = .02. For wellbeing, a statistically 

significant main effect of sexting status was found: F (4, 231) = 2.40, p = .05, ηp
2 = .04 

when coping and resilience were accounted for. Pairwise comparisons with a Bonferroni 

 
47 See extended results 9.9 for ANCOVA results tables 
48 See extended results 9.9 for table of Levene’s test results  
49 See extended results section 9.9 
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correction50 applied on the adjusted means51 suggest those in the unsure group have 

significantly lower wellbeing scores than those in the non-consensual group when 

coping and resilience are adjusted for p < .05; 95% CI: -9.39, -.063. For anxiety, there 

was a significant interaction effect F (2, 162) = 5.49, p = .01, ηp
2 =.06: individuals in the 

consensual group who sent sexts to more than one recipient52 had the highest anxiety 

scores when coping and resilience were accounted for.  See Figure 2.  

 

Problematic coping was a significant covariate (i.e. it uniquely adjusted scores) 

in depression: F (1, 232) = 70.2, p < .001, ηp
2 = .23, stress: F (1, 231) = 92.9, p < .001, 

ηp
2 = .29, anxiety: F (1, 162) = 63.26, p < .001, ηp

2 = .28, wellbeing: F (1, 231) = 81.05, 

p <.001, ηp
2 = .26, and PTSD scores: F (1, 155) = 22.99, p < .001, ηp

2   = .13; whereas 

adaptive coping was only a significant covariate for wellbeing scores F (1, 231) = 36.66, 

p < .001, ηp
2 = .14. Resilience was a significant covariate in depression: F (1, 232) = 

40.2, p < .001, ηp
2 = .15, stress: F (1, 231) = 18.94, p < .001, ηp

2 = .08, anxiety: F (1, 

162) = 11.90, p = .001, ηp
2 = .07 and wellbeing: F (1, 231) = 39.99, p < .001, ηp

2 = .15 

but not PTSD scores. For PTSD scores, image content (explicitness) was a significant 

covariate: F (1, 155) = 6.18, p = .01, ηp
2 = .04, whereas attitude towards sexting was not. 

 
50 See extended data analysis 8.5.1 
51 Adjusted and unadjusted means for all measures can be found in extended results 9.9  
52 See extended results table 16 for details of multiple recipients 
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Figure 2. Adjusted marginal mean anxiety scores
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4 Discussion 

Our study represents the first quantitative research which attempts to understand 

how the relationship between sexting, non-consensual image distribution and 

psychological health and wellbeing is influenced by (a) sexting specific variables and 

(b); individual differences in coping and resilience. Bearing in mind the limitations of 

the cross-sectional53 nature of our study (i.e. only hypothetical inferences are made, not 

claims of causality), our findings contradict dominant media and academic perspectives 

that view sexting a risky behaviour, rife with the gendered psychological harms of non-

consensual image sharing. Our findings indicate sexting may be considered a normative 

aspect of behaviour within intimate relationships: it was particularly common amongst 

our adult sample (87%), was typically reciprocal in nature and was used to maintain 

sexual intimacy within the context of a committed relationship. These results support 

previous research (Dir et al., 2013; Drouin, Coupe & Temple, 2017; Samimi & 

Alderson, 2014) and are in line with recent UK findings - where 71% of adults sent and 

78% received sexts (Walker, Sleath, Hatcher, Hine & Crookes, 2019). However more 

research is required to establish if these findings are replicable. 

Potential reasons for these higher estimates relate to the clarity and specificity of 

language we used (as is also the case with Walker et al’s study) and our inclusion of 

balanced measures of psychological health and wellbeing, to minimise bias associated 

with researching a potentially sensitive topic. However we also acknowledge that this 

could present an issue with self-selecting bias54. Although we attempted to maintain 

neutrality when advertising this study, and used inclusive recruitment criteria, the topic 

of enquiry may have biased who responded. Nonetheless, our sample was broadly 

 
53 See extended discussion 10.1  
54 See extended discussion 10.2 
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representative55 of the UK population (in terms of ethnicity, marital status, employment 

and those who had completed higher levels of education; Office of National Statistics, 

2011). Future researchers should therefore strive to continue using similar rigour and 

clear terminology in their studies of sexting in order to clarify the role of normative 

consensual behaviours in differing relational contexts. 

Sexters’ attitudes56 did not match broader societal notions that non-consensual 

image sharing is a potential risk of sexting and sexting should thus be avoided. 41% of 

sexters believed that forwarding or sharing of images was generally not very common 

(as compared to 9% who thought it was a very common occurrence)57 and when asked 

about their own privacy expectations, most sexters expected their images to remain 

private and thought forwarding images without permission was unacceptable58. 

Although participants held this common assumption of trust, 14% of individuals who 

sexted had experienced non-consensual distribution of their images and 16% had non-

consensually shared others’ images. Given the high prevalence of sexting in this 

sample, our findings highlight that non-consensual sharing is more commonplace than 

previously considered (although affects a small percentage of sexters overall) but 

suggests individuals may be unaware of the potential for their images to be shared. 

However this seems unlikely given the high profile cases of revenge pornography and 

image hacking in the media, so an alternative explanation may be that individuals 

encounter cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962)59 when reconciling their sexting 

beliefs and behaviours. Cognitive dissonance refers to the conflict and discomfort 

individuals experience when faced with new information with contradicts their current 

 
55 See extended discussion 10.2 
56 See extended results 9.4 for additional results on sexting attitudes  
57 See extended results table 12. 
58 See extended results 9.9. 
59 See extended discussion 10.8 



Page 87 of 268 

 

beliefs; attempts to neutralise discomfort include rejecting information, rationalising or 

‘explaining away’ or avoidance, or modifying behaviour. 

Despite beliefs that image sharing is uncommon, sexters reported behaviours 

consistent with attempting to reduce any potential impact of non-consensual image 

distribution:72% typically excluded their face from images, and sending suggestive or 

semi-nude images was more common than sending explicit images, as was sending 

images by more secure apps (e.g. Whatsapp, Snapchat)60. However, individuals who 

sent more explicit images typically had higher levels of PTSD symptomology 

associated with their sexting behaviours. This could be explained by considering 

societal discourses surrounding more explicit images. Whilst semi-nude or suggestive 

images are commonly seen in the media, more explicit images (in this case, engaging in 

sexual acts alone or with others) are often demonised and considered a taboo subject. It 

may be that these type of sexts cross into the realm of pornography, where 

objectification, particularly of women has been portrayed as being associated with 

psychological harms61 (Mikorski & Szymanski, 2017). 

Contrary to dominant media and some academic perspectives of non-consensual 

image sharing as a gendered issue, we found no significant difference in the number of 

men and women who experienced non-consensual image distribution. Whilst men were 

more likely than women to receive images originally intended for others, there was no 

gender difference in who forwarded images. Continuation of the gendered narrative 

regarding non-consensual image sharing which depicts females as victims and males as 

perpetrators is therefore unhelpful and could pose a significant barrier to men seeking 

psychological support (Walker et al., 2019). 

 
60 See extended results table 14 for full list of methods used to send and receive sexts 
61 See extended discussion 10.7 



Page 88 of 268 

 

Although we did not find a direct relationship between non-consensual image 

sharing and psychological distress, it is interesting to note that individuals who 

acknowledged they were uncertain if their images had been shared without permission 

or not had lower wellbeing than other sexting groups after coping and resilience were 

accounted for. This potentially reflects a priming issue62 with the order of our measures, 

(i.e. individuals were asked to think about whether their images had been shared prior to 

completing the psychological health and wellbeing measures) and could have increased 

aforementioned cognitive dissonance and discomfort. Nonetheless, it is important to 

consider uncertainty regarding the perceived risks of image sharing; uncertainty likely 

leads to rumination and/or worry63 about whether sexts will be shared and whether 

individuals can therefore trust their sexting partner, which could contribute to poorer 

wellbeing. Alternatively, given that the wellbeing measure we used considers aspects of 

relational functioning (e.g. feeling loved or close to others), uncertainty could relate to 

other aspects of romantic relationships for individuals and their partners; rather than 

their sexting behaviours.  

In regard to sexting specific factors, consensual sexters who sent images to 

multiple recipients had higher levels of anxiety (when coping and resilience were 

accounted for)64. This suggests for a small number of individuals, sexting potentially 

poses a different function to the role it plays in committed relationships with one 

partner. Some individuals who sent sexts to multiple partners did so in the context of a 

‘cheating’ or unfaithful relationship, or to people they only knew online. Additional 

analysis65 demonstrated that individuals who sent sexts to multiple recipients had lower 

 
62 See extended discussion 10.1 
63 See extended discussion 10.6 
64 See extended discussion 10.5 
65 See extended results section 9.7.6  
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privacy expectations, and more permissive sexting attitudes than those who sent sexts to 

one person. There are potentially higher risks associated with these relationships which 

could give rise to anxiety, for example being ‘caught’ cheating or images being shared 

online, creating lower levels of trust. Alternatively, individuals who are more anxious 

may send sexts to multiple partners in an attempt to reduce relational anxiety Whilst we 

did not measure attachment styles in this research, previous research suggests that 

individuals with an anxious attachment style are more likely to have multiple sexual 

partners, more infidelity and perceive themselves as less physically attractive (Bogaert 

& Sadava, 2002); we could therefore hypothesise that sexting in this context potentially 

operates as a function of anxious attachment styles66. 

4.1 Conclusions and clinical implications 

Viewed in the context of qualitative research which suggests revenge 

pornography has a negative impact on psychological health (in terms of anxiety, 

depression and PTSD; Bates, 2017) ; it is difficult at first glance to understand why we 

did not find a stronger relationship between non-consensual image sharing and 

psychological distress in this research. Reasons for this finding could pertain to the 

differences in motivations for sharing images, i.e. whether the intention was to cause 

distress (which would determine a criminal offence). Whilst we did not establish 

motivations for sharing in this study, most participants who sexted did so for reasons of 

sexual arousal; it is therefore important to consider the state of the individual’s arousal 

at the time of both taking and sending the image as compared to completing the 

psychological measures. Engaging in sexual acts would presume a higher level of 

sexual arousal and lower sexual inhibitions, whereas a self-report measure which 

prompts the individual to think retrospectively about their behaviour is likely to be 

 
66 See extended discussion 10.9 
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associated with a different cognitive and emotional state. Also of note is that individuals 

in this study were asked specifically to consider self-taken images. We did not 

investigate other parts of the proposed image-based abuse continuum, such as the non-

consensual taking of images, control/coercion of partners or threats to disseminate 

images. Future research in this area could help understand if and when non-consensual 

image sharing or specifically revenge pornography is associated with more harmful 

aspects of relationships such as interpersonal violence; which would warrant more legal 

and clinical attention.Sexual health constitutes an important aspect of overall emotional 

wellbeing for all individuals and is a topic which can be overlooked in clinical practice 

and research. The lack of a relationship between experiencing non-consensual image 

sharing and psychological distress found in this study is important for both clinicians 

and researchers as it suggests we cannot assume sexting or non-consensual image 

sharing will definitely result in harm, and that the problematic coping strategies 

individuals employ and their level of resilience likely have a stronger relationship with 

psychological health than do their sexting behaviours. Clinical interventions should thus 

focus on identifying and reducing the use of problematic coping strategies such as 

avoidance, denial and self-blame - which are likely embedded in the gendered narrative 

which dominates media and academic perspectives on sexting and image sharing. 

Clinical and educational strategies should fully explore issues of consent and perceived 

gender roles in sexting and how this may relate to psychological health; as opposed to 

solely encouraging individuals to abstain from sexting as a ‘deviant’ or risky behaviour 

(which may serve to shame and suppress both young people and adults from discussing 

potentially sensitive or difficult issues, and may risk pathologising potentially normative 

aspects of intimate relationships). 
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5. Extended Introduction 

 

5.1 Problems establishing sexting prevalence 

Sexting is often viewed as a younger generation behaviour and most adult 

population studies have focused on undergraduate students (Klettke et al., 2014). The 

limited literature regarding sexting beyond the age of 30 provides mixed findings; with 

Stasko and Geller (2015) reporting that over 80% of individuals aged between 18 and 

82 years engage in sexting, whilst others suggest sexting behaviours reduce as age 

increases (Wysocki & Childers, 2011). Methodological issues in the majority of studies 

pertain to the lack of clarity in age ranges studied and cut-offs used (i.e. 16+, 18+ or 

19+ years in ‘adult studies’) (Döring, 2014). The lack of consensus regarding a 

definition of sexting presents another major methodological issue in determining 

prevalence of non-consensual image sharing, as current comparability between sexting 

studies is near-on impossible. This is further made complex by trans-cultural 

understandings of sexting, non-consensual image sharing and revenge pornography 

definitions, arising as a result of their respective legal statuses (see section 5.3 below).  

In a systematic review of the known literature regarding non-consensual image 

sharing and revenge pornography to date (covering legal and psychological perspectives 

and empirical data), Walker and Sleath (2017) highlight the issue of varying 

terminology used within the field. Definitions of sexting vary by technological medium 

used (mobile phone use and/or the internet), type (text-only, image, or video), behaviour 

(sending, receiving, and/or forwarding), and content (level of explicitness, e.g. 

nude/semi-nude, and whether the image depicts the sender or another person). The 

inclusivity of a broad definition captures a wider range of behaviours, potentially 

placing sexting within a normalcy framework with the benefit of reducing stigma; and 

increasing the likelihood of responses in voluntary studies. However, more specific 

operational definitions are required to increase descriptive power and separate out 

behaviours such as nonconsensual image sharing and revenge pornography from 

consensual sexting and understand their associations with psychological health 

accordingly. It is for these reasons that we seek to employ a high level of clarity in the 

operational definitions of sexting and non-consensual image sharing, and will only 

examine image sharing (as opposed to video/text messages) in this study.  
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5.2 Risk discourse and negative correlates of sexting 

Sexting is mostly framed within a risk and deviance discourse in both the media 

and academic fields; Döring (2014) identified that 66% of 50 academic papers discussed 

sexting as an unhealthy and problematic behaviour for both adults and adolescents, and 

similarly, a thematic analysis conducted by Krieger (2016) identified 70% of 112 

articles discussing sexting, fell into the risk discourse theme. This focus can be 

understood by looking at earlier approaches in sex and sexuality research; during the 

HIV epidemic in the 1980s, health practitioners and researchers primarily focused on 

identifying risky sexual practices and how this contributed to an individual’s level of 

risk (i.e. the probability of acquiring a HIV infection). People were assumed to 

rationally make decisions about their sexual behaviours, if given the ‘right’ information 

about safe and unsafe practices, and interventions were aimed at reducing risk 

behaviours for specific groups (WHO, 2006). However, the importance of interpersonal 

and systemic factors which influence a person’s ability to make individual choices were 

largely neglected - until a key study by Hart and Flowers (1996) highlighted the role of 

social context in understanding vulnerability (WHO, 2006). This early, simplified 

understanding of risk and vulnerability is mirrored in the current sexting literature. 

Whilst sexting can be considered a new behaviour due to the technology used, it is still 

ultimately a sexual behaviour which likely has a functional relationship with sexual 

health. Understanding sexual behaviour is important at the public health level, due to 

known associations between sexual ill-health and issues such as sexual violence and 

sexual dysfunction, and subsequent relationships with psychological ill-health (WHO, 

2006).  

Despite the dominant risk perception of sexting, studies investigating negative 

correlates have produced mixed findings. For example, Benotsch et al. (2013) found 

sexting to be associated with sexual risk-taking behaviours such as unprotected sex and 

sex with multiple partners, whereas Ferguson (2011) found no association with factors 

such as number of sexual partners and sexually-transmitted diseases. A recent meta-

analysis of 10 studies on sexting and sexual behaviour found a medium effect size 

(r = .35) where sexting was associated with engaging in sexual activity. However, 

heterogeneity of effect sizes amongst the studies was large (r=.10 to r=.66). 

Additionally, the authors found only a small effect size (r=.16) for sexting and 

unprotected sex (again with high heterogeneity, r=.00 to r=.36), and number of sexual 
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partners (r=.20, ranging from r=.10 to r=.32) (Kosenko, Luurs & Binder, 2017). In a 

longitudinal study, Temple and Choi (2014) found that sexting behaviours at the first 

time-point were related to increased sexual activity at the second time-point, however, 

they were not related to risky sexual behaviours (defined as: unprotected sex, number of 

sexual partners in the past year, and alcohol or drug use before sex). Kosenko et al. 

(2017) conclude that these weak associations suggest sexting is not a good indicator of 

sexual risk behaviours, and future research would be better focused on understanding 

the relational context of sexting. Current studies lack contextual meaning around 

participants’ typical sexting and sexual behaviours, and thus the risk framework is too 

narrow in its perspective for understanding the nuanced relationship between sexting 

and psychological health and wellbeing. It is within the relational and social aspects 

(and how an individual interprets these) that we propose lies the more meaningful 

understanding of the relationship between sexting and psychological health.  

 

5.3 Sexual rights and legal concerns, and the gendered double standard 

The concept of sexual rights emerged in response to LGBTQ+67 and feminist 

activism in the 1990s and considers the bodily needs of security, health and pleasure 

(Correa, Petchesky & Parker, 2008). Sexual rights frameworks oppose what are 

traditionally solely negative ideologies (of protection from violence and coercion), by 

also seeking the rights to access sexual information and experience pleasure-if so 

desired (Correa et al., 2008). The World Health Organisation’s (WHO; 2006) definition 

of sexual health is in line with this ideology: 

 

“…a state of physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in relation to 

sexuality; it is not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction or infirmity. 

Sexual health requires a positive and respectful approach to sexuality and sexual 

relationships, as well as the possibility of having pleasurable and safe sexual 

experiences, free of coercion, discrimination and violence. For sexual health to 

be attained and maintained, the sexual rights of all persons must be respected, 

protected and fulfilled.” 

 
67 LGBTQ+ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, questioning and “plus,” - 

which represents other sexual identities such as pansexual, asexual. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
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and their report stresses the necessity to consider sexual health across the trajectory of 

the human lifespan; as well as develop our scientific understanding of sexual behaviours 

and their relationship with psychological health (WHO, 2006).  

Young people’s rights to freedom from sexual exploitation and abuse are widely 

acknowledged, but less so are their rights to sexual expression, information and privacy 

(Albury, 2017). Whilst global internet governance encourages young people to develop 

digital literacy, this is likely to conflict with caregivers’ and clinicians’ responsibilities 

to protect them from harm, particularly in the context of their developing sexual 

identities and relationships (Livingstone, Carr & Byrne, 2016). Sexting is often 

perceived to be a primarily adolescent behaviour and concerns arising from adolescent 

sexting relate to potential future incidences of revenge porn- thought to result in shame 

and psychological harms. In the UK, self-taken images (even when an individual is 

older than the age of sexual consent; 16 years), can be classified and prosecuted under 

child pornography laws -which stipulate that distributing indecent images of anyone 

under the age of 18 years is an offence (e.g. if the person is 17 years old). In regards to 

adult sexting behaviours, individuals could infringe copyright or privacy laws and be 

prosecuted accordingly, even if their intention in forwarding or sharing images was not 

to cause distress (which would determine the act a specific offence of revenge 

pornography). Current US and European policy and legislation regarding sexting is said 

to be underdeveloped, contradictory and disproportionate (Gillespie, 2013; Wood, 

Barter, Stanley, Aghtaie & Larkins, 2015). The existing legal framework is proposed to 

serve as a deterrent for young people engaging in sexting (Gillespie, 2013) but also 

serves to restrict their internet use and digital privacy (Albury, Crawford & Byron, 

2013), and is embedded in moral value-laden ideas about young peoples’ sexual 

autonomy (Petchesky, 2000). 

These moral judgments also extend to adults: Albury (2017) highlights the well-

publicised data hacks (Ashley Maddison and the ‘Fappening’) as two examples of this: 

Public narratives focused on whether individuals ‘deserved’ to be exposed for their 

infidelity or should have prevented their images from being leaked by not taking them 

in the first place, rather than considering the problem as a breach of sexual privacy and 

expression. Although all individuals have sexual rights and responsibilities; particularly 

women are sexually shamed (Warner, 1999) – they are viewed as ‘at-risk’ (Albury & 

Crawford, 2012; Albury et al., 2013) and subject to damage of their sexual reputation if 

sexual decorum is not maintained (Albury, 2017; Boesel, 2014). 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444816686322
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One such example is “Megan’s story” (ThinkUKnowAUS, 2010), a preventative 

education strategy, which highlights young women’s ‘responsibility’ to avoid sexting 

and thus prevent bringing the adverse effects (i.e. their images being shared without 

consent) of sexting upon themselves. The onus appears to be on the victims, usually 

females, to prevent their images being shared by avoiding sexting altogether (Krieger, 

2016).  The idea that young women ‘should have known better’ is perpetuated whilst 

young males are rarely in the spotlight for either sending or sharing images (Dobson & 

Ringrose, 2016; Ringrose, Harvey, Gill & Livingstone, 2013). This type of discourse 

within the media, educational campaigns and even some research can perpetuate victim 

blaming and so called ‘slut shaming’ (Salter, Crofts & Lee, 2012), and uncomfortably 

mirrors the victim blaming narrative surrounding survivors of sexual assault (Bates, 

2017). Rape myths such as victim blaming and excusing or minimising perpetrator 

behaviour both play a role in sexual assault (Barbaree & Marshall, 1991) and in non-

consensual image distribution (Powell, Henry, Flynn & Scott, 2019).  

On the one hand, women are portrayed as being coerced into sexting, which is 

associated with anxiety, depression and traumatic symptoms (Drouin et al., 2015). On 

the other, women are perceived as carelessly sending their private sexual images to 

casual partners (Albury & Crawford, 2012). Research suggests men are more likely to 

receive images than women (Gordon-Messner et al., 2013) and young men are 

perceived as ‘collecting’ sexual images as a form of social ‘currency’ to gain respect 

from their peers (Ringrose et al., 2013). However, this stereotyped narrative limits our 

understanding of how men and women perceive and engage in sexting behaviours, and 

if and how the two are related (i.e. do their perceptions or attitudes towards sexting 

influence their behaviours?).  

 

5.4 Sexting coercion & attitudes 

Although findings from the first large-scale survey of sexting behaviours 

(National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2008) cite reasons of 

reciprocal, (sexual) fun and flirtation as the most common among young people68, 

 
68  “to be fun/flirtatious” (68%), “as a sexy present for a boyfriend/girlfriend” (49%) and 

“in response to one that was sent to me” (46%) were the most common reasons teens and young 

adults send sexts; suggesting a sexual motive to the behaviour. 
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coercion was highlighted as a potential factor - with seven percent of teens and young 

adults indicating they had sent a sext due to feeling pressured. It is suggested in the 

literature that sexting becomes problematic when individuals are coerced and 

psychological outcomes may differ based on attitudes towards sexting – “unwanted but 

consensual sexting” by individuals who engage in sexting to fulfil their partner’s needs 

(Drouin & Tobin, 2014) compared to those who “enthusiastically” engage in sexting 

(Stasko & Geller, 2015). Attitudes are thought to influence behaviour by shaping our 

intentions to perform or engage in a given behaviour; based on the theory of reasoned 

action (Fishbein & Azjen, 1975). Used to determine our behavioural intentions, 

subjective norms refer to our perceptions of the beliefs of those around us, and 

perceived social pressures to engage, or not engage in a behaviour. Attitudes comprise 

of our own belief systems, which may be derived from personal experience or social 

expectations and learning. Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986) suggests that 

individual attitudes are formed by integrating knowledge and outcome expectancies of 

engaging in a behaviour, based on social influences; forming a judgement of self-

efficacy (i.e. how well they believe they can cope with the outcomes of a behaviour) 

which serves to moderate subsequent behaviour.  

Conceptual and empirical support for the theory of reasoned action exists; e.g. in 

predicting both intentions and actual behaviour for engaging in safer sex (Terry, 

Galligan & Conway, 1993); and social-cognitive theory models were able to explain 

70% of variance in understanding intentions to use condoms when applied in one study 

(Wulfert & Wan, 1995). A recent meta-analysis conducted by Coyne et al (2018) found 

consistent relationships between media exposure (regarding portrayal of sexual 

relationships as casual and relatively risk- and care-free), sexual attitudes and 

behaviours. Exposure to sexual media content was positively associated with permissive 

sexual attitudes but also higher acceptance of rape myths; which has previously given 

voice to concerns about the ‘legitimisation’ of sexual violence against women (Eaton & 

Matamala, 2014). These findings were stronger for adolescents than adults and the 

authors conclude that sexual media content is a small but significant aspect of 

developing sexual attitudes and behaviours (Coyne et al., 2018).  

Demonstrating this link, Choi, Van Ouytsel and Temple (2016) reported an 

association between sexting and offline forms of sexual coercion, specifically affecting 

female adolescents and suggest sexting could serve as a risk marker of sexual violence 

in offline relationships (or vice versa). Some authors have proposed that sexual scripts 



Page 107 of 268 

 

theory (see 5.5 below) may explain acts of sexual coercion more broadly due to the 

gender-based power imbalance in sexual agency and control (e.g. male-perpetrated 

interpersonal violence; Santana, Raj, Decker, Marche & Silverman, 2006). However, 

research findings suggest that whilst traditional sexual scripts can describe gendered 

behaviour, men and women do not necessarily act in accordance with these scripts, and 

the various factors involved in sexual coercion cannot be accounted for (Byers, 1996) - 

meaning attitudes predicting behaviour may not hold true in cases of sexting coercion. 

This could partially be due to recent changes and challenges to the dominant societal 

discourses regarding female sexuality and notions of victimisation; whilst women 

generally experience higher number of sexual adversities (Finkelhor, Hotaling, Lewis & 

Smith, 1990), social media movements, such as the 2017 #me too campaign, have 

started to both highlight the sexual harassment and abuse faced by women, and 

empower them in their role as ‘survivors’. Attitudes and subjective norms about sexting 

can therefore be expected to potentially influence sexting behaviours; and pose a 

variable of interest in our study which could help further understand the relationship 

between sexting and psychological health and wellbeing. 

 

5.5 Sexual scripts theory 

Sexual scripts theory posits sexual interactions are guided by templates or 

blueprints for behaviour, derived from three levels of influence - cultural, interpersonal 

and intra-individual (Simon & Gagnon, 1984). Scripts are based on traditional gender 

roles where a power imbalance dictates women are passive, restrained sexual 

gatekeepers and men are assertive initiators of sexual interaction (Eaton & Matamala, 

2014; Eaton, Rose, Interligi, Fernandez & McHugh, 2016). Sexual scripts theory has 

been applied to understanding attitudes and behaviour in other sexual contexts, such as 

pornography use (Braithwaite, Coulson, Keddington & Fincham, 2015; Wright, 2011) 

and sexual script theory is popular within feminist research due to its focus on a 

socially-driven understanding of sexuality as opposed to a biological one (Frith & 

Kitzinger, 2001). There are limitations to the empirical support for sexual scripts theory, 

such as reliance on self-report methods which require cognitive evaluations of 

hypothetical sexual scenarios (Frith & Kitzinger, 2001; Wiederman, 2015). Nonetheless 

it remains a widely applied contemporary theoretical approach which has intrinsic value 

to understanding sexual behaviour. 
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Sexual scripts theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1984) may therefore offer one 

explanation for the development of the gendered double standard narrative in sexting, 

and researchers have recently attempted to demonstrate the role of sexual scripts in 

understanding gendered sexting behaviours (Symons, Ponnet, Walrave & Heirman, 

2018). Sexual scripts theory would suggest cultural level influences such as media 

representations (e.g. as sexting as a risky or deviant behaviour) and interpersonal 

aspects (e.g. exchanges between sexting partners and notions of trust and/or intimacy) 

are interpreted at the intra-individual level (whereby an individual makes personal sense 

of these influences – i.e. determining their sexting attitude and expectations of engaging 

in sexting). Scripts are gendered in nature (Sakaluk et al., 2014; Wiederman, 2005), 

rooted in traditional conceptions of femininity and masculinity: where men are 

perceived as being concerned with sexual pleasure and initiating sexual activity, 

whereas women are more controlled and reserved in their sexual behaviour, being 

primarily concerned with the relationship (Masters, Casey, Wells & Morrison, 2013; 

Wiederman, 2005). However, within an online environment, individuals may challenge 

traditional gender scripts in relation to sexuality; they can create the ideal ‘cyber self’ 

(Yeung, Horyniak, Vella, Hellard & Lim, 2014) whereby they may be more open to 

sexual exploration than they would otherwise be in person and more adventurous to 

‘playing’ with typical gender roles.  

 

5.6 Issues with terminology 

Some researchers have argued that the use of terminology such as ‘revenge 

pornography’ or ‘non-consensual pornography’ minimises the seriousness of the crime 

(if one has been committed) and its psychological harms (McGlynn et al., 2017), 

perpetuates the objectification of women or glorification of porn (McGlynn & Rackley, 

2017) and supports rape myths (Burt, 1980) which blame the victim (i.e. the term 

revenge implies the victim has done something wrong) (Grubb & Turner, 2012). 

Therefore we have chosen to use the term “non-consensual image sharing” (or 

distribution) in this research in the hope to overcome some of these limitations and to 

provide opportunity to capture a wider range of experiences (rather than those only 

motivated by revenge or sexual gratification). 

Another serious limitation of previous research is how individuals are asked 

about sexting and non-consensual image sharing: A large percentage of studies frame 
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questions in relation to hypothetical scenarios (e.g. “how many of your peers engage in 

sexting?”, “what do you think are the reasons people sext?”, “if your images were 

shared, how would you feel?”) rather than asking people about their personal 

experiences. This failure to reflect actual experiences limits the generalisability of 

findings as individual attitudes in relation to hypothetical statements may not reflect 

their true experiences (Lee & Crofts, 2015; Ringrose, Gill, Livingstone & Harvey, 

2012). 

 

5.7 Continuum of image based sexual abuse 

McGlynn, Rackley, and Houghton (2017) have recently proposed a change in 

the legal theoretical stance; they argue it is not a unitary phenomenon, but part of a 

continuum of ‘image-based sexual abuse’. Drawing on Kelly’s (1988) work on sexual 

violence, the authors propose a continuum underpinned by the gendered abuse, 

intimidation, coercion and control of women. They posit their term should encompass 

not only the non-consensual distribution of images, but also the non-consensual taking 

(through voyeurism or ‘upskirting’) and creating of images (through rape or sexual 

assault); as well as sexualised photoshopping and hacking. McGlynn et al. propose that 

accounting for various motives (not just revenge), financial gain or sexual extortion is 

key in responding to “sexual harms perpetrated against women through the attack on 

their sexual self, sexual autonomy and agency” (p. 39). McGlynn et al. state that terms 

such as ‘revenge pornography’ and ‘upskirting’ minimize sexual violence against 

women and eroticise the non-consensual distribution of images; contributing to victim-

blaming, and that using the term abuse “better explains the harms experienced by 

victim-survivors and emphasises the similarities with other forms of sexual abuse” (p. 

39).  

McGlynn et al. are not the only authors to propose this idea; Henry and Powell 

(2018) conceptualise non-consensual image sharing under the broader term of 

technology facilitated sexual violence. Using the term ‘image based sexual exploitation’ 

they propose two distinct behaviours: sexting coercion, defined by Drouin and Tobin 

(2014, p. 412) as ‘‘engaging in unwanted sexual behavior via sexually explicit text, 

pictures, or video” and revenge pornography, which Henry and Powell define as “the 

creation, distribution, or threat of distribution, of intimate or sexually explicit images of 

another person without their consent” (2018, p. 7). They rightly point out the limited 
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empirical research regarding these behaviours to date. For this reason, we argue that 

variables of interest (such as the psychosocial outcomes related to non-consensual 

image sharing) and legal aspects (i.e. motivation) required to determine revenge 

pornography from non-consensual image sharing cannot be captured and measured with 

current over-inclusive definitions and lack of a unified concept. Lack of clear 

operational measures and definitions limit the nuanced understanding of aspects of the 

phenomena (regardless of continua) which may mediate the relationship between non-

consensual image sharing and psychological outcomes. For example, the psychological 

wellbeing of those who have had explicit images created and distributed non-

consensually on dedicated revenge pornography websites, accompanied by their 

identifiable information, may (or may not) differ significantly from those whose self-

taken (non-identifiable), semi-nude images have been shared in person within a small 

circle, by a friend or ex-partner. At present, the mediating effects of these differential 

variables is unknown and therefore we seek clarification in our research.  

 

5.8 Expectation violation theory 

Expectancy refers to the anticipation of enduring behavioural patterns within the 

interpersonal realm, either constructed through social norms or through knowledge of 

an individual’s behavioural repertoire, forming interpersonal templates in which people 

relate and respond accordingly (Burgoon, 1993). Research has evidenced these 

‘templates’, demonstrating that a person’s expectations inform their response to and 

evaluation of another person’s behaviour (Burgoon & Le Poire 1993; Burgoon, Le 

Poire, & Rosenthal 1995) and that when expectations are violated, this can lead to 

increased negative affect (Wirth, Bernstein, Wesselmann & LeRoy, 2017). Qualitative 

research suggests the potential non-consensual distribution of images is perceived as a 

risk of consensual sexting, which could lead to embarrassment and loss of reputation; 

whilst sexting is considered a normative behaviour, the sharing of images without 

consent is not, and is deemed a violation of trust (Renfrow & Rollo, 2014). The function 

of image sharing and whether it is understood as a personal betrayal determines its 

classification as revenge porn (Quiles, 2016).When a violation of expectancy occurs, 

(such as a personal sexual image being shared without consent) when there was an 

expectation of privacy, the individual attempts to make sense of the violation. Existing 

expectations about the relationship (e.g. being in a long term, committed and private 
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relationship) contribute to the interpretation of the event. Given that most individuals 

who sext do so within a committed relationship, (Samimi & Alderson, 2014; Stasko & 

Geller, 2015), it is likely a degree of trust is expected when sharing the image between 

partners. When the image is shared beyond the relationship and is perceived negatively 

by the sender, feelings of betrayal or mistrust result (Bates, 2017) and the person is 

more distressed (Burgoon, 1993). A person’s expectation of humiliation and shame, as a 

result of non-consensual image sharing, may also lead to increased distress.  

Humans have developed to be highly sensitive to potential shame cues such as 

social slights or ‘losing face’ (Goffman, 1955; Herman, 2011) particularly in 

interpersonal contexts. This can be understood from an attachment perspective: shame is 

an intersubjective process where shame recovery (or repair) occurs in the attunement 

between child and care-giver, and is critical for the development of internal affect-

regulation systems (Schore, 2003). Social mentality theory (Gilbert, 1989, 1995) 

suggests heightened shame sensitivity is a result of the social ranking mentality; where 

competitive and/or controlling behaviour is driven by our striving for social inclusion 

and avoidance of social punishment; fears of rejection or being inferior (being shamed) 

give rise to psychopathology such as social anxiety, depression and aggression (Cheung, 

Gilbert & Irons, 2004; Gilbert, 2004).  

Shame is a complex social emotion associated with self-conscious awareness 

(Lewis, 1995), which requires reflective capacities such as theory of mind, 

metacognition, symbolic representation of self and others, and inner working models or 

belief systems (Gilbert, 2005). Lewis’s (1995) cognitive attributional theory describes 

how a variety of individual attributions facilitate the emotional experience of shame. 

Lewis (1995) posits that no neat class of stimuli which elicit shame have been identified 

and proposes cognitive attributions (determined by rule-governed behaviour or societal 

standards, imposed at local or broad cultural levels) elicit the emotion of shame. Shame 

involves an evaluation of the whole or total self, as opposed to guilt- which requires the 

evaluation of specific behaviours and acts to drive reparative pro-social and moral 

behaviours (Baumeister, Stillwell & Heatherton, 1994). Shame is therefore a more 

intensively negative emotion when experienced (Feiring, Taska & Lewis, 1996)  

As non-consensual image sharing has been conceptualised as part of a 

continuum of image-based sexual abuse (see 5.7), it seems apt to consider the wider 

literature about sexual abuse. Sexual abuse is strongly related to stigmatisation 

(Finkelhor & Browne, 1986), and negative self-evaluations can result in feelings of 
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shame and poorer adjustment following abuse (Feiring et al., 1996). This is thought to 

be due to attributions made about the abuse (causal inferences or perceived reasons for 

an events occurrence; Weiner, 1990). Individuals make attributions about events at three 

levels: (1) internality versus externality (self or other as cause); (2) stability versus 

instability (reason for event may change or stay the same); and, (3) globality versus 

specificity (entire self /specific event or part of self is affected) (Feiring et al., 1996). 

The most likely attributions to lead to shame are those which are internal, stable and 

global (e.g. “the abuse happened to me because I am a bad person”) (Lewis, 1995). 

Women are thought to be particularly susceptible to these type of attributions (and the 

experience of shame as a result), due to perceiving they have not lived up to their own 

or others expectations (Lewis, 1995; Tangney, 1991).Whilst these theories account 

broadly for interpersonal or cultural influences on how non-consensual image sharing 

might affect psychological health, the role of individual factors still need consideration 

in understanding potential variance of responses. 

 

5.9 Appraisal theory 

Appraisal theory (Lazarus, 1991) posits that we each possess a finite number of 

cognitive evaluations available to us which are functional in adapting to our 

environment. These evaluations are weighted primarily in the importance and 

desirability of any given event and whilst other cognitive facets (e.g. knowledge, 

attributions) contribute to appraisals, they are separate, with only the appraisal directly 

effecting emotion; “appraisals form the most proximal cognitive antecedent of 

emotion” (Smith, Haynes, Lazarus, & Pope 1993). Each emotional state possesses an 

individual relational theme, reflecting types of either harm or benefit (Smith et al., 

1993). There is a large body of scientific evidence for Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 

(CBT) and a wide array of psychological health concerns (e.g. depression, anxiety). 

CBT is influenced by cognitive models (e.g. Beck, 1979) and suggests that our 

individual thought patterns or appraisals, about ourselves others and the world, create 

meaning which subsequently shapes our emotional and behavioural responses. We 

develop core beliefs and a mixture of functional and dysfunctional conditional 

assumptions (‘rules for living’) in response to our experiences, which usually allow us 

to function in life and cope with minimal difficulty, until we experience a ‘critical 

incident’ or series of events (e.g. a potentially life-threatening event in the case of 
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PTSD) which challenge our core beliefs and functional views. This gives rise to 

negative thoughts, activates dysfunctional assumptions and unpleasant emotional states 

such as depression and anxiety result (Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk, 2011). Given the 

vast array of potential beliefs shaped by individual life experiences, it is therefore 

unlikely that each individual’s appraisal of image sharing in differing environmental 

contexts will be the same. If we can understand individual attitudes about sexting 

(presumably informed by wider cultural narratives and assumptions), clinicians can use 

attributions (e.g. about the gendered nature of sexting) to inform adaptive coping 

strategies such as positive reappraisal. 

Whilst not considered a potentially traumatic life event, the impact of non-

consensual image sharing has been likened to sexual assault in terms of psychological 

distress (Bates, 2017) and some parallels can be seen in the discourses: Drawing on 

sexual victimization literature, Bates (2017) applies Weiss’s (2010) three narratives of 

the ‘deserving’, ‘disgraced’ and ‘defamed’ victims to illustrate the shame and 

humiliation experienced by those whose images were shared without consent. Bates 

likens the rape myth cultural response “you shouldn’t have taken the photo”, the privacy 

violation barrier when reporting to police, and the fear of loved ones or colleagues 

discovering their photos in the public sphere; to the three narratives respectively. 

Negative appraisals related to self-blame, shame and anger are associated with negative 

affective states, can predict distress (Andrews, Brewin, Rose & Kirk, 2000; DePrince et 

al., 2011) and are linked to emotional regulation problems and a lack of self-compassion 

(Barlow, Turow, Gerhart, 2017). Therefore it is reasonable to consider the role of these 

appraisals in explaining variance in psychological distress amongst those who have had 

their images shared non-consensually.  

 

5.10 Coping styles  

Coping styles are known to have a moderating influence on psychological 

distress (Littleton, Horsley, John & Nelson, 2007), thus requiring specific consideration 

when researching psychological distress. Coping by way of venting emotional distress 

or cognitive reappraisal of a stressful event’s impact are generally considered “active 

emotional coping” or adaptive emotion-regulation strategies (Folkman & Lazarus, 

1985). On the other hand, using denial or self-distraction to avoid potential sources of 

distress are typically viewed as problematic, “avoidant emotional coping” strategies 
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(Holahan & Moos, 1987). Some coping styles are thought to remain more consistent 

over time (e.g. cognitive reappraisal) whereas others, such as seeking social support, 

depend more on the person’s context and each specific situation (Lazarus, 1993). Social 

support can influence recovery from events such as sexual assault (Ullman, 1999). This 

is not only important on the level immediately surrounding individuals (e.g. family and 

friends) but also in terms of how public health and protection services respond. A study 

by Bond and Tyrell (2018) of police staff in England and Wales (n = 783) found that 

police lack confidence in their knowledge of revenge pornography, and how to 

appropriately and effectively respond to victims. Initial service responses are key in 

effecting unbiased investigations, fairer treatment of victims and lessening any potential 

distress (Bothamley & Tully, 2018); inappropriate responses can result in victim 

blaming, and the victim being disbelieved when reporting a crime, (Patterson, 2011) - 

which could contribute to problematic coping strategies such as denial and self-blame.  

Although coping styles are typically viewed as characteristic ways of managing 

threat (e.g. the psychoanalytic concept of personal defences and their individual 

relations to psychopathology), coping can also be seen as a transactional process 

between an individual and their environment – for example where demands of a 

particular situation may exceed the available coping resources (Folkman, 2013; Lazarus 

& Folkman, 1986). This is therefore likely to be an important area of our research in 

terms of clinical application; well designed, culturally appropriate interventions 

provided through services - which are accessible and meet the growing needs of the 

population - can reduce vulnerability to sexual and psychological ill-health (WHO, 

2006).  

 

5.11 Resilience 

Understanding variance in psychological health associated with any behaviour, 

requires the consideration of individual factors known to be related to both distress and 

wellbeing. Psychological resilience is often defined as the ability to bounce back from, 

or flexibly and successfully adapt to life demands, in the face of negative or adverse 

events (Lazarus, 1993; Luthar, Cicchetti &Becker, 2000; Masten, 2001). There is much 

debate in the literature as to how resilience should be conceptualised; as a trait, process 

or outcome (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013) but its relationship with psychological health, 

coping, wellbeing, and potential post-traumatic growth (Fava & Tomba, 2009; Tugade, 
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Frederickson & Feldman-Barrett, 2004; Walker-Williams, Van Eeden & Van der 

Merwe, 2013) means it is a factor which warrants consideration in our study. Whether 

resilience is the opposite of psychopathology is an important question, and the presence 

of one does not necessarily dictate the absence of the other (Yehuda & Flory, 2007). 

Therefore we will consider both positive and negative aspects of psychological health 

related to sexting in this research; not only to balance the assumption of harm inherent 

in the current literature, but also to provide the opportunity to derive a more nuanced 

understanding of the relationship between sexting, non-consensual image sharing and 

psychological health and wellbeing. 

 

5.12 Sexting and potential relationship benefits  

Difficulties generalising these findings exist as the measure of sexting used 

differs in each study, and others have proposed the association is moderated by 

attachment styles (i.e. anxious or avoidant; Drouin & Landgraff, 2012; McDaniel & 

Drouin, 2015; Weisskirch & Delevi, 2011). Nonetheless these findings acknowledge the 

perception of 60% of young adults who consider sexting a healthy component of 

intimate relationships, and who cite both more light-hearted reasons for sexting, such as 

fun and flirtation, and sexual motives (Burkett, 2015; National Campaign to Prevent 

Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2008). Qualitative research suggests there is a sexual 

function to sexting, for example in developing and maintaining healthy intimate 

relationships, or by relieving sexual frustration in long-distance relationships (Le, 

2016). Considering sexting as a healthy component of intimate relationships can be 

understood from an evolutionary psychology perspective: As human beings we are 

inherently social creatures; reliant on our evolutionarily ‘hard-wired’ internal systems to 

recognise and seek potential mates, and detect and respond to social threat; ensuring our 

safety and survival as part of the group. Our capacity for emotional and cognitive 

experiences provides a nuanced and intricate understanding of our environments, whilst 

learning facilitates the modification of our behavioural repertoires according to the 

varying nature of these environments (Gilbert, 2005). For example, displays of sexual 

behaviour evolve with cultural advances like technology and the invention of the 

internet (Gilbert, 2005); making sexting a potential method to enhance reproductive 

opportunities. 
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5.13 Social ecological framework  

A social ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) offers a perspective from 

which to make sense of the multiple facets potentially involved in the relationship 

between sexting and psychological health and wellbeing. The framework comprises 

interacting factors across intrapersonal, interpersonal, organisational, community and 

societal levels which influence behaviour and psychological health outcomes. This 

framework has been applied to the impact of sexual violence on women’s mental health 

(Campbell, Dworkin & Cabral, 2009) but can be usefully applied more broadly (not 

specific to gender) when considering sexual behaviours and potential harms. At the 

individual level, we suggest that use of problematic or adaptive coping combined with a 

person’s resilience are likely to moderate associated psychological outcomes of non-

consensual image sharing. Attitudes towards sexting, whilst considered individual 

factors, are shaped by societal discourses surrounding sexting and non-consensual 

image sharing, as well as media portrayals of revenge pornography as a gendered crime. 

At the interpersonal level, the nature of the relationship between image sender and 

recipient, expected privacy or trust in a relationship and expectations about the 

perceived benefits or risks of sexting are hypothesised to affect psychological health. At 

the community level, characteristics of the event such as the content of the images, 

whether identifying information was shared, motivations for sharing images, and the 

perceived emotional impact on victims are likely to influence the availability of social 

and professional support and will shape educational, clinical and legal policies 

accordingly.  

5.14 Further rationale  

This research will expand a relatively limited evidence base regarding sexting 

and non-consensual image sharing and will contribute to scientific understanding of 

issues such as those termed ‘revenge pornography’ in the media and law. We hope that 

this research will achieve clarity on the prevalence of consensual and non-consensual 

image sharing in an adult sample and will shed light on the relationship between image 

sharing and psychological health which has so far not been achieved in the literature. 

With previous (albeit somewhat biased due to the opt in sampling strategy used) 

estimates suggesting 42% of individuals who have experienced non-consensual image 

sharing seek support from psychological services (Cyber Civil Rights Initiative, 2013), 
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we aim to clarify the current prevalence of those who experience distress as a result of 

non-consensual image sharing and consider the potential impact on psychological 

services. If resilience and coping styles do mediate psychological distress associated 

with non-consensual image sharing, our research will have therapeutic clinical 

application as it will inform which psychological therapies may be beneficial when 

working with those who have experienced non-consensual image sharing and 

experience distress as a result. It is important to understand the wider context in which 

sexting and its relationship with psychological health is currently perceived, and we 

hope our research will contribute to the beginning of a better understanding of related 

variables, as to whether people experience distress or not and whether sexting should be 

considered within a ‘risk’ framework or not.  

An erroneous assumption of existing literature is that it conflates outcomes of 

consensual and non-consensual acts, and it has been argued that the educational, 

psychological and legal literature perpetuates a cyclical pattern; each informing the 

other of the ‘risks’ and harms of sexting, thus the need for punitive and restrictive 

interventions, but without a clear evidence base (Krieger, 2016).  The existing research 

field has been accused of merely finding what it is looking for in terms of the risk 

discourse, not only by posing the wrong questions but preventing the expression of 

positive beliefs about sexting within the methodological framework itself (Lee & 

Crofts, 2015). When individuals are asked directly about their own motivations for 

sexting, as opposed to being asked hypothetically why they think other people sext; 

coercion and abuse are not the main drivers of behaviour (Lee & Crofts, 2015). As 

researchers, we are in danger of embedding and reinforcing cultural risk discourses 

regarding normative, consensual sexting behaviours, if we neglect to delineate distinct 

non-consensual behaviours and measure their associations with psychological health 

and wellbeing accurately. 
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6. Extended Methods 

6.1 Epistemological position 

Given that researchers generally apply methods consistent with their own 

epistemological position (Guba, 1990) and acknowledging the influence of our own 

perspectives in selecting our methodology, we approached this research from a critical 

realist (also known as post-positivist) position. Critical realism promotes that there is a 

reality to be empirically discovered but that we are involved (through our own world 

views and constructs already available to us) in the process of that discovery; what can 

become known is tempered by this process, in other words, “ontology determines 

epistemology” (McGrath, 2016). There has been harsh criticism of critical realism, 

accused of ‘taking the middle ground’ and becoming a collection of sorts, of opposing 

philosophies (Weber, 1904: 2017). Patomäki and Wight articulate this issue more 

eloquently: 

 

“How do we move beyond a sterile and debilitating debate where one side 

chastises the other for its naïve belief in a world “out there”, while the other 

berates its mirror image for making the world “all in here” and all the while 

a third position claims legitimacy in terms of its “middle-groundedness” 

(2000, p. 215).  

 

Creating a synthesis of ever-changing realities through reformulation of knowledge is 

no mean feat and is certainly not achievable without crediting and integrating partialities 

of all perspectives into a complete account (Patomäki & Wight, 2000). The critical 

realist position brings scientific enquiry a step closer to this integration. The close 

relationship between empirical data and value-ideas (with the former derived from the 

latter) cannot be ignored within scientific enquiry and can exist harmoniously when 

considered together, as a relationship ‘perpetually in flux’ (Weber, 1904: 2017). The 

search for new knowledge within the bounds of existing constructs should not serve to 

limit refinement of new ideas but should in fact add to the interpretation and 

development of already known perspectives (Weber, 1904: 2017). Within the 

measurable constructs available to us we therefore aimed to deepen our existing 

understanding of phenomena (McEvoy & Richards, 2006) without suspending scientific 

rigour and objective quantification of what is to be known.  



Page 119 of 268 

 

6.2 Ethical considerations69  

6.2.1 Age & Legality 

Whilst aiming to recruit participants from an adult general population sample, 

the use of internet-mediated research poses risks regarding those who are under 18 years 

old accessing the study. Due to the legal age of consent for distributing indecent images 

(Protection of Children Act 1978), this was an issue to consider in this study. To 

minimise this risk, participants were required to confirm they are over the age of 18 

upon entering the study (forced entry response question). Those who did not confirm 

were redirected to the end of the survey. When quantifying incidences of lifetime 

sexting behaviours, this research relies on retrospective self-report. This presents the 

additional difficulty of adults potentially reporting on sexting behaviours they engaged 

in as a teenager. Therefore the initial part of all questions was phrased ‘as an adult’ (i.e. 

participants were prompted to only consider their adult sexting behaviours) to minimise 

the chance of individuals reporting historical data (engaging in sexting before the age of 

18).  

 

6.2.2 Debriefing  

We were clear and explicit about the nature of the study and our aims from the 

outset (e.g. in the advert details and participant information form); no information was 

deliberately withheld from participants. We anticipated that due to the self-selecting 

nature of the recruitment process (low risk group: general population, non-clinical), 

participants who completed the survey would be more open to discussing the topics and 

less likely to be adversely effected; thus an in-depth debrief was not indicated as 

appropriate. However, we acknowledge that some participants may experience 

discomfort as a result of completing the survey and in relation to the sensitive nature of 

the topic being studied. Helplines for relevant support agencies were included on a 

separate page at the end of the study (e.g. RELATE, Samaritans) and researcher contact 

details were provided for participants to get in touch with any questions or concerns 

they may have, before, during and after the study. 

 
69 Please see Appendix D for ethical approval letter.  
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6.2.3 Privacy and Confidentiality 

All data was collected in the strictest confidence and only relevant persons had 

access (researcher and supervisors). Participants were prompted to generate their own 

unique identification code once they agreed to take part in the study but prior to the start 

of the online survey. This allowed for anonymity of responses but provided a way of 

identifying participants should that be necessary (e.g. if participants request to withdraw 

their responses). The Qualtrics programme is accessed through a secure University 

server. Data will be held securely for 7 years (in line with policy) before being securely 

destroyed.  

6.2.4 Informed Consent 

A detailed participant information sheet was provided for all participants 

regarding the purpose of the study and the nature of the research. Participants were 

invited to use the provided information to assist in their decision about taking part in the 

study. Participants were asked to complete a consent form prior to entering the online 

survey.  

6.3 Design 

The nature of a cross-sectional design means findings are correlational rather 

than causal. This is important to consider in view of inferences and hypotheses made 

regarding the relationships found within this research. The use of cross-sectional survey 

designs is a limitation of current sexting research; however, ethical preclusions mean 

experimental or longitudinal study designs with randomized samples would not be 

viable. 
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6.4 Participants 

 

*consent was not explicitly given due to a temporary error with the survey platform.  

Figure 3. Flow chart diagram representing how data was initially screened for consent 

and complete responses 

6.5 Eligibility criteria  

To be eligible to take part, individuals were required to be aged 18 or above, 

currently living in the UK and able to read and understand written English. All gender 

and sexual identities were invited to take part and there was no upper age limit. Whilst 

we acknowledge younger individuals engage in sexting, the legal age of consent for 

distributing indecent images (Protection of Children Act 1978) is 18 in the UK. 

Furthermore, adolescents have been the primary focus of most sexting research to date 

and further study of adult sexting behaviour is warranted (Henry & Powell, 2018).  

6.6 Sample Size and Power 

G Power was used to calculate the required sample size to detect a medium sized 

main effect using ANOVA/ANCOVA. With power set to .8 and an alpha level of .05, 

the minimum required sample number was 168.  
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6.7 Recruitment 

We used snowball sampling methods to recruit participants. This strategy works 

on the premise that participants will forward the survey link to other potentially eligible 

participants amongst their online friends who in turn also forward the link and so on. 

Various online social media platforms were utilized to gain a wide variety of responses 

to the survey. The link was also shared within specific sub-threads and groups 

(e.g.‘relationships’ group on Reddit); some of which aimed to reach individuals who 

had experienced non-consensual image sharing (e.g. ‘Bad-ass army’70 on Facebook). 

Permission from discussion group moderators was sought prior to posting.  In addition 

to social media, we advertised the study link via the University’s online research blog 

and via a research advertisement site called “callforparticipants.com” (which required 

the payment of a one-off fee of £20 to host the study advert) to ensure sample size 

requirements were met. To encourage participation in the survey, we offered the 

opportunity to win an £100 Amazon voucher (by entering a prize draw raffle upon 

completion). Given that sexting is primarily a technology facilitated behaviour, we 

considered it sensible to recruit through these forums. Drop-out rates were anticipated to 

be low due to the convenience, accessibility and anonymity afforded by online 

facilitation of the survey.  

6.8 Survey 

We developed the survey based on previous literature and supervision 

discussions considering our study aims. A mixture of multiple-choice responses, Likert 

scales and open-ended questions were used. An online consent form (Appendix G), 

further information about participating in the study (Appendix F) and a debrief page 

(Appendix H) were included within the survey. The survey was hosted on the Qualtrics 

(2018) platform and disseminated via an anonymous link contained within the study 

advertisement (Appendix E).  

  

 
70 BADASS 2017: Battling Against Demeaning & Abusive Selfie Sharing. See 

https://badassarmy.org for more information.  

https://badassarmy.org/
https://badassarmy.org/
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7. Extended Measures 

7.1 Demographics  

We collected the following personal information from all participants: age, 

gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religious affiliation, current relationship status, 

education level and employment status. See Appendix I for the full list of questions 

used. Ethnicity groups were based on government guidance (Office of National 

Statistics [ONS], 2011). Terminology guidance from Stonewall (2016) was used to 

create sexual orientation response options, and individuals who did not identify as male 

or female were invited to self-describe their gender identity.  

7.2 Sexting questionnaire 

Questions were chosen and adapted from the first large-scale survey of sexting 

by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy (2008). Whilst 

the study provided a useful starting point in sexting research, limitations include the 

amalgamation of messages, images and videos in the operational definition of sexting 

and the inclusion of adults in the ‘teen’ sample (age range 13-19 years), potentially 

biasing prevalence outcomes (see extended introduction 5.1 for discussion). Given the 

nature of media attention towards teenage sexting, the study had potential to be overly 

risk focused (see extended introduction 5.2 for discussion), however, the reasons for 

sexting were relatively balanced and were therefore included in the current study. Items 

in the sexting questionnaire were presented in randomised order.  

7.3 Sexting attitude measure 

To reduce participant burden we selected nine items for use from Samimi & 

Alderson’s (2014) 47-item questionnaire. Items such as “sexting should be legal” were 

not included as they were deemed to be misleading. As not all of the original items were 

retained, this rendered the overall scale reliability scores defunct and the suggested cut 

off scores could not be used. A common difficulty within the literature is the lack of an 

appropriate, agreed standardised measure. No detail is provided as to how the authors’ 

treated the “not applicable” responses, therefore we calculated a mean score as we think 

this best reflects all participant’s scores on the attitude measure, including non-sexters. 
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7.4 Sexpectancies measure 

 Results from pilot data indicate 48 items load onto two factors equally; positive 

and negative sexting expectations for both sending and receiving sexts; creating four 

sub-scales (Dir et al., 2013). Overall reliability for all four subscales is good; (sending 

positive α =0.91, sending negative α =0.85, receiving positive α =0.93, receiving 

negative α= 0.92).   The chosen items and their individual alpha values are listed in 

table 9. We amended the stem question from “sexting makes one feel” to “sending 

sexual photos makes a person feel” to account for non-sexters responding. We 

randomised the presentation of positive and negative items to reduce acquiescence bias.  

Table 9. Sexpectancies items (Dir et al., 2013)  

 

 Sending items  Factor 

loading (α) 

Receiving items  Factor 

loading (α) 

Stem 

question 

Sending sexual 

photos makes a 

person feel: 

 Receiving sexual photos 

makes a person feel: 

 

 

 

 

Positive 

items 

Sexy 0.73 Sexy 0.71 

Horny 0.68 Horny 0.69 

Excited 0.67 Excited 0.75 

Sexting makes 

relationships more 

interesting 

0.68 More attractive  0.72 

 

 

Negative 

items 

Inappropriate 0.76 Dirty 0.74 

Ashamed 0.76 Ashamed 0.81 

Foolish  0.73 Embarrassed  0.83 

Guilty  0.70 Guilty 0.78 

     

 

7.5 DASS21 

The DASS has good psychometric properties, and convergent and discriminant 

validity with other measures (Beck Depression and Anxiety Inventories) has been 
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demonstrated (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). A 2005 study of a large non-clinical 

sample (UK) demonstrated that the DASS-21 possesses acceptable construct validity 

and high reliability of all three scales whilst maintaining sufficient variance to measure 

three separate constructs (Henry & Crawford, 2005). The DASS-42 was considered as 

an alternative measure of distress, however the DASS-21 has various benefits over the 

DASS-42; including being more acceptable to participants where concentration is a 

concern and the omission of problematic items, suggesting some items of the DASS-42 

are redundant (Henry & Crawford, 2005). Reducing burden was particularly important 

in our study, given the number of measures participants were already required to 

complete as part of the survey.  

7.6 Ies-6 

The IES-6 correlates highly with the IES-R (pooled correlation = 0.95; Thoresen 

et al., 2010) which has high internal consistency (alpha=0.96) and has been validated 

amongst clinical and community samples (Creamer, Bell & Failla, 2003). The IES is 

widely used in both research and clinical settings and has good psychometric properties 

(Giorgi et al., 2015). 

7.7 Brief COPE 

We considered alternative measures, such as the short version of the Cognitive 

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ; Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006). The Brief 

COPE was deemed more suitable due to its ability to assess a wider range of adaptive 

and problematic coping styles. 

7.8 Brief Resilience Scale 

We selected the BRS over other resilience measures (e.g. the Connor-Davidson 

Resilience Scale; Connor & Davidson, 2003) as it was the cleanest, briefest measure of 

resilience with good psychometric properties. The BRS measures one unitary concept 

consistent with the most simplified definition of resilience (Smith et al., 2008). The 

BRS correlates with other resilience measures whilst still retaining discriminant 

predictive ability against overlapping constructs (e.g. coping). A recent systematic 

review of resilience measures indicates the BRS has more favourable properties than 

other measures (Windle, Bennett & Noyes, 2011). 
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Table 10. An overview of the psychological measures used in this study and their psychometric properties  

Measure (author) Introductory statement/prompt used in this study Psychometric Properties  Cronbach’s alpha 

reliability (α) in this 

sample  

The Depression, 

Anxiety and Stress 

Scales: short version 

(DASS-21; Lovibond 

& Lovibond, 1995). 

Please read each statement and select an answer which 

indicates how much the statement applied to you over 

the past week. There are no right or wrong answers. Do 

not spend too much time on any statement. 

Very good internal consistency: 

Depression α =.88, anxiety α = .82, stress 

α = .90 (Henry & Crawford, 200571).  

Good convergent and discriminant validity 

(Henry & Crawford, 2005).  

Adequate construct validity with sufficient 

variance in the separate scales (Henry & 

Crawford, 2005; Sinclair et al., 201272). 

Total scale α = .94 

Sub-scales:  

depression α = .92, 

anxiety α = .84, 

stress α = .86 

 

The Warwick-

Edinburgh Mental 

Well-Being Scale 

(WEMWBS; 

Tennant et al., 2007)  

Below are some statements about feelings and thoughts. 

Please indicate which best describes your experience of 

each over the last 2 weeks 

Excellent internal consistency (α = .91), 

good test-retest reliability (ICC = .83) and 

good criterion validity as measured against 

PANAS-PA73 (.74); WHO574 (.77) 

(Tennant et al., 2007). 

Total scale α =.94. 

 
71 UK non-clinical sample, n = 1794 
72 US non-clinical sample, n = 503 
73 Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) 
74 Well-being Index (Bech, 2004).  
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Impact of Events 

Scale-6 (IES6; 

Thoresen et al., 

2010). 

Below is a list of difficulties people sometimes have 

after stressful life events. Thinking about your sexting 

behaviours please read each item, and then indicate how 

distressing each difficulty has been for you DURING 

THE PAST SEVEN DAYS.  

OR 

Below is a list of difficulties people sometimes have 

after stressful or traumatic life events. Thinking about 

the stressful life event you have experienced recently (in 

the last 6 months) please read each item, and then 

indicate how distressing each difficulty has been for you 

DURING THE PAST SEVEN DAYS. 

Good internal consistency:  

Total scale =.80 (Thoresen et al., 2010). 

Subscales (Giorgi et al., 2015): 

Avoidance = .69 

Arousal = .78 

Intrusion .78 

Good construct validity and convergent 

validity with longer item versions of the 

IES (Giorgi et al., 2015; Thoresen et al., 

2010).  

Total scale α=.92. 

The Brief COPE 

(Carver, 1997)  

These items deal with ways people cope with stress in 

their lives. There are many ways to try to deal with 

problems. These items ask about ways in which you 

generally cope with stress. Obviously, different people 

deal with things in different ways, but I'm interested in 

how you've tried to deal with it. Each item says 

something about a particular way of coping. I want to 

know to what extent you've been doing what the item 

says. How much or how frequently. Don't answer on 

the basis of whether it seems to be working or not - just 

All items on the Brief Cope have 

demonstrated adequate reliability (α >.50; 

Carver, 1997) and adequate test-retest 

reliability (r =.67) (Cooper, Katona & 

Livingston, 2008). 

When categorised as: emotion-focused 

adaptive coping α = .72, problem-focused 

adaptive coping 

α=.91  

 

problematic coping 

α=.83 
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whether or not you're doing it. Use the response choices. 

Try to rate each item separately in your mind from the 

others. Make your answers as true FOR YOU as you 

can. 

adaptive coping α = .84, problematic 

coping α = .75 (Cooper et al., 200875). 

 

The Brief Resilience 

Scale (BRS; Smith et 

al., 2008)  

The following questions ask about how you respond to 

stressful events. Please read each item carefully and rate 

how much you agree or disagree (how much each 

statement is true for you): 

Good to excellent internal consistency 

across community and clinical samples; α 

ranging from .80–.91 across 4 samples 

(Smith et al., 2008). Adequate convergent 

validity with the CDRISC76 (.59) and good 

test-retest reliability (ICC) of .69 (Smith et 

al., 2008). 

Total scale α= .90  

 

 
75 UK non-clinical sample n =  125  
76 The Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (Connor & Davidson, 2003) 
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8. Extended Data Analysis  

8.1 Data analysis overview 

To answer Q1, we performed basic frequency and descriptive statistics to determine the 

frequency of non-consensual image sharing amongst adult sexters. 

To answer Q2, we conducted five one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) with post-

hoc tests. The independent variable was sexting status (5 levels: never sext, non-

consensual sext, consensual sext, unsure, receive only) The dependent variables were 

scores on the DASS21 subscales for depression, anxiety and stress, scores on the 

WEMWBS for wellbeing and scores on the IES-6 for PTSD symptomology. 

To answer Q3, bivariate correlational analyses were conducted to identify any 

associations between specific sexting factors and psychological health.  

Sexting specific factors included: 

1. Privacy expectations of the sender (high/low) 

2. Attitude towards sexting (whether conservative/permissive) 

3. Expectations of the outcomes of sexting (positive or negative)  

4. Frequency of sending images  

5. Content (explicitness) of the images 

6. Whether the sender’s face was visible or not  

7. Whether individuals usually send sexts to one or more recipients  

 

To answer Q4, five separate ANCOVAs were conducted. Resilience and coping were 

theoretically determined covariates; known to have a relationship with psychological 

health (confirmed by correlational analyses conducted in Q3). Sexting specific 

covariates which had significant associations with psychological health (identified 

during preliminary correlational analyses [Q3]) and were not strongly correlated with 

each other were included; as per the assumptions of ANCOVA. For depression, stress 

and wellbeing, the IV consisted of all 5 sexting status levels (never sext, non-consensual 

sext, consensual sext, unsure, receive only). For anxiety and PTSD scores, the IV was 

sexting status (3 levels; non-consensual, consensual, unsure). This was to allow for the 

inclusion of sexting specific covariates and to test their interaction with sexting status. 
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8.2 Chi-square analysis  

Chi-square tests for independence were used to examine associations between 

sexting behaviour, non-consensual image distribution, and categorical demographic 

variables of interest separately. Demographic variables of interest were selected for 

comparison based on the previous literature.  Owing to small cell sizes, send only (n = 

7) and receive only (n = 32) sexters were included with two-way sexters to form a 

dichotomous variable “sexters/non-sexters”. Participants who indicated a gender 

response of “prefer to self-describe” were excluded from analysis as they were a small 

and heterogenous group. Individuals who responded “prefer not to say” to relevant 

variables were excluded from analysis due to small cell sizes (see table 2 in journal 

paper). Participants were grouped into two age ranges; 18-36 and 37-66, using Brosdahl 

and Carpenter’s (2011) generational categories, in order to examine any potential 

differences between younger and older participants. The younger group reflects 

“Generation Y” or “millennials” who are often claimed to have experienced more 

frequent exposure to technology and rapid development in the availability of instant 

messaging and social networking (Park & Gursoy, 2012); potentially likely to influence 

their engagement in sexting. Yate’s Continuity Correction value is reported for 2x2 

comparisons (age and gender) to account for potential over-estimation of χ2 value.  

 

8.3 Unpaired samples t-tests 

We used unpaired sampled t-tests to compare the mean scores of sexters and 

non-sexters on the depression, anxiety and stress sub-scales of the DASS21 to published 

data from a non-clinical population (Henry & Crawford, 2005). The reference group 

was somewhat matched, due to limited availability of comparison groups, on country 

(UK), gender (females n=979, males = 815) and average age (M=41). Unpaired sampled 

t-tests were used as although our data violated the assumption of normality, it was not 

significantly skewed and tests of the mean are robust to small violations. The data from 

published norms was assumed to meet parametric assumptions as raw data was not 

available. 
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We used the following categorisation of wellbeing scores as recommended by the 

WEMWBS authors (Warwick Medical School, 2019):  

a) Below average = a WEMWBS score of more than one standard deviation below 

the mean, which reflects relatively “poor mental wellbeing”.  

b) Average = a WEMWBS score of within one standard deviation of the mean. 

c) Above average = a WEMWBS score of over one standard deviation above the 

mean, which reflects relatively “good mental wellbeing”.  

8.4 ANOVA assumptions  

The following assumptions were checked prior to ANOVA.  

1. That the level of measurement of dependent variables is interval or ratio 

(continuous scales as opposed to discrete categories). 

2. That the observations of each group do not influence the other (independence of 

observations).  

3. That data is normally distributed. This was violated for some dependent 

variables however parametric analyses are reasonably robust to this violation 

and with large enough sample sizes this should not present an issue (Pallant, 

2007).  

4. That the variance of each groups is similar (homogeneity of variance). This was 

tested using Levene’s test for equality of variances and was violated for each of 

the dependent variables; likely due to unequal n in cells. Unequal sample sizes 

and heterogeneity of variances can cause issues with an underestimated 

significance level (Pallant, 2007). Therefore Welch’s test was to protect against 

this.  Non-parametric tests were performed (Mann-Whitney U) to ensure validity 

of the parametric results; the pattern of results did not change.  

5. Use of MANOVA was considered as an alternative to running multiple 

ANOVAS, however power can be diminished if the DVs are highly correlated 

(which in this sample they were); therefore this was deemed inappropriate.  
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8.5 ANCOVA assumptions and considerations 

In addition to the assumptions of ANOVA, the following assumptions were checked 

prior to running ANCOVAs.  

1. All covariates should be reliably measured: The BRS, brief COPE and the 

sexting attitude measures all had good to excellent reliability (α>.8) in this 

sample.  

2. That the DV and CVs are strongly correlated but the CVs are not strongly 

correlated with each other; assessed using Bivariate correlational analysis.  

3. Linear relationships between DVs and CVs: Scatterplots were used to visually 

inspect linearity of relationships between DVs and CVs. No curvilinear 

relationships were identified.   

4. Homogeneity of regression slopes: Interactions between the IV and CVs were 

checked for statistical significance. None were found to be statistically 

significant (alpha level .05) therefore this assumption was not violated.  

5. Where homogeneity of variance was violated, more stringent alpha levels (.01) 

were applied to protect against inflated Type 1 errors. Transformation of data 

was not deemed appropriate.  

6. As dependent variables were highly correlated, they were considered in separate 

ANCOVAs rather than using multivariate analysis of variance. 

7. SPSS GLM Method 2 (weighted means approach) was applied due to unequal n. 

Method 3 was also run as this is a more conservative test (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2007); however this did not change the pattern of results.  Post-hoc power 

calculations were run to ensure adequate power had been demonstrated with an 

alpha level of .05 and the unequal sample sizes (see journal paper); power 

achieved was .9.  

8. ANCOVA was deemed to be a more appropriate statistical analysis than 

linear/hierarchical regression as the focus of our research was on identifying 

differences between groups (IV) as opposed to understanding what relates to, or 

predicts outcomes on the psychological health measures (DVs).  
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8.5.1 Bonferroni correction 

Bonferroni correction is a where a more stringent alpha value is applied by 

dividing the 0.05 alpha by the number of comparisons made. This controls for the 

inflation of type 1 errors due to multiple comparisons.  

9. Extended Results 

9.1 Treatment of missing data 

Missing Values Analysis was carried out for the dependent and covariate 

measures. Missing values analysis is a procedure which looks for patterns of missing 

data in the dataset and uses a t-test (α=.05) to determine if missingness is related to any 

of the other variables (by testing variables with more than 5% missing data). A 

correlation matrix and a test of whether data are missing completely at random; Little’s 

MCAR test (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) were used. The result for this sample was χ2 

(39) = 46.924, p = .180, suggesting missing completely at random can be inferred. 

Therefore missing cases were excluded from analysis using pairwise exclusion. 

9.2 Initial data screening 

Dichotomous and continuous variables were assessed using frequency 

descriptives to check the mean, standard deviation and minimum and maximum values 

were all within a plausible range. Z values were calculated using skewness and kurtosis 

(divided by standard error) to assess for normality. Privacy expectations and anxiety 

scores had strong negative and positive skews respectively, and both had leptokurtic 

distributions (where a positive excess kurtosis indicates a high peak in scores). Log 

transformation was considered for privacy scores, however as the variance of scores 

was low (i.e. most participants indicated having high privacy expectations) this was not 

deemed a viable option. Anxiety scores were re-assessed for normality using residuals 

during analysis. Stress and depression scores had slight positive skews but kurtosis was 

normal. Sexpectancies scores had a small negative skew and a leptokurtic distribution. 

These variables were not transformed as parametric testing is robust to small violations 

of the assumption of normality. 

9.3 Full sample characteristics  

A breakdown of the full sample characteristics is provided in table 11.  
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Table 11. Demographic information 

Age (valid n = 270)   Mean SD Range Median 

   29.7 9.19 18-66 28 

     n % 

18-25     93 34.4 

26-33     109 40.4 

34-41     44 16.3 

42-49     10 3.7 

50+     14 5.2 

Gender (valid n =270)       

Male     63 23.3 

Female     199 73.7 

Prefer to self-describe77     7 2.6 

Prefer not to say     1 0.4 

Sexual orientation (valid n =270)  
   

Heterosexual/Straight    
 195 72.2 

Gay man    
 7 2.6 

Gay woman/Lesbian    
 10 3.7 

Bisexual    
 44 16.3 

Asexual    
 4 1.5 

Pansexual    
 7 2.6 

Other78    
 1 0.4 

Prefer not to say    
 2 0.7 

Current relationship status (valid n =270) 
   

 
77 prefer to self-describe responses included: non-binary (n=5), androgyne (n=1), non-

binary woman (n=1) 
78 other sexual orientations included: heteroflexible (n=1) 
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Cohabiting/serious/long-term relationship for more 

than 1 year 

 
92 34.1 

Married   
  

63 23.3 

Dating seriously   
  

34 12.6 

Dating casually   
  

14 5.2 

Single   
  

56 20.7 

Divorced/separated   
  

3 1.1 

Widowed   
  

1 0.4 

Other79   
  

5 1.9 

Prefer not to say   
  

2 0.7 

Ethnicity (valid n =270)    
   

White    
 244 90.4 

Mixed/multiple ethnic groups  
 9 3.3 

Asian/Asian British    
 8 3 

Black/African/Caribbean/Black British  
 4 1.5 

Other Ethnic Group80    
 3 1.1 

Prefer not to say    
 2 0.7 

Highest level of education (valid n =268)  
   

Did not complete secondary school  
 2 0.7 

GCSEs or equivalent    
 19 7.1 

A Levels or equivalent    
 66 24.6 

Undergraduate degree    
 90 33.6 

Postgraduate degree    
 84 31.3 

 
79 other relationship statuses included: polygamous (n=1), polyamorous (n=1), casual 

sexual relations (n=1), emotionally attached (n=1), friends with benefits (n=1) 
80 other ethnicity included: arab (n=1), hispanic (n=2) 
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Other81    
 5 1.9 

Prefer not to say    
 2 0.7 

Religion (valid n =270)    
   

Christian    
 62 23 

Muslim    
 4 1.5 

Hindu    
 1 0.4 

Jewish    
 2 0.7 

No religion    
 195 72.2 

Other82    
 4 1.5 

Prefer not to say    
 2 0.7 

Employment (valid n =270)   
    

Paid employment   
  187 69.3 

Unpaid employment   
  4 1.5 

Unemployed   
  4 1.5 

Looking after family or home 
  1 0.4 

Full time education   
  59 21.9 

Retired   
  2 0.7 

Other83   
  10 3.7 

Prefer not to say   
  3 1.1 

 
81 other education included: professional qualifications not specified (n=2), Hnd (n=1), 

some university (n=2) 
82 other religion included: agnostic (n=2), pagan (n=2) 
83 other employment included: Disabled (n=3), mixture of employment/education (n=4), 

student (n=3) 
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9.4 Sexting attitudes: additional results 

Both sexters and non-sexters typically believed sending and receiving sexts was 

a fairly common behaviour, but a higher percentage of sexters believed receiving 

unwanted sexts and forwarding sexts was “very common” as compared to non-sexters. 

See table 12. In regards to beliefs about sexting by gender, more women believed that 

men typically received sexts, whereas men believed sending sexts was more commonly 

a male behaviour. When considering unwanted sexts, both men and women believed 

this to be more commonly experienced by women whereas forwarding sexts was 

perceived by both genders to be a more typically male behaviour. 
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Table 12. Beliefs about how common sexting is by sexting status  

  
Non-sexters (n= 35) Sexters (n = 235) 

  
% % 

Sending sexts Not at all common 9 2 

Not very common 14 10 

Fairly common  66 60 

Very common  11 28 

Receiving sexts 

 

Not at all common 9 3 

Not very common 11 15 

Fairly common  69 61 

Very common  11 21 

Receiving unwanted sexts Not at all common 17 5 

Not very common 34 22 

Fairly common  40 52 

Very common  9 22 

Forwarding/sharing of sexts Not at all common 17 14 

Not very common 40 41 

Fairly common  40 36 

Very common  3 9 

 

 



Page 139 of 268 

 

Table 13. Beliefs about how common sexting is by gender  

  Male  

(n = 63) 

Female  

(n = 199) 

  
% % 

Sending sexts More common among men 60 50 

Both the same 29 36 

More common among women 11 14 

Receiving sexts 

 

More common among men 27 43 

Both the same 57 48 

More common among women 16 9 

Receiving 

unwanted sexts 

More common among men 10 15 

Both the same 5 6 

More common among women 86 79 

Forwarding/sharing 

of sexts 

More common among men 60 61 

Both the same 29 31 

More common among women 11 8 
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9.5 Additional sexting behaviour descriptives  

 

The most common method for sending and receiving sexts was via Whatsapp 

(48%; 54%) or Snapchat (40%; 38%). See table 14 for full breakdown. 

Table 14. Methods used for sending and receiving sexts  

 Sending (n = 203) Receiving (n = 228) 

 n % n % 

Text message 52 26 49 22 

WhatsApp 106 48 123 54 

Snapchat 82 40 87 38 

Facebook messenger 30 13 42 18 

Other instant messaging app* 32 16 35 15 

Dating app/profile 11 5 25 11 

E-mail 9 4 7 3 

Prefer not to say 4 1 4 1 

Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding and because participants could endorse 

multiple items *Other instant messaging apps included: Instagram, Twitter, Tumblr, Wickr, 

Whisper, Discord, Between App.  

 

9.6 Emotions associated with sexting 

 

When both sending and receiving sexts, most participants reported feeling flirty 

(72%; 41%), sexy (57%; 32%), excited (54%; 44%) and sexually aroused (56%; 52%). 

See table 15.  

 

 



Page 141 of 268 

 

Table 15. Emotions associated with sending and receiving sexts, and non-consensual image sharing 

 

Feelings in response to: Sending sexts 

(n = 198) 

Receiving sexts 

(n = 228) 

Images shared without 

permission (n = 28) 

Positive  n % n % n % 

Flirty 143 72 93 41 1 .4 

Sexy 113 57 73 32 1 .4 

Sexually aroused (turned on) 110 56 119 52 4 14 

Excited 107 54 101 44 3 11 

Attractive 90 46 52 23 5 18 

Confident 75 38 25 11 1 .4 

Connected (to the other person) 74 37 87 38 1 .4 

Loving (towards the other person) 66 33 61 27 2 7 

Amused 44 22 79 35 3 11 

Pleased 40 20 70 31 2 7 

Happy 43 22 63 28 2 7 

Proud 19 10 22 10 1 .4 

Included 8 4 33 14 2 7 
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Negative n % n % n % 

Nervous/worried 39 20 8 3.5 11 39 

Vulnerable 34 17 8 3.5 9 32 

Embarrassed 19 10 25 11 13 46 

Scared 15 8 3 1.3 6 21 

Ashamed 7 3.5 7 3 5 18 

Guilty 7 3.5 2 1 5 18 

Used 5 2.5 1 .4 11 39 

Humiliated 5 2.5 0 0 11 39 

Upset 4 2 9 4 12 43 

Disappointed 3 1.5 12 5 12 43 

Turned off 2 1 30 13 6 21 

Disgusted 2 1 23 10 10 36 

Angry 1 .5 8 3.5 18 64 

Neutral n % n % n % 

Surprised 0 0 22 10 10 36 

Not bothered 10 5 20 9 2 7 



Page 143 of 268 

 

Other* 3 1.5 2 1 2 7 

Prefer not to say 2 1 2 1 0 0 

Figures may not total 100% due to rounding and because participants were able to endorse multiple items.  

Although some items do not strictly conform to what can be considered an emotion (e.g. “flirty”), they were adapted from an existing 

survey (Sex and Tech survey; National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 2008) and were included to reflect a broad range of 

potential responses. 

*Other sent feelings included: apprehensive, silly (in a positive fun way) 

** Other receive feelings included: a lack of respect, feelings change depending on whether I know the person or if they are a stranger  

*** Other feelings associated with non-consensual image sharing: annoyed, violated. 
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Table 16. Recipients of sexts when sent to more than one person (i.e. multiple 

recipients) 

Sending sexts to multiple 

recipients (valid n = 28) 

n % 

My long-term committed 

partners 

14 50 

People I am dating 

casually/seriously 

20 71 

People I am attracted 

to/would like to date 

9 32 

People I just met 5 18 

People I only know online 12 43 

A group of friends 3 11 

People I am cheating on my 

partner with (real life/online) 

9 32 

Other* 1 .4 

*Other responses “people I am selling my pictures to”  

Percentages do not total 100% as participants could endorse multiple items 

 

9.6 Prevalence of psychological distress and wellbeing in this sample as compared to 

population norms and cut-offs 

Table 17 shows the percentage of the total sample who fell within each severity 

range on each of the DASS-21 sub-scales and within each category on the WEMWBS.
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Table 17. Percentage of total sample who fall into each category on the DASS-21, the WEMWBS and the IES-6.  

 

 

Depression1 

(valid n = 256) 

Normal  

(0-4) 

Mild  

(5-6) 

Moderate  

(7-10) 

Severe  

(11-13) 

Extremely severe 

(14+) 

55.5%  13.7% 16% 7% 7.8% 

 

Anxiety 

(valid n = 256) 

Normal  

(0-3) 

Mild  

(4-5) 

Moderate  

(6-7) 

Severe  

(8-9) 

Extremely severe 

(10+) 

59.8% 9.8% 10.9% 8.2% 11.3% 

 

Stress 

(valid n = 256) 

Normal  

(0-7) 

Mild 

(8-9) 

Moderate 

(10-12) 

Severe  

(13-16) 

Extremely severe 

(17+) 

61.3% 12.9% 12.9% 9.8% 3.1% 

 

Wellbeing2 

(valid n = 256) 

 Below average 

(14-42) 

Average  

(43-60) 

Above average 

(61-70) 

 

 31.3% 61.7% 7%  

 

 

PTSD symptoms3 

(valid n = 216) 

 No symptoms 

(0-7) 

PTSD symptoms 

present (8-24) 

  

Non-Sexters (n = 11) 27% 73%   

Sexters (n = 205) 76% 24%   
1The DASS-21 cut-off scores for depression, anxiety and stress were used (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995).  
2As cut-off scores do not exist for the WEMWBS, we used the published mean (51.6) and standard deviation (8.7) (valid n= 7020; NHS England, 2011) to 

categorise wellbeing into “below average”, “average” and “above average” as recommended by the measure’s authors (Warwick Medical School, 2019).  
3As the IES-6 is a screening tool used to detect the absence or presence of PTSD symptoms, population norms do not exist. Applying a cut-off score of 8 yields 

the best sensitivity (0.92), specificity (0.84) and overall efficiency (0.86) (Thoresen et al., 2010) as compared to the PTSD Checklist (Weathers, Litz, Herman, 

Huska, & Keane, 1993).  
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Table 18. T-tests comparing means of sexters and non-sexters to the general population means for each of the psychological 

health measures  

 

 General 

population 

sample 

 Sexters     Non-sexters     

 M SD n  M SD n 95% CI t df  M SD n 95% CI t df p 

Depression 2.83 3.87 1794  5.35 5.04 221 1.9587, 

3.0813 

8.805* 2013  3.11 4.24 35 -1.0178, 

1.5778 

0.423 1827 .672 

Anxiety 1.88 2.95 1794  4.21 4.14 221 1.8963, 

2.7637 

10.535* 2013  1.91 2.45 35 -0.9546, 

1.0146 

0.060 1827 .952 

Stress 4.73 4.20 1794  7.07 4.73 221 1.7442, 

2.9358 

7.703* 2013  4.46 3.65 35 -1.6727, 

1.1327 

-0.378 1827 .706 

Wellbeing 51.61 8.706 7020  46.48 10.471 221 -6.3038, 

-3.9562 

-8.567* 7239  50.23 10.825 35 -4.2757, 

1.5157 

-0.934 7053 .350 

*p <.0001                   
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9.7 Preliminary Analysis of Demographic and Sexting Variables  

Independent samples t-tests were used to examine gender, age, sexual 

orientation and relationship status differences on continuous sexting variables. Chi-

square analysis was used to examine categorical sexting variables.  

9.7.1 Gender  

Males and females did not differ in whether they had ever engaged in sexting as 

an adult or not χ2 (1, n = 262) = .212, p = .645, phi = .042. However, males received 

sexts more frequently than females (M=1.86, SD = .803; M = 1.46, SD=.757) t (213) = -

2.571, p = .011 and typically sent more explicit sexts, (M = 3.19, SD = .981; M = 2.43, 

SD = 1.09) t (187) = -3.346, p = .001; whilst females typically received more explicit 

sexts (M=3.17, SD = .923; M = 2.84, SD=1.03) t (212) = 2.06, p = .041. There were no 

significant differences between males and females in the frequency of sending sexts, 

their attitude towards sexting, or their sexpectancies (p >.05). Males and females did not 

differ significantly in their privacy expectations, whether they visibly displayed their 

face in sexts sent, whether they sent sexts to, or received sexts from, more than one 

recipient (p>.05). 

9.7.2 Sexual orientation  

Whether individuals had ever sexted as an adult did not differ by sexual 

orientation χ2 (1, n = 268) = .000, p = 1.000, phi = -.012. However, individuals who 

identified as LGBTQ+ sent sexts more frequently than heterosexuals (M = 1.83, SD 

=.995; M = 1.50, SD = .795) t (199) = -2.42, p = .016, had more positive sexpectancies 

(M = 47.6, SD = 5.56; M = 45.3, SD = 7.46) t (264) = -2.325, p = .021, and were more 

likely to have received sexts from more than one person χ2 (1, n = 214) = 4.43, p = .035, 

phi = .156. There were no significant differences in the frequency of receiving sexts, 

sexting attitudes or the content of sexts sent or received (p>.05). There were no 

significant differences in privacy expectations, whether individuals visibly displayed 

their face in sexts sent, sent sexts to more than one recipient, or had ever received an 

unwanted sext (p>.05). 
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9.7.3 Age 

Younger participants were more likely to have ever sexted as an adult than older 

participants χ2 (1, n = 270) = 7.59, p = .006, phi = -.182; and  typically received sexts 

more frequently (M = 1.56, SD = .808; M = 1.33, SD = .577) t (73.5) = 2.06, p = .043. 

There were no significant differences in the frequency of sexts sent, the content of sexts 

sent/received, sexting attitudes or sexpectancies (p >.05). There were no significant 

differences in privacy expectations, whether individuals had ever received an unwanted 

sext, whether they visibly displayed their face in sexts sent, or whether they sent to or 

received sexts from more than one recipient (p>.05). 

 

9.7.4 Relationship status 

Whether individuals had ever sexted as an adult did not differ by relationship 

status χ2 (1, n = 268) = .136, p = .712, phi = .034. However, those who were single or 

dating were more likely to have received unwanted sexts χ2 (1, n = 225) = 7.44, p = 

.006, phi = .192, and received sexts from more than one person (1, n = 214) = 5.41, p = 

.020, phi = -.170 than those who were in committed relationships. Single/dating 

individuals were less likely to send sexts showing their face than those in a committed 

relationship χ2 (1, n = 197) = 4.61, p = .032, phi = -.164. There were no significant 

differences in the frequency of sending or receiving sexts, whether sexts were sent to 

more than one recipient, the content of sexts sent or received, privacy expectations, 

sexpectancies, or sexting attitudes (p>.05).  

 

9.7.5 Non-consensual image sharing  

Participants were grouped as 1) those whose images had been shared non-

consensually, 2) those who had not experienced non-consensual distribution, and 3) 

those who were unsure if their images had been non-consensually distributed. 

Individuals who had experienced non-consensual image sharing typically sent sexts 

more frequently (M = 2.00, SD = 1.12; M = 1.37, SD = .650) t (33.9) = 2.81, p = .008, 

sent more explicit images (M = 3.04, SD = .793; M = 2.19, SD = 1.076) t (66.2) = 4.31, 

p = .000, and had more positive sexpectancies (M = 48.41, SD = 6.78; M = 44.94, SD = 

8.25) t (102) = 1.966, p = .052  than those who had not experienced non-consensual 

sharing. Experiencing non-consensual image distribution did not differ by age, gender, 

sexual orientation, or relationship status (p>.05). There were no differences in privacy 

expectations, sexting attitude, whether they sent sexts to or received sexts from more 
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than one person, the frequency of receiving sexts, the content of sexts received, or 

whether their face was visible in sexts sent (p>.05).  

 

9.7.6 Sending to more than one recipient  

Individuals who sent sexts to more than one person (M = 3.79, SD = 1.06) had 

significantly higher sexting attitude scores than those who sent sexts to one person only 

(M = 3.15, SD = .972):  t (194) = -3.199, p = .002. They also had lower privacy 

expectations χ2 (1, n = 179) = 5.066, p = .024. 
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9.8 Differences in psychological health according to sexting status: ANOVA Post-hoc results  

Table 19. Post-hoc Games-Howell Multiple Comparisons: Anxiety 

 

   

Mean 

Difference  

Std. 

Error Sig. 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

 1 never sext 2 non-consensual sext -3.641* 1.159 .027 -6.98 -.30 

3 consensual sext -1.156 .577 .272 -2.76 .45 

4 unsure -3.053** .592 .000 -4.70 -1.41 

5 receive only sexter -1.505 .808 .351 -3.79 .78 

2 non-consensual sext 3 consensual sext 2.485 1.154 .223 -.84 5.81 

4 unsure .588 1.162 .986 -2.76 3.93 

5 receive only sexter 2.136 1.286 .467 -1.52 5.79 

3 consensual sext 4 unsure -1.897* .582 .012 -3.50 -.29 

5 receive only sexter -.349 .801 .992 -2.61 1.92 

4 unsure 5 receive only sexter 1.548 .812 .327 -.74 3.84 

* p < .05.  
** p < .001.  
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Table 20. Post-hoc Games-Howell Multiple Comparisons: Depression 

 

   

Mean  

Difference  

Std. 

Error Sig. 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

 
1 never sext 2 non-consensual sext -3.849 1.477 .088 -8.06 .36 

3 consensual sext -.942 .848 .800 -3.32 1.44 

4 unsure -2.973* .904 .013 -5.50 -.45 

5 receive only sexter -1.595 1.087 .587 -4.65 1.46 

2 non-consensual sext 3 consensual sext 2.907 1.369 .235 -1.04 6.86 

4 unsure .876 1.404 .970 -3.15 4.91 

5 receive only sexter 2.253 1.528 .584 -2.09 6.60 

3 consensual sext 4 unsure -2.031** .713 .039 -4.00 -.06 

5 receive only sexter -.653 .934 .956 -3.30 1.99 

4 unsure 5 receive only sexter 1.377 .985 .631 -1.39 4.15 

* p < .01. 
**

p < .05  
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Table 21. Post-hoc Games-Howell Multiple Comparisons: Stress 

 

 
  

Mean  

Difference 

Std. 

Error Sig. 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

 
1 never sext 2 non-consensual sext -3.358 1.242 .070 -6.90 .18 

3 consensual sext -1.979 .781 .094 -4.16 .20 

4 unsure -3.336* .814 .001 -5.61 -1.07 

5 receive only sexter -1.285 .933 .645 -3.91 1.34 

2 non-consensual sext 3 consensual sext 1.378 1.180 .769 -2.01 4.76 

4 unsure .021 1.202 1.000 -3.41 3.46 

5 receive only sexter 2.073 1.286 .497 -1.58 5.72 

3 consensual sext 4 unsure -1.357 .716 .324 -3.33 .62 

5 receive only sexter .695 .848 .924 -1.69 3.08 

4 unsure 5 receive only sexter 2.052 .879 .147 -.41 4.52 

* p = .001.  
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Table 22. Post-hoc Games-Howell Multiple Comparisons: Wellbeing 

   

Mean  

Difference  

Std. 

Error Sig. 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

 
1 never sext 2 non-consensual sext 5.154 3.235 .509 -4.01 14.32 

3 consensual sext 1.384 2.065 .962 -4.45 7.21 

4 unsure 5.729 2.144 .070 -.30 11.75 

5 receive only sexter 2.035 2.612 .936 -5.30 9.37 

2 non-consensual sext 3 consensual sext -3.771 2.834 .675 -11.95 4.41 

4 unsure .574 2.892 1.000 -7.73 8.88 

5 receive only sexter -3.119 3.254 .872 -12.34 6.11 

3 consensual sext 4 unsure 4.345* 1.471 .029 .29 8.40 

5 receive only sexter .652 2.095 .998 -5.29 6.60 

4 unsure 5 receive only sexter -3.694 2.173 .443 -9.83 2.44 

* p < .05.  
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Table 23. Post-hoc Games-Howell Multiple Comparisons: Trauma symptomology 

  Mean Difference Std. Error Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

1 never sext 2 non-consensual sext 7.598* 1.631 .001 2.69 12.50 

3 consensual sext 5.906* 1.586 .012 1.11 10.70 

4 unsure 5.714* 1.519 .013 1.04 10.39 

5 receive only sexter 7.236* 1.665 .003 2.26 12.21 

2 non-consensual sext 3 consensual sext -1.692 1.208 .629 -5.08 1.70 

4 unsure -1.884 1.117 .451 -5.03 1.27 

5 receive only sexter -.362 1.310 .999 -4.07 3.35 

3 consensual sext 4 unsure -.192 1.051 1.000 -3.10 2.71 

5 receive only sexter 1.330 1.253 .825 -2.20 4.86 

4 unsure 5 receive only sexter 1.522 1.166 .689 -1.78 4.82 

* p < .01.  
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9.9 ANCOVA additional information  

The privacy measure had low reliability (α=.58) and limited variance in scores 

(M = 4.48, SD = .484, n = 226) indicating that most individuals had high privacy 

expectations when sexting. Scores were therefore recategorized as high or low privacy 

to produce a dichotomous variable (low scores were those less than one standard 

deviation below the mean). When included, privacy expectations did not significantly 

adjust scores on the dependent variables (psychological health) and so this variable was 

excluded from the final ANCOVA models (reported in journal paper). 

Prior to running additional ANCOVAs, theoretically derived demographic 

variables of interest were checked for associations with psychological health variables 

using correlational analyses as before (see table 37). Additional ANCOVAs were 

conducted adjusting for demographic covariates including age, relationship status and 

sexual orientation on depression, anxiety, stress and wellbeing scores. The pattern of 

results did not change (i.e. coping and resilience remained significant covariates and 

there was no main effect of sexting status, except for wellbeing) and so for brevity, 

those results are not reported. 

Table 24. Results of Levene’s test of homogeneity of variance for each of the 

psychological measures for ANCOVA analysis 

 

 n df F p Assumption 

met?*  

Stress 234 4 2.23 .07 Yes 

Depression 234 4 1.59 .178 Yes 

Anxiety 164 5 2.30 .05 No 

Wellbeing 234 4 1.75 .14 Yes 

PTSD 

symptomology  

159 2 3.06 .05 No 

*Homogeneity of variance is met when p > .05.  
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9.9.1 Anxiety 

Table 25. Adjusted and unadjusted mean anxiety scores for three categories of sexting 

status by two groups of recipient (send to one/more) 

Sexting 

status 

Sends sexts 

to  

n Adjusted 

mean  

Std. 

error  

99% CI Unadjusted 

mean 

SD  

Non-

consensual 

One person 21 4.657a .690 2.89, 6.46 3.81 4.535 

> one 

person 

6 4.374a 1.30

1 

.984, 7.77 7.00 4.648 

Consensual  One person 56 3.294a .419 2.20, 4.39 2.77 2.803 

 > one 

person  

3 10.020a 1.80

4 

5.32, 

14.72 

10.67 6.429 

Unsure  One person 68 4.693a .381 3.70, 5.69 5.10 4.143 

 >one person 16 5.018a .785 2.97, 7.07 5.13 5.943 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Problematic 

coping = 10.61, Resilience = 3.2382. 

 

Table 26. ANCOVA for Anxiety scores 

Source SS df MS F 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 1498.346 7 214.049 22.060* .488 

Intercept 117.367 1 117.367 12.096* .069 

Problematic coping 613.771 1 613.771 63.257* .281 

Resilience 115.482 1 115.482 11.902* .068 

Sexting status  31.990 2 15.995 1.648 .020 

Send to one/more 23.655 1 23.655 2.438 .015 

Sexting status * send 

to one/more 

106.467 2 53.234 5.486** .063 

Error 1571.865 162 9.703   

Total 6274.000 170    

*p < .001 **p <.01      
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A one-way ANCOVA was also performed on anxiety scores where the IV was 

sexting status (5 levels). Covariates were problematic coping, resilience and attitude 

towards sexting. Levene’s test indicated the homogeneity of variance assumption had 

been violated F(4, 234) = 4.19, p < .01. Therefore a more stringent alpha criterion (.01) 

with 99% confidence intervals was applied. No statistically significant main effect of 

sexting status was found: F (4, 231) = 1.82, p = .126, ηp
2 = .03 when coping, resilience 

and attitude were adjusted for. Problematic coping uniquely adjusted anxiety scores F 

(1, 231) = 84.81, p < .001, ηp
2 = .27; as did resilience F (1, 231) = 14.18, p < .001, ηp

2    

= .06. Attitude towards sexting was not a significant covariate. 

Table 27. Adjusted and unadjusted mean anxiety scores for five categories of sexting 

status   

       

Sexting status n 

Adjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

 error  99% CI 

Unadjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

1 never sext 35 2.54a .521 1.19, 3.90 1.69 2.18 

2 non-consensual sext 28 4.22a .587 2.70, 5.75 4.36 4.99 

3 consensual sext 63 4.00a .384 3.00, 5.00 3.78 4.07 

4 unsure 88 4.07a .330 3.22, 4.93 4.69 4.18 

5 receive only sexter 25 3.65a .612 2.06, 5.24 3.08 3.25 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: 

 Problematic coping = 9.95, Resilience = 3.2713, Attitude = 3.1559. 

 

Table 28. ANCOVA for Anxiety scores 

Source of variance  SS df MS F 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 1746.207a 7 249.458 26.908* .449 

Intercept 58.371 1 58.371 6.296* .027 

Problematic coping 786.291 1 786.291 84.814* .269 

Resilience 131.466 1 131.466 14.181* .058 

Attitude  24.383 1 24.383 2.630 .011 

Sexting status 67.421 4 16.855 1.818 .031 

Error 2141.550 231 9.271   

Total 7345.000 239    

 *p < .001      
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9.9.2 Depression 

Table 29. Adjusted and unadjusted mean depression scores for five categories of 

sexting status   

       

Sexting status n 

Adjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

 error  99% CI 

Unadjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

1 never sext 35 4.18a .621 2.96, 5.40 

 

3.06 4.52 

2 non-consensual sext 28 3.72a .700 2.34, 5.10 

 

4.29 4.67 

3 consensual sext 63 4.75a .459 3.84, 5.65 

 

4.48 4.21 

4 unsure 88 5.67a .391 4.90, 6.44 

 

6.36 5.58 

5 receive only sexter 25 5.07a .731 3.63, 6.52 

 

4.24 4.27 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: 

Problematic coping = 9.95, resilience = 3.2713. 

  

 

Table 30. ANCOVA for depression scores 

Source SS df MS F 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 2790.289a 6 465.048 35.120* .476 

Intercept 489.605 1 489.605 36.975* .137 

Problematic coping 929.610 1 929.610 70.204* .232 

Resilience 532.114 1 532.114 40.185* .148 

Sexting status 108.849 4 27.212 2.055 .034 

Error 3072.037 232 13.242   

Total 11639.000 239    

 *p < .001      
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9.9.3 Stress 

Table 31. Adjusted and unadjusted mean stress scores for five categories of sexting 

status   

       

Sexting status n 

Adjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

 error  99% CI 

Unadjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

1 never sext 35 5.60a .580 4.46, 6.74 

 

4.57 3.43 

2 non-consensual sext 28 6.33a .654 5.04, 7.62 

 

6.61 4.97 

3 consensual sext 63 6.42a .428 5.57, 7.26 

 

6.17 4.69 

4 unsure 88 7.05a .365 6.33, 7.77 

 

7.74 5.04 

5 receive only sexter 25 6.83a .683 5.49, 8.18 

 

6.12 3.69 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: 

Problematic coping = 9.95, resilience = 3.2713. Adaptive coping = 20.12. 

  

 

Table 32. ANCOVA for stress scores 

Source SS df MS F 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 2583.195a 7 369.028 32.003* .492 

Intercept 434.135 1 434.135 37.649* .140 

Problematic coping 1071.838 1 1071.838 92.952* .287 

Resilience 218.372 1 218.372 18.938* .076 

Adaptive coping 6.338 1 6.338 .550 .002 

Sexting status 56.174 4 14.044 1.218 .021 

Error 2663.675 231 11.531   

Total 15534.000 239    

*p < .001      
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9.9.4 Wellbeing 

Table 33. Adjusted and unadjusted mean wellbeing scores for five categories of 

sexting status   

     

Sexting status n 

Adjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

Error 

95% CI Unadjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

1 never sext 35 47.63a 1.27 45.12, 50.14 50.17 9.73 

2 non-consensual sext 28 50.51a 1.44 47.68, 53.35 49.43 10.08 

3 consensual sext 63 47.08a .94 45.23, 48.93 47.56 10.71 

4 unsure 88 45.79a .80 44.20, 47.37 44.35 11.47 

5 receive only sexter 25 48.71a 1.50 45.75, 51.66 50.20 7.75 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: 

Problematic coping = 9.95, Resilience = 3.2713, Adaptive coping = 20.12. 

 

Table 34. ANCOVA for wellbeing scores  

Source SS df MS F 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 14492.279a 7 2070.326 37.203* .530 

Intercept 11304.594 1 11304.594 203.137* .468 

Problematic 

coping 

4510.162 1 4510.162 81.045* .260 

Resilience 2225.642 1 2225.642 39.994* .148 

Adaptive coping 2039.993 1 2039.993 36.658* .137 

Sexting status 533.720 4 133.430 2.398** .040 

Error 12855.152 231 55.650   

Total 561048.000 239    

*p < .001 **p <.05      
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9.9.5 PTSD 

Table 35. Adjusted and unadjusted mean PTSD scores for three categories of sexting 

status   

Sexting status n Adjusted 

Mean 

Std. 

Error 

99% CI Unadjusted 

mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

1 Non-

consensual  

26 6.511a 1.115 3.604, 9.418 7.12 8.219 

2 Consensual 55 4.460a .783 2.416, 6.503 3.62 5.489 

3 Unsure 81 4.042a .629 2.403, 5.682 4.42 5.632 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: 

Problematic coping = 10.75, Resilience = 3.2418, content = 2.57, Attitude = 3.2840. 

    

Table 36. ANCOVA for PTSD scores  

Source SS df MS F 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 1230.380a 6 205.063 6.563* .203 

Intercept 11.977 1 11.977 .383 .002 

Problematic 

coping 

718.325 1 718.325 22.990* .129 

Resilience  .753 1 .753 .024 .000 

Content 193.129 1 193.129 6.181** .038 

Attitude 13.228 1 13.228 .423 .003 

Sexting status  118.595 2 59.298 1.898 .024 

Error 4843.077 155 31.246   

Total 9472.000 162    

*p < .001 **p <.01      
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Table 37. Pearson Correlations: Demographic variables, coping, resilience and psychological health measures 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1 Age  _ .186** -.152* .118 -.032 .051 .053 -.154* .214** -.232** -.234** -.197** .229** -.053 

2 Gender  _ .001 .102 .021 .094 -.154* -.043 .101 -.099 -.071 -.113 .054 .049 

3 Sexual orientation   _ -.149* .142* .100 .076 .226** -.280** .236** .265** .170** -.235** .070 

4 Relationship status     _ -.039 -.104 -.090 -.182** .175** -.118 -.185** -.065 .175** -.009 

5 Sexpectancies     _ .492** .050 .084 .010 .106 .059 .066 .007 .021 

6 Attitude      _ .021 .141* -.039 .165** .072 .084 -.078 .098 

7 Adaptive cope       _ .337** .072 .105 -.094 .131* .154* .110 

8 Problem cope        _ -.419** .618** .605** .654** -.551** .042 

9 Resilience          _ -.462** -.548** -.504** .566** .008 

10 Anxiety          _ .644** .715** -.511** .046 

11 Depression           _ .685** -.817** -.085 

12 Stress            _ -.621** -.096 

13 Wellbeing             _ .078 

14 Trauma              _ 

**. p < .01. 

*. p < .05  
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9.10 Appraisal of potentially traumatic events 

An independent samples t-test suggests those who had their images shared non-

consensually and considered it to be traumatic (n = 8) did not differ significantly on PTSD 

scores compared to those who did not consider it to be traumatic (n = 16) t (22) = 1.53, p = 

.139 (95% CI -1.94, 12.94) . 

 

9.11 Effect of receiving unwanted sexts  

Independent samples t-tests revealed no statistically significant difference in any of 

the psychological health scores between those who have ever received an unwanted sext 

and those who have not.  

 

 

Table 38. T-test results comparing the psychological health of those who have ever received an 

unwanted sext with those who have not 

 

 

Have received an 

unwanted sext 

Have not received 

an unwanted sext 

 

t df p 

 

M SD n M SD n 95% CI 

Anxiety  4.39 4.25 148 3.54 4.03 65 1.371 211 .172 -.374, 2.081 

Depression 5.38 5.10 148 4.60 4.75 65 1.047 211 .296 -.686, 2.243 

Stress 
 7.15 4.94 148 6.31 4.02 65 1.309 148.7 .193 -.429, 2.111 

Wellbeing 46.41 10.67 148 48.18 10.94 65 -1.108 211 .269 -4.927, 1.382 

PTSD 4.82 5.81 131 3.93 6.57 59 .940 188 .349 -.981, 2.766 
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10. Extended Discussion 

 

10.1 Cross-sectional designs 

The use of cross-sectional study designs is often criticised as directionality cannot 

be established and the broader context which surrounds an individual cannot be accounted 

or controlled for (as in experimental designs). For example, in our study, is it that 

individuals who send sexts to multiple partners experience more anxiety as a result of this 

behaviour, or do they engage in this behaviour in an attempt to reduce or cope with anxiety 

related to other, unmeasured aspects of their lives? An additional complexity is that cross-

sectional studies collect self-report data at one given time-point, therefore the order of the 

measures and questionnaires could present an issue with priming: Individuals who send 

sexts to more than one partner may have become more anxious as they progressed through 

the survey, i.e. by asking them to think about their sexting behaviours before completing 

the psychological health measures (thus increasing anxiety). Equally, responding to the 

question about non-consensual sharing and seeing the ‘don’t know’ response prior to 

completing the wellbeing measure could give rise to worry and uncertainty when 

participants were asked to reflect on their sexting behaviours.  

Longitudinal or experimental studies which measure behaviours and outcomes at 

various timepoints may be better placed to establish causality, however, they present ethical 

and practical implications. On a practical level, there are cost and time implications to 

following research participants over longer periods, and increased attrition rates, causing 

issues with accruing reliable results. On an ethical level, if sexting is thought to be related 

to psychological harms, it would not be good practice to ‘expose’ one group to sexting and 

compare them to a control group, or alternatively ‘watchfully wait’ in the case of 

longitudinal designs. Conversely, as health researchers with limited time and financial 

resources, it would not be wise or perhaps warranted to invest in longitudinal research 

based solely on theoretical understandings – without any preliminary evidence of existing 

relationships (i.e. between non-consensual image sharing and psychological health). 

Therefore despite the aforementioned limitations, cross-sectional research provides an 

important starting point for identifying associations between phenomena and naturally 

occurring behaviours which are intuitively thought to be related to psychological health; in 

this case non-consensual image distribution. Based on media coverage and qualitative 
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research which highlights the negative effects of revenge pornography on individuals’ 

personal and relational wellbeing (Bates, 2017), the academic literature has assumed a 

position that non-consensual image distribution (in all forms) is associated with poorer 

psychological health. Sex research is often vulnerable to influence from the researchers’ 

own moral judgments, biases and social values (Pope, Voges, Kuhn, & Bloxsome, 2007). 

As our critical realist position suggests, we do not consider ourselves to be immune to these 

biases, however, the questions and measures in our study were carefully worded and 

balanced to allow for both positive and negative sexting experiences and attitudes 

(something which is lacking in prior research). Measuring wellbeing in addition to distress 

was designed to allow for potential benefits of sexting and minimise the potential biases 

inherent in previous research designs. Our research expands existing knowledge of the 

relationship between sexting, non-consensual image sharing and psychological health and 

wellbeing; and to our knowledge, our study is the first to (a) specifically define and isolate 

sexting behaviours (i.e. consensual and non-consensual); (b) quantifiably measure the 

relationship with psychological health and wellbeing; and (c) account for the effects of 

coping and resilience in an adult non-clinical sample. 

 

10.2 Self-selecting bias and issues of sample representativeness  

Historically, research using volunteer samples to consider unusual topics such as 

aspects of human sexuality, has been thought to attract more ‘deviant’ participants 

(Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991). This is due in part to the private nature of sexual experiences 

subject to investigation; volunteers have been shown to have more open and positive 

attitudes towards sexuality as compared to non-volunteers (Strassberg & Lowe, 1995). 

Whilst the use of opportunity, self-selecting samples potentially biases respondents in 

favour of those who engage in sexting; (limiting the representativeness of this study’s 

sample), using these methods provides pragmatic opportunity to develop our understanding 

of a relatively new, under-researched phenomenon. Internet-mediated research has 

increased in popularity in recent years and advantages include time and cost efficiency, 

geographically diverse recruitment and access to special populations (Hewson & Laurent, 

2012). Researchers should strive to fairly represent population diversity (Allmark, 2004), 

given the historical under-representation and marginalization of certain groups, (for 
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example bi-sexuality; Monro, Hines & Osborne, 2017). Whilst the increased heterogeneity 

in our sample acknowledges the increasing diversification of gender and sexual identities, 

generalisability of findings may be limited.  

Concerns regarding the representativeness of samples derived from internet-

mediated research have somewhat subsided due to internet prolificity (Hewson & Laurent, 

2012) and internet-mediated research is now considered a reliable and valid data source 

(Hewson, 2014). Although our sample is assumed to be from a UK population (as this was 

requested inclusion criteria in the study advertisement), a limitation of our study is that 

participants were not required to confirm they currently live in the UK. To include a 

question with current living location would have potentially improved reliability when 

attempting to establish the UK prevalence of sexting; although the limitation of self-report 

still remains. Nonetheless, in terms of our sample representativeness, religion was 

somewhat representative of the UK population, if the downward trend of those identifying 

as Christian and the increase in “no religion” as the second largest category is taken into 

account (ONS, 2011). The sample was over-represented in terms of female gender and 

LGBTQ+ sexual orientation, and older ages (65+) were somewhat under-represented.  

This perhaps reflects a limitation of the survey only being disseminated online as 

opposed to via traditional methods; statistics from the ONS (2016) indicate 74% of 64 to 75 

year olds and 39% of those over 75 use the internet compared to 99% of those aged 16-44. 

Additionally, social media use by older adults is limited (39% 65-74 and 29% 75+; Age 

UK, 2016). Reasons for digital disengagement vary according to gender, education, attitude 

and perceived levels of confidence among older adults (Van Deursen & Helsper, 2015). 

The limited literature regarding sexting among older populations provides mixed findings; 

with Stasko and Geller (2015) reporting over 80% of individuals aged between 18 and 82 

years engage in sexting, whilst others suggest sexting behaviours reduce as age increases 

(Wysocki & Childers, 2011). One potential explanation for this might relate to the 

definition of sexting used; Stasko and Geller considered word-based forms of sexting (e.g. 

romantic texts, explicit texts) in addition to photos and videos whereas Wysocki and 

Childers specifically examined the relationship between age and sending nude photos only.  
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10.3 Problems estimating prevalence 

The lack of consensus in the literature regarding the definition of sexting presents a 

serious methodological problem (Walker & Sleath, 2017); by its broadest definition, 

sexting refers to the exchange of any sexual material via mobile phone, or internet. 

Definitions of sexting vary by behaviour (sending, receiving, and/or forwarding), 

technological medium used (mobile phone use and/or the internet), creator (self-produced 

or other-produced), type (text-only, image, or video), level of explicitness, (e.g. nude/semi-

nude/suggestive), and content (whether the sender and/or another person(s) are depicted). 

One potential reason for the higher estimates of sexting in our study is the clarity and 

specificity of language we used - prevalence was determined by material type (i.e. self-

taken images), method (i.e. send/receive) and clear phrasing of questions and age 

definitions “as an adult (since 18 years) have you ever…”.  

Comparing prevalence of non-consensual image sharing is likewise difficult due to 

the array of operational definitions and differing and/or inappropriate methodologies in 

previous research (Lounsbury, Mitchell & Finkelhor, 2011). However, our findings closely 

mirror Walker et al’s (2019) reported prevalence rates of 13% and 16% respectively - who 

used similar terminology. Understanding the relationship between non-consensual image 

sharing and psychological health has to date been problematic due to researchers’ tendency 

to investigate non-consensual image sharing as a factor of other experiences like online 

harassment or intimate partner violence, as opposed to a phenomenon in its own right 

(Walker & Sleath, 2017). By providing clear definitions and isolating sexting types in our 

study, we were able to specifically examine the relationship between non-consensual image 

sharing and psychological health and wellbeing; without confusing the effects of one 

behaviour with another. However, this array of potential combinations also presents 

difficulty in establishing any relationships between non-consensual image sharing and 

psychological health. For example, do non-consensually produced images or videos have 

the same relationship with psychological health as images which were self-produced but 

later forwarded without permission? It seems more likely that the former type of images 

may be related to aspects of intimate-partner violence and would have a more significant 

relationship with psychological health. This is therefore an area which calls for further 

nuanced investigation in future research.  
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10.4 Additional potentially confounding variables 

Although problematic coping and resilience were significant in understanding 

variance in the psychological health and wellbeing of this sample, they only accounted for 

small to moderate amount of variance and a large proportion remains unaccounted for. 

Exploration of other potentially confounding variables is therefore warranted in future 

research. For example, in our study, only participants who had never sexted were asked 

about potentially traumatic life events – to allow for comparison with sexters’ scores on the 

PTSD symptomology measure. This was to test the assumption theoretically derived from 

qualitative research (about revenge pornography) that the psychological effects of non-

consensual image distribution are comparable in nature to other traumatic life events (such 

as sexual assault).Whilst our sample was from a non-clinical population and so the 

likelihood of experiencing a traumatic event is less, including a measure such as the Life 

Events Checklist (Gray, Litz, Hsu & Lombardo, 2004) could have improved the percentage 

of variance accounted for. This is particularly relevant to the PTSD measure, where 

problematic coping and resilience accounted for a lower percentage of variance than in the 

other measures of distress (i.e. depression, anxiety, stress).  

 

10.5 Consensual sexting to more than one recipient  

In regards to anxiety and sexting status, there was a significant interaction effect 

after controlling for coping and resilience; individuals in the consensual group who 

typically sent sexts to more than one recipient were more anxious than other groups. 

However, some dichotomous variables were not evenly split in their distribution (e.g. 

sending to one or more recipient) and their association with other variables is likely 

deflated as a result (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Whilst our study was sufficiently powered 

to detect significant results, we applied more stringent alpha criteria to reduce the 

likelihood of inflated type 1 errors. This suggests results should be interpreted cautiously. It 

is also important to note the relatively small numbers represented in our study and the non-

clinical nature of our sample. Further quantitative research with clear consistent definitions 

of sexting and non-consensual image sharing, and validated measures, is needed to identify 

if our findings are replicated in other samples. 
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10.6 Wellbeing & Uncertainty 

Given the non-clinical nature of our sample and that most of the overall sample had 

average wellbeing as compared to the general population, these results should be 

interpreted cautiously (whilst statistical differences exist, these do not necessarily represent 

clinically meaningful differences). This finding can be understood by considering the 

nature of wellbeing as a separate construct to psychological distress: it is possible to have 

lower wellbeing without this being pathological and therefore this finding should not be 

used to place sexting within a risk/deviance discourse.  

 Monat, Averill and Lazarus have defined uncertainty as “the period of anticipation 

prior to confrontation with a potentially harmful event” (1972, p. 237), whereby resulting 

stress varies according to individual appraisals and ways of coping with the event. Early 

research identified physiological changes associated with high levels of uncertainty, e.g. 

faster heart-rate (Averill, Olbrich & Lazarus, 1972), and increased cortisol levels (Voigt et 

al., 1990). More recently research has demonstrated intolerance of uncertainty may 

contribute to psychological health difficulties such as worry, depression and anxiety in non-

clinical samples (Dugas, Gosselin & Ladouceur, 2001; Dugas, Schwartz & Francis, 2004); 

whereas predictability can buffer effects of stressors on an individual (Zakowski, 1995). 

Whilst psychological distress and wellbeing were measured and conceptualised as separate 

constructs in our research, there is considerable overlap and the measures of anxiety, 

depression, stress and wellbeing were all highly correlated (see table 37 in extended 

results). Coping and resilience only accounted for moderate amounts of variance in sexters’ 

and non-sexters’ psychological health and wellbeing scores in our study, and other 

personality characteristics linked with uncertainty (such as tolerance of ambiguity) were not 

measured. Difficulties exist in accurately measuring concepts such as tolerance of 

ambiguity and attempts to establish a standardised psychometric measure have been fraught 

with problems; as such the association with cognitive and emotional coping is less well 

known (see Greco & Roger, 2001 for a review).  

However, there is increasing evidence that emotional uncertainty is related to 

rumination, low self-esteem and a lack of detachment or distancing from stressors (Greco & 

Roger, 2001). The authors comment that tolerating ambiguity may therefore serve as a 

function of reducing anxiety and emotional distress linked to uncertainty. This perspective 
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therefore potentially offers one way of conceptualizing the lack of association between non-

consensual image distribution and psychological distress in this research, whilst those who 

were uncertain had lower wellbeing scores. Individuals in this research indicated feeling 

angry and disappointed as primary emotional responses to experiencing non-consensual 

image distribution; and whilst embarrassment was frequently endorsed, feeling ashamed 

was less common84. It is therefore possible that knowing for certain about the status of 

image sharing could serve to moderate potential distress and enable more effective coping 

strategies and helpful appraisals of the event. This is in contrast to individuals who were 

unsure and were prompted to think about the status of their images by undertaking the 

research, possibly contributing to rumination, worry and uncertainty. Alternatively, 

individuals may already have lower wellbeing because of an inability to tolerate ambiguity 

and therefore endorsed the “unsure” option - but the limitations of cross-sectional research 

(see extended discussion 10.1) mean only tentative hypotheses can be generated and 

discussed. 

 

10.7 Body image and effects of pornography 

As mentioned previously (see extended introduction 5.4), media frequently involves 

portrayal of sexual content, often in a casual and light-hearted manner (Coyne et al., 2018) 

which has been shown to relate to the development of sexual attitudes and behaviours – 

both positive and negative. General media has been demonstrated as influencing body 

dissatisfaction for women (Groesz, Levine & Murnen, 2002), and pornography in particular 

has been criticised for depicting hostile sexism towards women (Flood, 2009); although the 

link between pornography, body-image, and perceived gender roles is not well understood 

(Kohut, Baer & Watts, 2015). In regards to sexting, women tend to perceive more social 

pressure to send sexts (Walker et al., 2019) and are likely to experience more stigma or 

judgment associated with the higher ‘value’ placed on their bodily appearance; whereas 

there is a propensity for men to under-report emotional distress and make ‘fun’ or ‘light’ of 

the situation and their own self-image – ideas which could be embedded in traditional 

 
84 See extended introduction for discussion of the role of shame in psychopathology 
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scripts of masculinity and femininity85. An example of this can be seen in a recent cross-

sectional study by Ruvalcaba and Eaton (2019) which demonstrated an association between 

non-consensual pornography victimisation and poorer psychological health particularly 

amongst women. This was demonstrated in a large sample of US adults recruited via social 

media and the measures used included a brief inventory of mental health symptoms and a 

measure of somatic complaints. However, the definition used included both images and 

videos and the framing of non-consensual experiences as ‘pornography’ could implicitly or 

explicitly contribute to women’s perceptions of what it means to experience this, and their 

subsequent endorsement of the psychological distress measures.  

It is argued that Western societies are subject to subtle or implicit forms of sexism 

or ‘everyday sexism’, embedded within cultural and political forms (Swim, Hyers Cohen & 

Ferguson, 2001). From a Jungian or psychoanalytic perspective, these potentially arise from 

archetypes. Archetypes are an important construct which are said to be cross-cultural, 

primitive mental images or motifs transpired from the earliest forms of human society, 

represented in the collective unconscious (Jung, 1959). From a developmental perspective, 

they are understood as the result of an interaction between the individual and the 

environment (Knox, 2004; Merchant, 2006) and form the basis for instinctual patterns of 

behaviour. Archetypes can be seen to be reflected in literature, religion, art, general media, 

social media, pornography, films, music and advertising – that is they permeate aspects of 

everyday life. There are resemblances to Durkheim’s (1893) sociological construct of the 

collective consciousness, defined as a set of shared beliefs, morals and attitudes which 

operate as a unified external force in society (Turner, 1990), which are then internalised by 

individuals and serve to form social solidarity (Greenwood, 1990; Hunt, 2012). These 

constructs and metaphors (also considered by cognitive theorists as image schemas; Lakoff 

& Johnson, 1999) have historically and currently contributed to concepts of masculinity 

and femininity in an implicit way and have become collective truths within society. 

A reflection of such traditional feminine and masculine archetypes can be seen in 

the literature on revenge pornography and non-consensual image sharing. For example, 

findings which suggest that revenge pornography and non-consensual image sharing is a 

 
85 See extended introduction for an account of sexual scripts theory 
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facet of online and offline forms of intimate partner violence -where individuals experience 

coercion and control, threats to disseminate images and the non-consensual taking of 

images (in addition to non-consensual image sharing) is something equally experienced by 

men and women. However, more women than men report associated fears for their own 

safety than men (Powell, Flynn & Henry, 2018). In considering archetypes, women can be 

seen to be portrayed as the ‘innocent’, or the victim who requires protection in this 

scenario, and men follow archetypal ideas of ‘real men’; who are deemed to be strong and 

unemotional – bar the exception of anger – which fits with the gender stereotypes or 

scripts86 around male perpetration of intimate partner violence. Toxic masculinity is a 

concept which “overwhelmingly associates masculinity with risk, violence, and an inner 

essence tainted with sexual aggression” and perpetuates competition amongst genders 

rather than promoting healthy cultural attitudes of empowerment as seen in social media 

campaigns such as #metoo87 (Veissière, 2018). Men expressing victimisation is seen as 

undesirable, if the dialectic archetypes of strong, protective yet unemotional, or aggressive, 

controlling and angry are upheld in cultural scripts. Similarly, female achetypes pose 

women in opposing forms; the innocent, ‘pure’ or wholesome , or the sexual, seductive 

being; reflecting the earlier comments of Lumsden and Morgan (2012) who pose women 

are seen as both victim and villain of their sexting behaviours.  

Post-modern feminist critiques of Jungian theory include the reinforcement of 

patriarchal ideologies and oppression of women (Crowley, 2014), yet others argue this 

account is simplistic and neglects to consider Jung’s differentiation between archetypes and 

archetypical images – the former being androgynous and apolitical formless entities, and 

the latter subject to political, cultural and personal contexts and influences (Dobson, 2005; 

Rowland, 2002). This may therefore offer insight to understanding gendered roles in the 

academic and public media on sexting, and why some individuals may be susceptible to 

internalising gendered assumptions of harm and others not; creating mixed findings in the 

literature and limited application of sexual scripts theory to understanding sexting 

behaviours.  

 
86 See extended introduction for discussion of gender roles and sexual scripts theory 
87 See extended introduction for discussion of social media campaigns against sexual 

harrassment 
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Future research should therefore identify whether sexual scripts or traditional 

gender roles are present in relation to sexting behaviour and non-consensual image sharing, 

and continue to investigate potential associations with intimate partner violence and 

psychological health accordingly. Researchers should employ balanced perspectives and 

methodologies which do not reinforce archetypal or traditional ideas of masculine and 

feminine roles; which in turn could perpetuate harms in the forms of victim blaming, shame 

and avoidance of discussing potentially sensitive topics.  

 

10.8 Differences in sexting attitudes, behaviours and cognitive dissonance  

Cognitive dissonance refers to a mental state of discomfort or distress when an 

individuals’ attitudes or beliefs conflict with their own behaviour (Festinger, 1962). This 

theory has been applied to understanding sexual behaviour and religiosity in adolescents, 

along with social control theories (Hardy & Raffaelli, 2003). The authors postulate that 

social control theories suggest individuals are innately driven towards deviance (for 

example, engaging in sexual behaviour) which can be restricted by identification with 

social organisations (e.g. religions which operate conservative views and do not permit pre-

marital sex). The threat of public embarrassment or divine punishment serves as a form of 

social control, and should serve to prevent adolescents who identify with such religions, 

from engaging in sexual behaviour. If a person does engage in sex outside of marriage, 

subsequent guilt and shame then operates to either modify their beliefs (religious) or 

behaviour (sexual). Empirical support for this particular theoretical application is limited 

(see Hardy & Raffaelli, 2003) but more broadly, findings that cognitive dissonance creates 

a state of arousal are supported (Elliot & Devine, 1994). Similar applications could be used 

to explain the findings in this study, that is that individual beliefs about sexting and 

participants’ high expectations of privacy with their partners, did not match the findings 

that 14% experienced non-consensual distribution and 16% forwarded images without 

permission. Although these experiences are a small proportion of those who engaged in 

sexting consensually, a significant proportion were unsure if their images had ever been 

shared or not – suggesting a level of doubt for some sexters. There is thus potential conflict 

between the beliefs of society about sexting (that it is bad, shameful or wrong – which acts 

to prevent individuals from sexting), the beliefs and behaviours of those who engage in 
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consensual sexting (a high percentage in this study, most often in committed relationships 

for sexual and playful purposes), and those who share images non-consensually (a much 

smaller percentage of sexters). Most participants typically modified their sexting 

behaviours (e.g. not displaying their face, using secure apps - see journal paper discussion) 

indicating some level of discomfort or conflict and attempts to resolve it, whether implicit 

or explicit, arising from the difference in attitudes and beliefs about sexting, and actual 

behaviours.  

The difference in sexters’ privacy expectations in this study (to those found in 

previous research – see extended introduction ) can also be explained by considering 

limitations of previous research, where participants have been asked to consider 

hypothetical risks of sexting or risks for others’- as opposed to our study which posed 

questions about individuals’ own expectations of privacy with their sexting partner(s). 

There is evidence to suggest that over time, attitudes towards sexual behaviour have 

changed from that of a gendered nature (applying different standards for men and women) 

to one of self and other – that is, people apply stricter views of others’ behaviours than of 

their own (Robinson & Jedlicka, 1982). In this case, participants’ belief that it is not 

acceptable for their sexting partners to share their images without permission was the 

general consensus among sexters, yet self-reported behaviour indicates that 16% share 

images without the permission of the person depicted. 

Whilst we did not measure motivations for sharing images non-consensually in this 

study, other research has begun to investigate this. Using content analysis of 134 images 

shared online and accompanying text, Uhl, Rhyner, Terrance and Lugo (2018) identified 

that motivations for non-consensual sharing related to the woman being an ‘ex’ in 22% of 

cases, ‘hot’ or ‘sexy’ in 22%, or a ‘slut’ in 15% of cases. It has been suggested that image 

sharing is not always motivated by revenge, but may relate to status-seeking among males 

in an online community (Powell, Henry, Flynn & Scott, 2019). However, this 

understanding is limited and fails to consider sexting as a technological advancement of 

typical sexual behaviours. It is also not compatible with our results that men and women 

were equally likely to forward sexual images beyond the intended recipients. 

 Sex is an innate drive and physiological sexual arousal can be triggered by mental, 

visual and physical stimuli (Meston & Gorzalka, 1996)., Sexting is therefore likely to be 
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motivated by a sexual component. The implications mean that arousal levels are likely to be 

higher at the time of both taking and sharing sexual images (than later self-reporting 

behaviours and attitudes) and associated cognitive and emotional states may change 

accordingly. Later knowing or becoming aware of the prevailing societal views of sexting 

and image sharing, participants may have answered the attitude questionnaires differently 

to avoid feelings of embarrassment, shame or guilt. This however is a limitation of both 

attitudinal and cross-sectional research.  

 

10.9 Attachment theory 

Attachment theory was derived from observations of infant and caregiver 

relationships (Bowlby, 1969) and a desire to understand the emotional bond between them. 

Infant behaviours (e.g. crying, clinging) serve as a behavioural regulation pattern for 

survival – that is to minimise separation from the caregiver/parent, regain proximity and 

safety, and reduce threat and anxiety. The availability of and attunement with the caregiver 

in responding to the child’s needs in a predictable, consistent way, serves to provide a 

secure base from which the child can grow, explore and regulate their own emotions. If the 

caregiver is inattentive, unavailable or otherwise unable to meet the needs of the child, the 

child experiences great anxiety and distress, and behavioural attempts to regain closeness 

and safety continue in the short-term or may cease after longer periods. These early 

experiences form the basic templates or internal working models by which individuals 

continue to operate and relate throughout their life (Bowlby, 1969) – the differing patterns 

have been termed as secure, avoidant and anxious attachment styles (Ainsworth & Bell, 

1970). A person’s personality development and adaptive coping capacities as well as their 

vulnerability to and resistance against future pathology is said to be derived from these 

early attachment experiences (Schore, 2003). Disruption to the development of a secure 

attachment, in the form of abuse or neglect, can contribute to the development of adult 

psychological ill-health (Becker-Weidman, 2006) and has been subject to much clinical 

focus. 

Attachment theory has also been applied to understanding romantic relationships 

and behaviours which mirror that of the infant-caregiver relationship have been observed in 

adult romantic partnerships (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Although 
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attachment styles are generally thought of as stable, some researchers have argued that 

individuals’ internal working models vary in different relational contexts, and whilst they 

are guided by certain assumptions about general relationships, individuals do not 

necessarily have one single internal working model and their behaviours in relationships 

can vary accordingly (Berry & Danquah, 2016; Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000; Simpson & 

Rholes, 2002). Attachment styles and relationship experiences typically vary across the 

dimensions of anxious (characterised by a desire for closeness yet a fear of abandonment) 

and avoidant (discomfort with closeness and a tendency to avoid intimate relationships; 

Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Anxious individuals are thought to have difficulty 

finding enduring love, feel under-appreciated by partners and doubt themselves in 

relationships; whereas avoidant individuals are likely to be self-reliant and fearful of 

intimacy. Individuals with secure attachment styles typically experience relationships as 

loving, trustworthy and characterised by positive emotional experiences (Hazan & Shaver, 

1987). Attachment styles and relationship experiences typically vary across the dimensions 

of anxious (characterised by a desire for closeness yet a fear of abandonment) and avoidant 

(discomfort with closeness and a tendency to avoid intimate relationships) (Bartholomew & 

Horowitz, 1991). Anxious individuals are thought to have difficulty finding enduring love, 

feel under-appreciated by partners and doubt themselves in relationships; whereas avoidant 

individuals are likely to be self-reliant and fearful of intimacy Individuals with secure 

attachment styles typically experience relationships as loving, trustworthy and characterised 

by positive emotional experiences (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  

Fraley & Shaver (2000) comment that although sex and love are governed by 

different affect regulation systems, they suggest that they are mutually influenced and give 

an example whereby an individual may engage in short-term sexual relationships to avoid 

intimacy and development of loving, dependent relationships. Social media and 

technological communication can be seen as an amplification and extension of human 

attachment processes (Stadter, 2018). This has been observed in research investigating 

adult communication, attachment styles and mobile phone use (Jin & Peña, 2010): 

increased use of voice calls via mobile phone was linked with lower levels of uncertainty 

about self, partner and the relationship, and was associated with increased feelings of love 

and commitment yet individuals with avoidant attachment styles used voice calls 



Page 177 of 268 

 

significantly less frequently. In regards to research on sexting behaviours and attachment, 

sexting has been shown to correlate with attachment anxiety and avoidance (Drouin & 

Landgraff, 2012; Weisskirch & Delevi, 2011; see systematic literature review). Although 

we did not measure attachment styles, in our study, a high percentage of sexters indicated 

that they felt loving and connected towards their partner when sending (71%) and receiving 

(65%) sexts88 , suggesting that there is also a romantic component as well as a sexual 

motivation to sending sexts. Additionally, there was some indication that adults in long-

distance relationships used sexting as one way of maintaining sexual intimacy when 

separated, possibly to reduce separation anxiety from their partners. 

In regards to our finding that individuals who sent sexts to multiple partners had 

higher anxiety scores when coping and resilience were accounted for, this may also relate 

to attachment style, rather than the concept of anxiety as an unpleasant emotional state or 

psychological problem (as would be suggested by the measure we used). For example, Jin 

and Pena (2010) conclude their findings by stating that anxiety seems to have more to do 

with the content of communication by mobile phone than the frequency and give examples 

that anxious individuals typically cling more to romantic partners (Brennan & Shaver, 

1995) and engage in inappropriate self-disclosure (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). This 

could offer a potential theoretical way to understand our finding. However, a limitation of 

viewing the finding in this way is that it fails to account for another way of interpreting 

anxiety – that is, from a psychodynamic perspective. Freud’s second theory of anxiety 

(1926) posits that anxiety serves as a signal to warn the ego of danger (i.e. potential trauma 

to the attachment bond). Attachment theory is often critiqued for a focus on the internal or 

interpersonal dynamics, and a lack of consideration of social or environmental contexts. 

However, drawing more broadly on Kleinian and Freudian theories, psychodynamic 

perspectives can be applied to wider societal organisations and influences and how 

individuals fit with a group or collective. In this sense, it may be that individuals sexting to 

multiple partners experience anxiety as their behaviour contradicts the dominant view (of 

society, or ‘the group’) – i.e. that sexting typically occurs in the context of a committed 

relationship between two people. 

 
88 See extended results 9.6 for emotions associated with sexting 
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10.10 Directions for future research 

Suggestions for future research have been highlighted in both the journal paper 

discussion and conclusions, and limitations and challenges posed when researching sexting 

have been discussed in sections of the extended discussion. To conclude on these 

discussions, future research regarding sexting and non-consensual image distribution 

should seek to employ a balanced perspective in its design and definitions of specific 

behaviours, in order to establish a thorough understanding of potential benefits as well as 

harms. Additional considerations for future research include: 

Reasons for the lack of association between non-consensual image distribution and 

psychological distress in our study may relate to the adult sample, as opposed to 

adolescents. Typically, there has been a stronger focus on identifying the psychological 

harms of sexting for younger individuals, related to the perceived vulnerability of young 

girls. Hasinoff (2012) notes that with the advent of earlier technologies (e.g. social media 

and the internet more generally), educational strategies focused on deterring young girls 

from engaging in internet use -they were encouraged to be ‘anonymous’ or not present in 

the online sphere for fears of their safety, yet the use of sexting has be linked with increased 

sexual assertiveness (National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 2008); which is not 

well understood in regards to whether this is a positive thing for young women in their 

sexual development (Hasinoff, 2012). Future research investigating potentially beneficial 

aspects of sexting, e.g. sexual satisfaction, autonomy and sexual wellbeing more broadly 

are therefore required. 

Motivations for why individuals may share images (consensually or non-

consensually) outside of a reciprocal relationship context are still understudied and warrant 

further investigation. Researchers should seek to move beyond solely gendered 

understandings, of revenge porn and gather more detailed understanding of what motivates 

individuals to share images – both in consensual and non-consensual ways. 

Whilst research exists regarding sexting and male and female genders, and 

heterosexual relationships, there is still limited understanding of how sexting and non-

consensual image distribution may differ amongst individuals of LGBTQ+ orientation or 

who identify as other or non-binary genders (Powell et al., 2019). Unfortunately, the 
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number of individuals in this study were not sufficient for comprehensive, reliable data 

analysis to be performed. Difficulties recruiting minority groups could pose a challenge to 

future research but should not prevent researchers seeking understanding; as sexual 

violence is often experienced by LGBTQ+ individuals at a higher prevalence than 

heterosexuals (Rothman, Exner & Baughman, 2011; Walters, Chen & Breiding, 2010) and 

has been associated with online sexual harassment (Douglass et al., 2018). Bearing this in 

mind, researchers should consider proposed aspects of the continuum of image based abuse 

distinctly in their definitions, yet also concurrently, in order to identify any potential 

associations with intimate partner violence and increased risks for either victimisation or 

perpetration.  

Our findings highlight the role of uncertainty with regards to potential image 

sharing and perceived risks, and how this may contribute to poorer wellbeing after 

accounting for coping and resilience. However, important questions remain in relation to 

problematic coping strategies and their role in the relationship between sexting and 

psychological health and wellbeing. For example are our findings replicable in clinical 

samples who may be experiencing more distress in relation to sexting and non-consensual 

image sharing?  

Quantitative methodologies have been critiqued in relation to sex research, and 

whether they can sufficiently capture the complexities and nuances related to political and 

cultural aspects of human sexuality (Attwood, 2005). Qualitative methods may provide a 

deeper and richer understanding (Hardy, 2004), for example in considering what is 

perpetuating the gendered narrative of harm in media and academic literature about non-

consensual image distribution. What role do rape myths play in terms of increasing shame 

and victim blaming, and are they potentially preventing individuals from accessing 

services, or reporting crimes in the case of revenge pornography? These pose important 

questions to be addressed by future research. 
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Appendix A: Sensitivity analysis to determine key search terms 

Terms were combined and used individually as appropriate to determine sensitivity to the 

literature base. The following terms were not used due to over-sensitivity and over-

inclusion: 

Private, Intimate, Communication, ‘MMS’, ‘SMS’, Explicit message, Explicit picture , 

“text messaging”, Nude or semi-nude, self-produced,  selfie, “whatsapp”, “snapchat”, 

“computer  mediated communication”, “online sexual activity”, “online sexual behaviour” , 

“online sexual behavior” , Smartphone, Cell phone, Sex 

The terms “Sexually provocative” and Self-taken image/photo were found to be too 

restrictive and were therefore not used in the final search. 
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Appendix B: Data extraction form 

Researcher extracting data  

Study details 

Study title 

Author(s) 

Year 

Journal 

Country 

Study characteristics 

Aim/objective/hypotheses 

Method  

Definition of sexting used 

 

 

 

Additional terms & 

definition 

Sample characteristics 

Group and number 

Age range 

Mean or average age 

reported 

Age breakdown (if 

applicable) 

Gender 

Sexuality 

 

Any exclusion criteria?  

Ethnicity 

Recruitment procedure 

notes (e.g. Ethics, credit 

received for 

participating)  

Measures 

Operational definition of 

sexting/Measure of 

sexting used 

Other measures used 

Results 

Analyses  

Key findings 
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Appendix C: Quality tool 

Criteria Allocation of score 

Introduction 

1. Is a clear definition of 

sexting given? 

+++ Clear and comprehensive definition of sexting 

and/or different types of sexting (send/receive/both), 

different mediums used to sext (e.g. text message, social 

media)  

++ Clear but restricted definition of sexting  

+ Very brief or vague/unclear definition or no definition 

given  

2. Are associated terms 

(e.g. sexting coercion) 

clearly defined?  

+++ Clear and comprehensive definition associated terms  

++ Clear but restricted definition associated terms  

+ Very brief or vague/unclear definition or no definition 

given 

3. Is the research question 

or objective clearly 

stated? (i.e. did the 

study address a clearly 

focused issue?) 

 +++ Aims of the study were clear and detailed in terms 

of population studied, behaviour of interest and other 

variables  

++ Aims of the study were only partially discussed or 

were not clear 

+ Aims of the study were not stated  

4. Are key elements of the 

study design presented 

early in the paper (i.e. 

at end of introduction 

or early in the methods 

section) 

+++ Authors described type of study (e.g. cross-sectional 

survey), the population and the time-point at which data 

was gathered 

++ Authors partially describe type of study and/or 

population and time-point 

+ No mention of study type, population or time-point 

Study design 

5. Is a sample size 

justification, power 

description, or variance 

+++ Clear reporting of how the sample size was 

determined and power calculations reported which were 

adequate to demonstrate an effect 
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and effect estimates 

provided? 

.  

++ Some justification provided for sample size and/or 

power calculation provided but not adequate 

+ no discussion of how sample size was 

determined/statistical power 

6. Is there a control 

group?  

+++ Control group included and could draw reasonable 

comparisons (e.g. groups of sexters/non-sexters/two-way 

sexters etc)  

++ Control group included to allow for general 

comparisons (i.e. non-sexters) 

+ No control group  

7.  Was the exposure(s) of 

interest measured prior 

to the outcome(s) being 

measured? Was the 

timeframe sufficient so 

that one could 

reasonably expect to see 

an association between 

exposure and outcome if 

it existed? 

+++ Exposure measured prior to outcome and sufficient 

timeframe 

++ Exposure measured prior but insufficient timeframe 

+ Exposure and outcome measured at the same timepoint 

8. Are key potential 

confounding variables 

measured and 

accounted for in design 

or analysis? (e.g. pre-

existing psychological 

difficulties) 

+++Potential confounds reported and accounted for in 

design and analysis 

++Potential confounds reported and corrected for in 

analysis 

 +Brief or no discussion of potential confounds  

Setting & Recruitment Procedures 
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9. Is the participant 

recruitment procedure 

adequately described? 

+++ Clear description of recruitment including 

location(s), recruitment sources, time period data 

collected and dates 

++ Partial description of recruitment (key factors 

missing, e.g. dates/time period) 

+ No description of recruitment procedure or 

questionable recruiting of participants (e.g. from 

specifically funded source) 

10. Was there any potential 

bias in recruiting 

participants?  

+++ Participation in the study was entirely voluntary  

++ Participants offered chance to enter prize-draw/win 

something 

+ Participants received monetary compensation or 

academic credit for taking part 

11. Is there clearly stated 

eligibility criteria and a 

rationale given?  

+++ Clear description of eligibility criteria and rationale 

for inclusion and exclusion criteria, applied to all 

participants  

++ Some description of eligibility criteria but no 

rationale and/or applied differently to different groups of 

participants 

+ No description of eligibility criteria   

12. Is a follow up procedure 

described with reported 

attrition rates? 

 

+++ low attrition rates   

++ medium attrition rates  

+ high attrition rates or not reported  

13. Are comparisons made 

between those 

participants who fully 

completed and those 

who dropped out? 

+++Reported and comparisons made on drop-outs 

++Reported drop outs, no comparisons made 

+No details reported 

Participants 
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14. Are participant 

demographics clearly 

reported?  
 

 +++ Clear reporting of all participant demographics 

++ Partial reporting of demographics 

+ Demographics not reported  

15. If the study compared 

groups, were groups 

matched 

demographically?  

+++Demographic variables matched 

 ++Demographics partially matched 

+Demographics differed in ways not statistically 

accounted for or there was no data. 

16.  Is the participation rate 

of eligible persons 

indicated (and is it 

adequate?) Were 

reasons given for those 

refusing to take part?  
 

 +++Participation rate >75% 

++Participation rate >50 and <75% 

+Participation rate of <50% or not reported 

17. Is the sample 

representative of adult 

sexters?  

+++ Large sample size with appropriate gender split, 

varied age range and sexuality/relationship status, 

recruited from variety of sources  

++ Medium sample size with limited representation of 

gender/age/sexuality, limited recruitment sources 

+ Small sample size with poor representation  

Exposure measures 

18. Is the measure of 

sexting clearly 

operationalized, valid, 

reliable, and 

implemented 

consistently across all 

study participants and 

data collection points? 

+++ Measure is clear and objective, validity and 

reliability reported (if appropriate) and applied 

consistently  

++ Measure is clearly defined but subjective (e.g. 

ratings/range of perceived responses), applied 

inconsistently (e.g. to sub-groups) but with rationale 

+ Measure is subject to bias (e.g. no clear definition of 

‘sexting’) and/or applied inconsistently with no rationale 

19.  Did the study examine 

different levels of the 

+++ multiple types of sexting measured (e.g. sent only, 

receive only, both) and attempts made to classify 
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exposure? (i.e. were 

different types and 

frequencies of sexting 

measured?) 

frequency across a specified time period (e.g. “1-10 

sexts”, “11-20 sexts” in the last 6 months) 

++ multiple types of sexting but only one frequency 

measure (e.g. have you ever sent or received a sext? - 2 

questions) 

OR frequency measured but for only one type of sexting 

(e.g. in the last 6 months how many sexts have you sent? 

“1-10” “11-20” etc). 

+ single item measure for type and frequency (e.g. have 

you ever sent a sext? Yes/no – lifetime sexting), 

 

Outcome measures 

20. Are outcome measures 

clearly defined, valid, 

reliable and 

implemented 

consistently across all 

study participants and 

data collection points? 

 +++ Measure is clear and objective, validity and 

reliability reported (if appropriate) and applied 

consistently  

++ Measure is defined but subjective (e.g. ratings/range 

of perceived responses), applied inconsistently (e.g. to 

sub-groups) but with rationale 

+ Measure is subject to bias (e.g. open text response) 

and/or applied inconsistently with no rationale  

Results 

21. Is there a clear 

description of how 

quantitative variables 

were handled in 

analyses? 

+++ Clear description of how data was grouped/used, 

including cut-offs, number of categories etc and a 

rationale given 

++ Partial explanation of how data was used, limited or 

no rationale  

+ No explanation and no rationale  

22. Was missing data 

handled appropriately? 

 +++ Small amount of missing data and only complete 

data used or use of sophisticated methods and sensitivity 

analysis (e.g. weighted estimation)  
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++ Medium amount of missing data and/or use of 

methods likely to increase residual confounding (e.g. 

imputation) 

+ Large amount of missing data or no report of how 

missing data was handled  

23. Were appropriate 

statistical analyses 

carried out and 

reported?  

 +++ Appropriately conducted and clearly reported 

statistical analysis, including any additional analyses  

++Statistical analyses partially reported/conducted only 

for only some measures 

+Descriptive data only, no statistical analyses 

24. Were effect sizes 

adequately reported?  

 +++Clear reporting of effect sizes 

++ Reporting of effect sizes partial or vague 

+ No reporting of effect sizes. 

Discussion 

25. Are results interpreted 

and discussed 

appropriately?  

+++ Gives a cautious interpretation of results, 

considering limitations and potential sources of bias/error 

++ Provides an interpretation of results that is reasonably 

balanced/in line with the literature, limited discussion of 

limitations/bias 

+ Reports inappropriate interpretation with very little or 

no discussion of limitations/bias. 

26. Are any other potential 

sources of bias 

discussed? (e.g. funding, 

conflicts of interest) 

+++ Authors explicitly declare no conflict of interest  

++ Source of funding/support raises questions which are 

not satisfied or vague conflict of interest declared  

+ Authors declare a clear conflict of interest or do not 

report  

*CD, cannot determine; NA, not applicable; NR, not reported  
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Appendix D: Ethical Approval 

Ethical approval was granted by Lincoln University’s ethics committee via e-mail; the 

content of the e-mail is detailed below: 

“Hi,  

This is to confirm that your application titled “The Prevalence of Non-consensual Image 

Sharing amongst Adult Sexters and its Relationship with Psychological Health” which was 

submitted for ethical review, has been given the decision of 'Conditionally passed ethical 

review' by the School of Psychology Research Ethics Committee. 

 

The following conditions must be met before the ethical review can be granted: 

1.      This can be approved after you explain in the consent that participants have 15 days to 

withdraw.  

You do not need to resubmit. Please just confirm that the changes have been made by email 

to zmead@lincoln.ac.uk 

Kind regards, 

SOPREC” 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:zmead@lincoln.ac.uk
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Appendix E: Online Advertisement  

 

Are you over the age of 18 and currently live in the UK? Would you be willing to take part 

in a study about sexting as part of a Clinical Psychology Doctoral project?  

Sexting is the sending and/or receiving of sexual photographs via a mobile phone. You do 

not need to have sent or received sexts to take part in the study.  

If you choose to take part, you will be asked to complete an online survey which includes 

questions about yours and other people’s sexting behaviours, sexual image sharing, and 

your general psychological wellbeing. Your answers will remain anonymous. No one will 

know you have taken part in the study.   

If you take part, you will have the opportunity at the end to be entered into a prize draw to 

win a £100 Amazon voucher.  

Interested? 

To take part in the study please click the link: 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

For further information, or if you have any questions, please contact us (the researchers): 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

 

This project has passed Ethical Review by the School of Psychology Research Ethics 

Committee (soprec@lincoln.ac.uk) 

  

mailto:soprec@lincoln.ac.uk
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Appendix F: Participant Information  

Thank you for your interest in this research. Please read the following information before 

deciding if you would like to take part.       

About this study      

Study title: The prevalence of non-consensual image sharing amongst adult sexters and its 

relationship with psychological health 

Researcher: Natalie Holloway  

Supervisor: Dr David Dawson 

Organising body: The University of Lincoln.        

The study is part of a Clinical Psychology Doctoral project.      

What is the purpose of the study? 

The study is about sexting (sending and/or receiving sexual photographs via a mobile 

phone). We aim to understand how often adults sext, how often sexual images are shared 

without permission (non-consensual image sharing), and to understand any relationships 

between sexting and psychological well-being. You are being invited to take part in the 

study if you 18 or older and live in the UK. It doesn’t matter if you’ve sexted or not, you 

can still take part.   

What does the study involve?      

You will be asked to complete an online survey with questions about sexting, relationships, 

and your general wellbeing. The survey will take approximately 30 minutes to 

complete. You don’t have to complete the questionnaire in one go, you can exit the browser 

and return to the survey at any time by clicking the original link. All responses are 

completely anonymous (you will be asked to generate your own unique ID code at the 

start of the survey).    

Why take part?      

By completing the study, you will help us understand more about the relationship between 

sexting, non-consensual image sharing and mental health. Whilst the study may not be 

helpful to you personally, it could help inform future research, mental health services, and 

the law regarding non-consensual image sharing. You will be offered the opportunity to 
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enter a prize draw at the end of the survey; where you could win a £100 Amazon 

voucher.  You will be asked to click a separate link and provide a contact e-mail address 

(your survey responses remain separate and anonymous).  

Data confidentiality      

Your data will be treated confidentially and any publications resulting from this work will 

report only data that does not identify individual participants. Participants’ anonymised 

responses, however, may be shared with other researchers or made available in online 

repositories.  

Right to withdraw    

Your participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time, without giving 

any reason. You can do so at any point during the survey by exiting the browser. Should 

you change your mind about participating in the study later, you have 15 days in which to 

withdraw your data. You can withdraw your data by contacting soprec@lincoln.ac.uk along 

with your unique participant number.    

This project has passed ethical review by the School of Psychology Research Ethics 

Committee: soprec@lincoln.ac.uk   

Please click here if you require more detailed information about the study or any of the 

aspects above.  

Further information about this study     

Data Confidentiality 

All your information will remain anonymous (identified only by the unique ID code you 

generate) and will be kept strictly confidential. Research data is held securely for 7 years 

and then securely destroyed. During this time all precautions will be taken by all those 

involved to maintain your confidentiality, only members of the research team will have 

access to your personal data.  

 

Are there any risks in taking part?  

Some questions may be of a personal/sensitive nature and we recognize this may bring 

about some discomfort for some people. It is important to remember that taking part in the 

study is entirely voluntary and that you may stop at any time if you wish to do so.  

 

In case of any issues arising from taking part in the study, the following support details are 

provided here and again at the end of the survey: 
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Relate offer support regarding relationship and sexual issues.  

Go to https://www.relate.org.uk/ to find your nearest Relate service or access support 

online, or call 0300 100 1234.  

Access Samaritans on https://www.samaritans.org/ or call them on 116 123 to discuss 

anything which is worrying you, including if you feel distressed, traumatised or suicidal.  

If you have been affected by non-consensual image sharing, you can access the: 

https://revengepornhelpline.org.uk/ or call them on 0345 600 0459 for support and 

guidance on what to do next. 

 

What will happen to the results of the study? 

The results will be written up and submitted for publication. Your results will not be 

individually identified as part of the written research.  

  

Withdrawing your data 

Taking part in the study is entirely voluntary. Should you change your mind about 

participating in the study later, you have 15 days in which to withdraw your data. After this 

time, data will be completely anonymized. However, after this date, if we have kept any 

personal information (non-anonymized data), this can be withdrawn at any time.  If you 

decide that you wish to have your data withdrawn please contact the School of Psychology 

ethics committee on soprec@lincoln.ac.uk with your participant ID code and the name of 

the study. SOPREC will then arrange with the researcher for your data to be removed. No 

identifiable details will be forwarded to the researchers and your anonymity to the 

researcher will remain intact.  

 

What if I have other questions or queries? 

For questions about the study: 

Natalie Holloway 15623259@students.lincoln.ac.uk 

Dr David Dawson ddawson@lincoln.ac.uk  

 

For questions or concerns about ethical issues: 

School of Psychology ethics committee soprec@lincoln.ac.uk  

  

https://www.relate.org.uk/
https://www.samaritans.org/
https://revengepornhelpline.org.uk/
mailto:soprec@lincoln.ac.uk
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Appendix G: Online Consent Form 

1. I have read the information above and I consent to take part   

2. I do not consent to take part   

 

Skip To: End of Survey If Thank you for your interest in this research. Please read the 

following information before decidi... = I do not consent to take part 

 

Before continuing, you must confirm you are over the age of 18: 

I confirm I am over the age of 18   

 

Skip To: End of Survey If Before continuing, you must confirm you are over the age of 18: 

!= I confirm I am over the age of 18 
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Appendix H: Debrief Form 

Thank you for taking part in this research. Our aims in this study are to identify the prevalence 

of non-consensual image sharing amongst adults who sext, and to broaden our understanding 

of the relationship between sexting, non-consensual image sharing and psychological (or 

mental) health.  

If you have any further questions about the study, please feel free contact us on: 

Natalie Holloway (Lead researcher): 15623259@students.lincoln.ac.uk 

Dr David Dawson (Research supervisor): ddawson@lincoln.ac.uk  

 

The results will be now written up and submitted for publication; your results will not 

be individually identified as part of the written research. However, if you wish to withdraw 

your data you can do so (up until the point of data anonymization) by contacting 

soprec@lincoln.ac.uk along with your unique participant number. 

If you have any ethical concerns regarding the current study please feel free to contact The 

School of Psychology Research Ethics Committee: soprec@lincoln.ac.uk.  

If any of the questions you have been asked in the study have given you cause for 

concern, please use the internet and phone services available here to contact the 

relevant service:   

Relate offer support regarding relationship and sexual issues.  

Go to https://www.relate.org.uk/ to find your nearest Relate service or access support online, or 

call 0300 100 1234.  

Access Samaritans on https://www.samaritans.org/ or call them on 116 123 to discuss anything 

which is worrying you, including if you feel distressed, traumatised or suicidal.  

 

If you have been affected by non-consensual image sharing, you can access the: 

https://revengepornhelpline.org.uk/ or call them on 0345 600 0459 for support and guidance on 

what to do next. 

 

https://email.lincoln.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?SURL=KQMQC_oG2kCoeSvwFLyfCzFZ7ZabgZhCUCMEk7Y2t6cqJTCX3NTSCG0AYQBpAGwAdABvADoAcwBvAHAAcgBlAGMAQABsAGkAbgBjAG8AbABuAC4AYQBjAC4AdQBrAA..&URL=mailto%3asoprec%40lincoln.ac.uk
https://email.lincoln.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?SURL=KQMQC_oG2kCoeSvwFLyfCzFZ7ZabgZhCUCMEk7Y2t6cqJTCX3NTSCG0AYQBpAGwAdABvADoAcwBvAHAAcgBlAGMAQABsAGkAbgBjAG8AbABuAC4AYQBjAC4AdQBrAA..&URL=mailto%3asoprec%40lincoln.ac.uk
https://www.relate.org.uk/
https://www.samaritans.org/
https://revengepornhelpline.org.uk/
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Appendix I: Demographics questionnaire 

Q24 First we would like to find out some information about you. 

Q9 Please tell us your age (in years):  

________________________________________________________________ 

Q10 Please tell us your gender: 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Prefer to self-describe:  (3)  

o Prefer not to say  (4)  

Q11 Please tell us your sexual orientation: 

o Heterosexual/Straight  (1)  

o Gay man  (2)  

o Gay woman/Lesbian  (3)  

o Bisexual  (4)  

o Asexual  (5)  

o Pansexual  (6)  

o Other (please describe):  (7)  

o Prefer not to say  (8)  

Q32 Please tell us your religious affiliation (if any): 

o Christian  (1)  

o Muslim  (2)  

o Sikh  (3)  

o Buddhist  (4)  
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o Hindu  (5)  

o Jewish  (6)  

o No religion  (7)  

o Other (please state):  (8)  

o Prefer not to say  (9)  

Q16 Please tell us your current relationship status: 

o Single  (1)  

o Dating casually  (2)  

o Dating seriously  (3)  

o Cohabiting/serious/long-term relationship for more than 1 year  (4)  

o Married  (5)  

o Divorced/separated  (6)  

o Widowed  (7)  

o Other (please state):  (8)  

o Prefer not to say  (9)  

Q13 Please tell us which best describes your ethnic group: 

o White    (1)  

o Mixed/multiple ethnic groups    (2)  

o Asian/Asian British    (3)  

o Black/African/Caribbean/Black British    (4)  

o Other Ethnic Group (please specify):  (5)  

o Prefer not to say   (6)  
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Q14 Please tell us your current employment status: 

o In paid employment (employee or self-employed)  (1)  

o In unpaid employment (e.g. volunteer)  (2)  

o Unemployed  (3)  

o Looking after family or home  (4)  

o In full time education  (5)  

o Retired  (6)  

o Other (please state):  (7)  

o Prefer not to say  (8)  

Q15 Please tell us your highest completed education level: 

o Did not complete secondary school  (1)  

o GCSEs or equivalent  (2)  

o A Levels or equivalent  (3)  

o Undergraduate degree  (4)  

o Postgraduate degree  (5)  

o Other (please state):  (6)  

o Prefer not to say  (7)  
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Appendix J: Sexting questionnaire 

 

The next set of questions ask about general attitudes towards sexting.   

By sexting we mean the sending and/or receiving (by mobile phone) of sexual photos 

taken of oneself (not pictures of strangers or celebrities, or pictures found on the 

Internet/spam mail etc.). 

Thinking about adults' sexting behaviours generally, please rate how common you think 

each of these is: 

 
Not at all 

common (1) 

Not very 

common (2) 

Fairly 

common (3) 

Very 

common (4) 

Sending sexual photos of 

oneself to someone else (1)  

Receiving sexual photos 

which were asked for 

(wanted) (2)  

Receiving sexual photos 

which were not asked for 

(unwanted) (3)  

Sharing sexual photos with 

people other than the one(s) 

they were originally meant 

for (4)  
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Do you think each of these is more common among men, women, or both the same?  

 
More common 

among men (1) 
Both the same (2) 

More common 

among women (3) 

Sending sexual photos 

of oneself to someone 

else (1)  

.  .  .  

Receiving sexual 

photos which were 

asked for (wanted) (2)  

.  .  .  

Receiving sexual 

photos which were 

not asked for 

(unwanted) (3)  

.  .  .  

Sharing sexual photos 

with people other 

than the one(s) they 

were originally meant 

for (4)  

.  .  .  
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Please complete the following statement based on how true you think each one is:   

    

Sending sexual photos makes a person feel:  

 
Not true at all 

(1) 

Somewhat true 

(2) 
Mostly true (3) 

Extremely true 

(4) 

sexy (1)  .  .  .  .  

horny (2)  .  .  .  .  

excited (3)  .  .  .  .  

inappropriate (4)  .  .  .  .  

ashamed (5)  .  .  .  .  

foolish  (6)  .  .  .  .  

guilty (7)  .  .  .  .  

Sexting makes 

relationships 

more interesting 

(8)  

.  .  .  .  
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Q99 Receiving sexual photos makes a person feel:  

 
Not true at all 

(1) 

Somewhat true 

(2) 
Mostly true (3) 

Extremely true 

(4) 

embarrassed (1)  .  .  .  .  

dirty (2)  .  .  .  .  

Ashamed  (3)  .  .  .  .  

guilty (4)  .  .  .  .  

excited (5)  .  .  .  .  

more attractive  

(6)  
.  .  .  .  

sexy (7)  .  .  .  .  

horny (8)  .  .  .  .  
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Q37 Please read the following statements and rate how strongly you agree or disagree with them: 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Mostly 

disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

It 

depends 

(Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree) 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree  

(5) 

Mostly 

agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree 

(7) 

Not 

applicable 

(8) 

I think sexting has helped me be more open 

regarding sex and sexuality (1)  
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

I think sexting has helped me learn about 

my own sexual identity (2)  
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

I have learned about my partner's sexual 

identity through sexting (3)  
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

I think it is a good idea to sext with my 

romantic partner (4)  
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

Sexting is a regular part of romantic 

relationships nowadays (5)  
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  
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There is no harm in sexting (6)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

Sending sexual photos is risky (7)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

Sending sexual photos can have serious 

negative consequences (8)  
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

You have to be careful about sexting (9)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  
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Q19 The following questions ask about your personal sexting behaviours.      We are 

only interested in adult sexting behaviours so please do not answer based on any sexting 

you may have engaged in before you were 18.     Please answer the questions as 

honestly as possible. Remember, all of your answers are confidential and 

anonymous.  If you do not wish to answer, you can select the ‘prefer not to say’ 

option.      

Terms we will use and what they mean:   

sexts = sexual photos 

 suggestive photo = in underwear 

 semi-nude photo = with only parts of the body showing, (e.g. breasts/bottom only) 

 nude photo = with genitals showing 

 explicit photo = engaging in sexual acts   

Q39 As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to someone else (in a 

private communication, not posted online/publically)?  

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  

Q46 As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone else?  

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 

Q68 As an adult, have you ever received a sexual photo of someone that you did not 

want or ask for?  

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  
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. Prefer not to say  (3)  

Display This Question: If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Q66 As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever been shared with 

others*  without your permission?    

*beyond who you originally sent them to 

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  

. Don't know/ unsure  (3)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question:If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q148 Using the scale below, please estimate on how many occasions sexual photo(s) of 

you have been shared without your permission 

 0 100+ 

 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

On how many occasions have sexual 

photos of you been shared without your 

permission? () 

 

 

Display This Question:If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 
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Q93 Using the scale below, please estimate the total number of sexual photo(s) of you 

that have been shared without your permission 

 0 100+ 

 

 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

 

How many sexual photos of you have 

been shared without your permission? () 
 

Display This Question: If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q90 What type of sexual photo(s) of you were shared/forwarded to others?  

(please tick all that apply) 

▢ suggestive (of me in my underwear)  (1)  

▢ semi-nude (of me with only parts of my body showing, e.g. breasts/bottom only)  (2)  

▢ nude (of me with my genitals showing)  (3)  

▢ explicit (of me engaging in sexual acts alone, e.g. masturbating)  (4)  

▢ explicit (of me engaging in sexual acts with others)  (5)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say  (6)  

Display This Question:If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q91 In any of the sexual photos of you that were shared/forwarded to others, was your 

face visible? 

. Yes  (1)  
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. No  (2)  

. Prefer not to say  (3)  

Display This Question: 

If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever been shared with 

others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q149 Was any identifiable information shared with the sexual photos of you (e.g. 

name, address, social media profile)? 

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  

. Don't know  (3)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question: If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q136 How recently were the sexual photo(s) of you shared/forwarded without your 

permission?   

*If your images have been shared on more than one occasion, please answer based on 

the most recent occasion 

. In the last few weeks (or less)  (1)  

. In the last few months  (2)  

. In the last 6 months  (3)  

. 6 months ago or longer  (4)  
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Display This Question: If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q106 The sexual photo(s) of me were shared by:  

. One person  (1)  

. More than one person  (2)  

. Don't know  (3)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question:If The sexual photo(s) of me were shared by:  = One person 

Q75 Who shared the sexual photo(s) of you?  

. a friend  (1)  

. my long-term committed partner/ex-partner  (2)  

. someone I am/was dating casually  (3)  

. someone I am/was dating seriously  (4)  

. someone I just met  (5)  

. someone I am/was attracted to/ would like to date or be in a relationship with  

(6)  

. someone I only know online  (7)  

. someone I am/was cheating on my partner with (in real life)  (8)  

. someone I am/was cheating on my partner with (virtual/online)  (9)  
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. work colleague  (10)  

. Other (please describe):  (11)  

. ⊗Don't know  (12)  

. ⊗Prefer not to say  (13)  

Display This Question:If The sexual photo(s) of me were shared by:  = More than one 

person 

Q107 Who shared the sexual photo(s) of you? 

▢ my long-term (committed) partners/ex-partners  (1)  

▢ people I am/was dating casually  (2)  

▢ people I am/was dating seriously  (3)  

▢ people I just met  (4)  

▢ people I am/was attracted to/ would like to date or be in a relationship 

with  

▢ people I only know online  (6)  

▢ a group of friends  (7)  

▢ people I am/was cheating on my partner with (in real life)  (8)  

▢ people I am/was cheating on my partner with (virtual/online)  (9)  

▢ work colleagues  (10)  
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▢ other (please describe):  (11)  

▢ ⊗Don't know  (12)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say  (13)  

Display This Question:If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q76 Where and/or who with, were the sexual photo(s) of you shared?    

(please tick all that apply) 

▢ Online in a public forum (e.g. website/social media profile)  (1)  

▢ Sent via mobile phone to friends/family  (2)  

▢ Shown in person to friends/family  (3)  

▢ Sent via mobile phone to my employer/work colleagues  (4)  

▢ Shown in person to my employer/work colleagues    (5)  

▢ ⊗Other (please describe):  (6)  

▢ ⊗Don't know  (7)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say  (8)  

Display This Question:If Where and/or who with, were the sexual photo(s) of you 

shared?  (please tick all that apply) = Online in a public forum (e.g. website/social 

media profile)Q147 Are the sexual photo(s) of you still online or have they been 

removed?  
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. Still online  (1)  

. Have been removed  (2)  

. Don't know/unsure  (3)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question:If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q81 How did you feel about your sexual photos (of you) being shared with others? 

(please tick all that apply)  

▢ Angry   (126)  

▢ Upset   (127)  

▢ Used   (128)  

▢ Humiliated   (129)  

▢ Disappointed   (130)  

▢ Embarrassed   (131)  

▢ Scared   (132)  

▢ Ashamed   (133)  

▢ Turned off  (134)  

▢ Disgusted  (135)  
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▢ Nervous/worried  (136)  

▢ Vulnerable  (137)  

▢ Guilty  (138)  

▢ Not bothered  (139)  

▢ Surprised  (140)  

▢ Amused  (141)  

▢ Sexually aroused (turned on)  (142)  

▢ Excited  (143)  

▢ Pleased  (144)  

▢ Happy  (145)  

▢ Included  (146)  

▢ Flirty  (147)  

▢ Sexy  (148)  

▢ Proud  (149)  

▢ Confident  (150)  

▢ Attractive  (151)  
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▢ Connected (to the other person)  (152)  

▢ Loving (towards the other person)  (153)  

▢ Other (please describe):  (154)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say  (155)  

Display This Question:If As an adult, have sexual photos of you (which you took) ever 

been shared with others*  without yo... = Yes 

Q103 Some people who have their sexual photos shared without permission find this 

distressing, and consider it to be a significant or traumatic life event.    

Do you think this is true for you in your experience?  

. Yes I consider my experience to have been traumatic  (1)  

. No I don't consider my experience to have been traumatic  (2)  

. Don't know  (3)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Or As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone else?  = Yes 

Q122 These questions are about the sharing/forwarding of sexual photos beyond the 

person they were originally meant for. This may have been with or without the person's 

permission. Please answer as honestly as possible and remember that your answers are 

anonymous and confidential.  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 
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Or As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to someone else (in a 

private communica... = Yes 

Q48 As an adult, have you ever shared a sexual photo of someone else with others 

(beyond who it was originally meant for)?   

    

You may or may not have also appeared in the photo (e.g. sharing a sexual photo of you 

and your partner with others) 

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question:If As an adult, have you ever shared a sexual photo of someone 

else with others (beyond who it was o... = Yes 

Q73 The most recent sexual photo I shared of someone else was shared with their 

permission  

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  

. Don't know  (3)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 

Q49 As an adult, have you ever received a sexual photo of someone that was originally 

meant for others?  

. Yes  (1)  
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. No  (2)  

. Prefer not to say  (3)  

Display This Question: 

If As an adult, have you ever received a sexual photo of someone that was originally 

meant for other... = Yes 

Q72 The most recent photo I received of someone else had been sent with their 

permission  

. Yes  (1)  

. No  (2)  

. Don't know  (3)  

. Prefer not to say  (4)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Q40  Using the scale below, please select how often you usually send sexual photos (of 

yourself) to someone else:     

  

 

Rarely (e.g. 

once every 

few months 

or less) (1) 

Occasionally 

(e.g. every 

month or so) 

(2) 

Often (e.g. 

most weeks) 

(3) 

Very often 

(e.g. most 

days) (4) 

Prefer not 

to say (5) 

How often 

do you 

usually send 

sexual 

photos of 

.  .  .  .  .  
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yourself to 

someone 

else? (1)  

 

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Q25  The most common ways I use to send sexual photos of myself to others 

are:   (please tick all that apply) 

▢ Text message  (1)  

▢ WhatsApp  (2)  

▢ Snapchat  (3)  

▢ Facebook messenger  (4)  

▢ Other instant messaging app  (5)  

▢ Dating app/profile  (6)  

▢ E-mail  (7)  

▢ Other (please describe):  (8)  

▢ ⊗Prefer not to say  (9)  

Display This Question: 

If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to someone else (in a 

private communica... = Yes 
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Q41 Usually, the type of sexual photos of me that I send to others are:    

(please tick all that apply) 

▢ suggestive (of me in my underwear)  (1)  

▢ semi-nude (of me with only parts of my body showing, e.g. 

breasts/bottom only)  (2)  

▢ nude (of me with my genitals showing)  (3)  

▢ explicit (of me engaging in sexual acts alone, e.g. masturbating)  (4)  

▢ explicit (of me engaging in sexual acts with others)  (5)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say  (6)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Q70 In the sexual photos that I share of myself, my face is usually visible 

. True  (1)  

. False  (2)  

. Prefer not to say  (3)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Q50 The main reasons I send sexual photos of myself are:  

 (please tick all that apply) 

▢ To get or keep a person's attention  (1)  
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▢ Pressure from my romantic partner  (2)  

▢ To feel sexy  (4)  

▢ To feel sexually aroused ("turned on")  (5)  

▢ To make the other person feel sexually aroused ("turned on")  (6)  

▢ To get a potential partner to like me  (7)  

▢ Pressure from friends  (8)  

▢ To get positive feedback  (9)  

▢ To be fun/flirtatious  (10)  

▢ In response to one I received  (12)  

▢ Other (please state):  (13)  

▢ ⊗Don't know   (14)  

▢ ⊗Prefer not to say  (15)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Q104 I usually send sexual photos of myself to:  

. One person  (1)  

. more than one person  (2)  
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. prefer not to say  (3)  

Display This Question:If I usually send sexual photos of myself to:  = One person 

Q44 The person I most often send sexual photos of myself to is: 

. my long-term (committed) partner  (73)  

. someone I am dating casually  (74)  

. someone I am dating seriously  (75)  

. someone I just met  (76)  

. someone I am attracted to/ would like to date or be in a relationship with  (77)  

. someone I only know online  (78)  

. a friend  (79)  

. someone I am cheating on my partner with (in real life)  (80)  

. someone I am cheating on my partner with (virtual/online)  (81)  

. a work colleague  (82)  

. other (please describe):  (83)  

. ⊗prefer not to say  (84)  

Display This Question:If I usually send sexual photos of myself to:  = more than one 

person 

Q105 The people I most often send sexual photos of myself to are: 
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▢ my long-term (committed) partners  (280)  

▢ people I am dating casually  (281)  

▢ people I am dating seriously  (282)  

▢ people I just met  (283)  

▢ people I am attracted to/ would like to date or be in a relationship with  

(284)  

▢ people I only know online  (285)  

▢ a group of friends  (286)  

▢ people I am cheating on my partner with (in real life)  (287)  

▢ people I am cheating on my partner with (virtual/online)  (288)  

▢ work colleagues  (289)  

▢ other (please describe):  (290) 

▢ prefer not to say  (291)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever sent a sexual photo of yourself to 

someone else (in a private communica... = Yes 

Q45 When I send sexual photos of myself to others I mostly feel:    

(please tick all that apply) 

▢ Angry   (126)  
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▢ Upset   (127)  

▢ Used   (128)  

▢ Humiliated   (129)  

▢ Disappointed   (130)  

▢ Embarrassed   (131)  

▢ Scared   (132)  

▢ Ashamed   (133)  

▢ Turned off  (134)  

▢ Disgusted  (135)  

▢ Nervous/worried  (136)  

▢ Vulnerable  (137)  

▢ Guilty  (138)  

▢ Not bothered  (139)  

▢ Surprised  (140)  

▢ Amused  (141)  

▢ Sexually aroused (turned on)  (142)  
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▢ Excited  (143)  

▢ Pleased  (144)  

▢ Happy  (145)  

▢ Included  (146)  

▢ Flirty  (147)  

▢ Sexy  (148)  

▢ Proud  (149)  

▢ Confident  (150)  

▢ Attractive  (151)  

▢ Connected (to the other person)  (152)  

▢ Loving (towards the other person)  (153)  

▢ Other (please describe):  (154)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say  (155)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 

Q150 The following questions are about receiving sexts 

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 
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Q56 How often do you usually receive sexual photos of someone else?  

 

 

Rarely (e.g. 

once every 

few months 

or less) (1) 

Occasionally 

(e.g. every 

month or so) 

(2) 

Often (e.g. 

most weeks) 

(3) 

Very often 

(e.g. most 

days) (4) 

Prefer not 

to say (5) 

How often 

do you 

usually 

receive 

sexual 

photos of 

someone 

else? (1)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 

Q57 The most common ways I receive sexual photos from others are:      

(please tick all that apply) 

▢ Text message  (1)  

▢ WhatsApp  (2)  

▢ Snapchat  (3)  

▢ Facebook messenger  (4)  

▢ Other instant messaging app  (5)  

▢ Dating app/profile  (6)  
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▢ E-mail  (7)  

▢ Other (please describe):  (8)  

▢ ⊗Prefer not to say  (9)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 

Q59 Usually, the type of sexual photos I receive from others are:  

(please tick all that apply) 

▢ suggestive (of them in their underwear)  (1)  

▢ semi-nude (of them with only parts of their body showing, e.g. 

breasts/bottom only)  (2)  

▢ nude (of them with their genitals showing)  (3)  

▢ explicit (of them engaging in sexual acts alone, e.g. masturbating)  (4)  

▢ explicit (of them engaging in sexual acts with others)  (5)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say   (6)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 

Q108 I usually receive sexual photos from:  

. One person  (1)  

. More than one person  (2)  
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. Prefer not to say  (3)  

Display This Question:If I usually receive sexual photos from:  = One person 

Q60 The person I most often receive sexual photos from is: 

. a friend  (16)  

. my long-term (committed) partner  (17)  

. someone I am dating (casual)  (18)  

. someone I am dating seriously  (19)  

. someone I just met  (20)  

. someone I am attracted to/ would like to date or be in a relationship with  (21)  

. someone I only know online  (22)  

. someone I am cheating on my partner with (in real life)  (23)  

. someone I am cheating on my partner with (virtual/online)  (24)  

. work colleague  (25)  

. other (please describe):  (26)  

. prefer not to say  (27)  

Display This Question:If I usually receive sexual photos from:  = More than one person 

 

Q109 The people I most often receive sexual photos from are:   
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▢ my long-term (committed) partners  (28)  

▢ people I am dating casually  (29)  

▢ people I am dating seriously  (30)  

▢ people I just met  (31)  

▢ people I am attracted to/ would like to date or be in a relationship with  

(32)  

▢ people I only know online  (33)  

▢ a group of friends  (34)  

▢ people I am cheating on my partner with (in real life)  (35)  

▢ people I am cheating on my partner with (virtual/online)  (36)  

▢ work colleagues  (37)  

▢ other (please describe):  (38)  

▢ prefer not to say  (39)  

Display This Question:If As an adult have you ever received a sexual photo of someone 

else?  = Yes 

Q61 When I receive sexual photos of others I mostly feel:   (please tick all that apply) 

▢ Angry   (126)  
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▢ Upset   (127)  

▢ Used   (128)  

▢ Humiliated   (129)  

▢ Disappointed   (130)  

▢ Embarrassed   (131)  

▢ Scared   (132)  

▢ Ashamed   (133)  

▢ Turned off  (134)  

▢ Disgusted  (135)  

▢ Nervous/worried  (136)  

▢ Vulnerable  (137)  

▢ Guilty  (138)  

▢ Not bothered  (139)  

▢ Surprised  (140)  

▢ Amused  (141)  

▢ Sexually aroused (turned on)  (142)  



Page 255 of 268 

 

▢ Excited  (143)  

▢ Pleased  (144)  

▢ Happy  (145)  

▢ Included  (146)  

▢ Flirty  (147)  

▢ Sexy  (148)  

▢ Proud  (149)  

▢ Confident  (150)  

▢ Attractive  (151)  

▢ Connected (to the other person)  (152)  

▢ Loving (towards the other person)  (153)  

▢ Other (please describe):  (154)  

▢ ⊗prefer not to say  (155)  
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Appendix K: Privacy questionnaire 

Q69 Please 

consider 

how much 

you agree 

or disagree 

with the 

following 

statements: 

Disagree 

(1) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(2) 

Neither 

agree or 

disagree 

(3) 

Somewhat 

agree (4) 

Agree 

(5) 

Does 

not 

apply 

(6) 

Prefer 

not to 

say 

(7) 

I expect sexual photos of me that I share with my sexting partner to stay private (1)  

I worry that my sexting partner will share sexual photos of me with others without my 

permission (2)  

My sexting partner and I have agreed not to share our sexual photos of each other with 

anyone else  (3)  

I have given my sexting partner permission to share my sexual photos with other people  

(4)  

I have my sexting partner’s permission to share their sexual photos with other people  

(5)  

It’s not ok for my sexting partner to share sexual photos of me without my permission 

(6)  

It’s no big deal if my sexting partner shares sexual photos of me without my permission  

(7)  

It’s no big deal if I share my sexting partner’s sexual photos without their permission  

(8)
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Questions about: 

• type of sexting behaviours & image 
sharing experiences  

• relationship contexts  

• privacy beliefs and sexting attitudes  

Psychological measures: 

 Depression, Anxiety and Stress scales 

(DASS-21), Warwick Edinburgh Mental 

Wellbeing scale (WEMWBS), Impact of 

Event Scale (IES-6), Brief COPE, Brief 

Resilience Scale (BRS). 

 

SPSS  

Frequency & 

descriptive statistics 

Bivariate correlations 

ANOVA 

ANCOVA 

 

 

 
Sexting, Non-consensual Image Sharing  

and Psychological Health 

Natalie Holloway, Dr David Dawson, Dr Mark Gresswell 

Background & Study Aims 

 

Method 

 

Results 

 

Conclusions  

 

Sexting is the exchange (sending and/or receiving) of self-taken sexual photographs, 

usually depicting the sender nude or semi-nude, via mobile phone.  

Sexting is thought to be a deviant behaviour due to the perceived risks of non-consensual image 

distribution (where individuals’ sexual images are shared without permission). 

Qualitative research suggests the psychological harms of revenge pornography (one type of non-

consensual image distribution) are comparable to the effects of sexual assault (e.g. anxiety, 

depression, PTSD, poorer relational wellbeing) and are gendered in nature; considered part of a 

continuum of sexual violence against women. 

Well designed, quantitative research with clearly defined terms regarding adult sexting and non-

consensual image distribution is lacking. Researchers investigating sexters’ psychological health 

have so far neglected to consider individual factors, interpersonal aspects and image 

characteristics.  

Existing research is primarily focused on psychological distress and there has been limited 

opportunity to demonstrate positive sexting associations  

We sought to develop a more nuanced understanding of sexters’ psychological health and 

wellbeing by addressing the following questions: 

• How common is non-consensual image sharing in a sample of adult sexters? 

• Are any sexting specific factors, such as privacy expectations, image characteristics and 

relationship with recipients, associated with psychological health? 

• Are there any differences in the psychological health and wellbeing of sexters, non-

sexters, and those who have experienced non-consensual image distribution?  

• Do any differences exist when coping, resilience and sexting specific factors are 

accounted for? 

 

Online questionnaire  

Adult community 

sample (n = 270) 

18-66 years 

(M=30 years) 

87% of the sample had engaged in sexting as an adult, primarily within committed 

relationships in order to maintain sexual intimacy 

 
14% of sexters had experienced the non-consensual distribution of their images  

 
16% had distributed others’ images without permission  

 

• Males and females did not differ significantly in who experienced non-
consensual image distribution 

• Images most often shared by someone the person was dating, typically 
with friends and family, although images were shared online in 43% of 
cases  

• Privacy expectations and sexting attitudes were not related to 
psychological health or wellbeing  

 
When coping and resilience were accounted for: 

• Experiencing non-consensual image distribution was not related to 
psychological distress  

• Individuals who were uncertain if their images had been shared had lower 
wellbeing 

• Consensual sexters who sent sexts to multiple partners had higher anxiety 

Our research suggests that the problematic coping strategies individuals employ, and their level of 

resilience have a stronger relationship with psychological health than do their sexting behaviours 

Sexting may be a normative part of intimate relationships, although further research is needed to 

identify if these findings are replicable 

Clinical interventions should focus on identifying and reducing the use of problematic coping 

strategies such as avoidance, denial and self-blame  

Educational strategies should fully explore issues of consent and perceived gender stereotypes; 

as opposed to solely encouraging individuals to abstain from sexting 

Future research should focus on understanding specific motivations for and different types of 

non-consensual image distribution and if any associations exist with harmful aspects of 

relationships such as interpersonal violence 


