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Abstract

Objective - The aim of this paper was to collect and summarize findings regarding the factors associated with sexting experiences
and their correlates, under Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological theory. Methods - We reviewed the literature in the field of sexting
to show how numerous factors that have been found to influence sexting behaviour can be included within a social-ecological
framework. Electronic literature searches were conducted between May and June 2021 in the following databases: EbscoHOST
(PsycINFO, PSychArticles), ERIC, Google Scholar, ResearchGate, ScienceDirect, SCOPUS, and Web of Science. Conclusion
- This model seems to be a good framework for systematizing the results of research in this area, and can be used as a guide for
future research on sexting. We encourage researchers to expand or redefine the proposed determinants of sexting in a theoretically
more satisfactory way, as well as to explore it empirically. To help youth avoid the negative consequences of engaging in potentially
harmful sexting behaviours, the multiple systems that surround young people should work together to provide young people with
the skills necessary to make good choices about their sexual behaviours.
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Introduction functional areas (e.g., psychological, behavioral,

and social functioning) (4). There is neither a sin-

Over the past decade, sexting among youth has be- gle, universally accepted definition of sexting, nor

come an issue that permeates psychological studies strong theoretical perspective to understand this

across many fields (1, 2). Researchers have increas- phenomenon. Existing definitions suggest that sex-

ingly sought to explore the various risk and pro- ting is a behavior related to sending, receiving and

tective factors associated with sexting experiences posting sexually explicit messages, photos, and vid-
eos (whether one’s own half-naked/nude photos/

videos or someone else’s photos/videos) via a cell

(3). More recently, the proliferation of informa-
tion and communication technologies has led re-

searchers, policy makers, and educators to examine phone, e-mail, Internet, or Social Networking Ser-

the changing environment and context of sexting  yjce (5). Moreover, sexting can be understood as a

among youth. multidimensional phenomenon that encompasses

Despite the many benefits of the Internet, such
as social interaction and communication, there
are risks and consequences involved in sexting, es-
pecially the negative aspects of sexting in various
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different types, depending on the harmful effects
(6, 7) or the motives for sexting (4).

Wolak and Finkelhor (8) divided sexting into
two categories, which they termed ‘Aggravated” and
‘Experimental’. Aggravated sexting incidents in-
cluded criminal or abusive elements beyond creat-
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ing, sending, or possessing sexual images produced
by the young people themselves. These additional
elements included: 1) adult involvement or 2) crim-
inal or abusive behavior by minors, such as sexual
abuse, extortion, threats and malicious behavior
due to an interpersonal conflict, or creating, send-
ing, or showing images without the knowledge or
against the will of the minor depicted. In the exper-
imental sexting incidents, adolescents took pictures
of themselves to send to established boyfriends or
girlfriends on the basis of romantic interest in other
adolescents, or for reasons such as attention seek-
ing, but there was no criminal behavior beyond cre-
ating or sending pictures, no apparent malice, and
no unwillingness on the part of the imaged adoles-
cents to participate. Dodaj and Sesar (9) proposed
that sexting behavior takes four forms: relational
sexting, reactive sexting, coercive sexting, and vio-
lent sexting. The authors define this operationaliza-
tion of sexting by focusing on the motivation for
sexting and the underlying sexting elements (such
as the content of sexts, etc.). A further distinction
can be made between primary sexting (sending and
receiving), where sexual content is usually shared
consensually among peers and not sent to anyone
else (except in cases of peer pressure, sextortion...),
and secondary sexting (forwarding and receiving
through an intermediary), when someone shares
sexual content beyond the intended recipient, often
non-consensually (10).

There are two different ways of “understanding”
sexting in the literature. Some authors describe
sexting as a modern form of intimate communi-
cation between young people (11). According to
them, sexting is a normative behaviour for youth
(12) or represents the consensual production and
dissemination of sexual content important for plea-
sure, sexual identity, relationships, etc. (13). Other
researchers believe that sexting is associated with
certain risk factors, but also with negative conse-
quences. Sexting is sometimes used as a means of
blackmailing young people (14), or even as a means
of revenge against ex-partners (15).

Initial research on sexting attempted to explain
it within the framework of theories of aggression,

such as criminological theories of criminal behav-
iour or social learning theories of aggressive behav-
iour. However, as no single theory has been able to
provide a satisfactory explanation for this complex
phenomenon, more complex and comprehensive in-
tegrative models have recently been developed that
take into account both the deviant perspective of
sexting and the normal perspective of sexting (16).
Bronfenbrenner’s social-ecological model (17)
was first introduced as a conceptual model for un-
derstanding human development, and later formal-
ized as a theory. This model can provide a holistic
approach to sexting because it places the individual
at the centre, surrounded by various systems. The
socio-ecological perspective has been used to un-
derstand the risk and protective factors for risky be-
haviours in online environments, such as cyberbul-
lying (18). We believe that there is no single factor
that can explain why some youth are at a higher
risk of engaging in sexting than others. A person’s
risk of exposure to sexting is determined by factors
from the young person’s social environment, such
as at home, at school, or in the wider community.
Researchers studying sexting have rarely acknowl-
edged this framework. This holistic framework
focuses on understanding how individual charac-
teristics of youth interact with the environment to
promote or inhibit behaviour. According to this
model, all behaviour can be explained by risk fac-
tors in several systems that surround an individual
and have a direct or indirect influence on the per-
son’s behaviour. In addition to these systems, indi-
vidual factors, i.e., biological factors, personal histo-
ry, alcohol/drug use, and attitudes, also influence a
particular behaviour. The individual’s relationships
with family, friends, peers, teachers, and others in
the individual’s immediate environment represent
microsystem factors that directly affect behaviour.
The interactions of the microsystems of family,
school, and peers form a mesosystem that also has
a direct influence on the occurrence of a particular
behaviour. In addition to direct influences, systems
such as social communities, neighbourhoods, and
the media (exosystern), as well as culture and politics
(mnacrosystem), have an indirect influence on the oc-
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Fig. 1. A socio-ecological framework of sexting.

currence of a particular behaviour. These distal sys-
tems are assumed to influence individuals through
the lower levels of the system, which in turn act
as mediators. The model is illustrated in Fig. 1.
When considering the relevant literature, the fac-
tors that stand out in predicting sexting behaviour
are singled out and can be theoretically classified on
certain levels of the socio-ecological model.

In order to collect and summarize the find-
ings regarding the factors associated with sexting
experiences and their correlates, under the socio-
ecological theory, a systematic search of databases
was conducted.

Methodology

This review was conducted following the prin-
ciples of the review article by Grant and Booth
(19). Electronic literature searches were conducted
between May and June 2021 in the following da-
tabases: EbscoHOST (PsycINFO, PsychArticles),
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ERIC, Google Scholar, Research-
Gate, ScienceDirect, SCOPUS,
and Web of Science. The search
included the use of the follow-
ing terms in the title, abstract,
and keywords: sext, sexting, sex
texting, sexual messaging, Sexto,
sharing sexually explicit media,
consensual sexting, nonconsensual
sexting, non-consensual pornog-
raphy, primary sexting, revenge
porn, unwanted sexting, pressured
sexting, unpressured sexting, sext
dissemination, solicited sext, un-
solicited sext, sending sexually ex-
plicit images, videos, and/or mes-
sages, receiving sexually explicit
images, videos, and/or messages,
forwarding sexually explicit im-
ages, videos, and/or messages, post-
ing sexually explicit images, videos,
and/or messages, blackmailing sex-
ually explicit images, videos, and/
or messages, cybergossip, cybersex,
sextortion, technology mediated
sexual violence, technology me-
diated sexual harassment, sexual harassment, and
erotic extortion. We extracted data from original
peer-reviewed scientific and theoretical articles pub-
lished between 2004 and 2021 that focused on fac-
tors associated with different types of sexting behav-
iours that can be classified under the assumption of
a social-ecological approach. Of the peer-reviewed
articles, 80 articles that met the inclusion criteria
were selected and reviewed.

Individual Determinants of Sexting

The social-ecological model has only been tested us-
ing some individual or relational factors. For example,
at the individual level, demographic attributes related
to gender are the most researched variable. Earlier
studies showed that boys are more prone to sexting
(20), while recent national studies (22), as well as a
meta-analysis (23), showed no sex differences.
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The findings on the relationship between age
and sexting among youth are consistent and show
that sexting participation increases with age (20,
26-28), which can be explained by increasing sexu-
al interest and exploration with age (16). This sup-
ports the view that sexting is a normal part of sexual
development (23). Further, sexting has been linked
to emotional dysregulation (29-31), a tendency to
risky sexual behaviour (32-35), substance/alcohol
abuse (26, 32-39), and aggressive behaviour (26,
37). Results indicate that youth with certain per-
sonality traits are more prone to sexting, such as
sensation-seeking (34, 40-42), impulsivity-related
personality traits (34, 39), histrionic personality
tendency (36), and extroversion (43-47). Internal-
ized emotional problems, such as depression and
anxiety, also play an important role in sexting (26-
28, 42, 48-58). Further, studies have identified the
risk of attempting suicide in all sexting participants
(26, 56). It is likely that sexting and psychosocial
correlates may be partially relevant for those who
participate in non-consensual or pressured sexting.

Attitudes and beliefs about sexting have been
shown to be good predictors of sexting (20, 36-37,
57-58). Those who participate in sexting consider
it to be the most common pattern of behaviour in
imitating or maintaining an intimate relationship,
exploring their identity, or having fun or gaining
popularity among peers (24, 34, 56). Personality
domains, such as impulsivity or histrionic traits,
may be associated with sexting in that they are re-
lated to positive sexting attitudes.

It can be concluded that many individual traits,
the characteristics that make youth stand out as dif-
ferent in appearance or affiliation, or extremely vul-
nerable (anxiety, depression), are risk factors for sex-
ting. On the other hand, those characteristics that
make them susceptible to socially undesirable be-
haviours (sexually risky behaviour, substance abuse)
encourage them to continue their sexting behaviour.

Microsystems and Sexting: Family, Peers

and School

According to Bronfenbrenner’s model (17), a mi-
crosystem includes all the environmental factors of

development with which the person is in direct in-
teraction, and which have a direct influence on the
individual’s development. The most important fac-
tors of microsystems are family, peers, and school.

Family

The family is our primary environment in which
we grow up, and it plays a key role in various as-
pects of our development. Few studies to date have
examined the role of aspects of parental behaviour
in sexting. Communication between parents and
youth who participate in sexting is disrupted. In
general, poor family communication increases the
likelihood that youth will engage in sexting (48,
59). Buri¢, Garcia and Stulhofer (48) found in a
sample of Croatian adolescents that a family envi-
ronment characterised by intense quarrels, aggres-
sive behaviour and ignoring family members was
related to more frequent sexting among young
people. A study conducted among Canadian ado-
lescents revealed that better parent-child commu-
nication predicted less sending of sexually explicit
images (60). Compatible findings were obtained
from an Italian sample of female adolescents (59),
where poor family communication significantly
predicted sexting in general, as well as risky sexting
(for emotion regulation and sharing sexts with large
numbers of people). Thus, the authors found that
experimental sexting (exchanging sexts with a part-
ner) was significantly predicted by family flexibility,
and aggravated sexting (non-consensual forwarding
of sexts) was predicted by family enmeshment. Par-
ents who demonstrate flexibility may have more
communication with their children, including sex-
ual communication, as a motivation to contribute
to their well-adjusted behaviour.

The findings of research on the impact of paren-
tal control on sexting are not consistent. For exam-
ple, Campbell and Park’s (61) study of a sample of
U.S. adolescents found that strict parental control
over technology did not contribute to less sexting,
whereas family connectedness using mobile phones
did. West et al.’s (62) study among Peruvian adoles-
cents showed that parents sharing clear rules about




sexting was only effective in its reduction among
boys. For both boys and gitls, their parents’ nega-
tive attitudes toward adolescent sexual relation-
ships had a significant impact on reducing sexting.
Data obtained among adolescents in Croatia (63)
and Israel (64) revealed that lower parental control
increased the adolescent’s likelihood of sexting. Fi-
nally, examining parental supervision of adolescent
cell phone use, Lenhart (65) found a lower frequen-
cy of sending sexually explicit content or photos in
situations where parents restricted cell phone use.

The quality of emotional attachment with par-
ents is an important factor in relationships with
others throughout life, and thus affects sexting
behaviour. Research shows that adolescents who
are more likely to ask someone else to send nude
or semi-nude photos have a more permissive at-
tachment style to their parents (64). Results also
revealed that better parent-child communication
was predictive of a lower frequency of adolescents
sending sexual images, and that a report of greater
adolescent attachment avoidance was predictive of
a higher frequency of adolescents sending sexual
images. Although parental warmth and parental
psychological control did not directly predict ado-
lescents sending sexual images, these variables were
found to have indirect effects on sending sexual
images through attachment avoidance. These find-
ings suggest that parent-child communication has
a relatively stronger, more direct relationship with
adolescents sending sexual images, but that pa-
rental warmth and psychological control may also
influence this behaviour through the formation of
adolescents’ working models of relationships (60).
Parents with insecure attachment styles do not de-
velop closeness and trust with others, including
their children. Therefore, when children engage
in sexual experimentation through sexting, which
could also be a risky behaviour, they could be filling
their emotional gaps.

Peers

Belonging to peer groups is very important during
adolescence. Youth are more likely to sext if they
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feel that their peers approve sexting (57) and have
positive attitudes toward sexting (66-67). They are
also more likely to sext if they have positive atti-
tudes toward peers who sext (58). Some youth who
are popular enforce their own values of sexting as
tolerated and normative for the group, thereby in-
creasing the likelihood of sexting by others (68).
Under the impression of normative behaviour,
youth may engage in sexting and obtain peer ac-
ceptance and attention. A review by Sesar, Dodaj
and Simi¢ (16) suggests that no other form of po-
tentially risky behaviour in youth exerts as much
peer pressure on youth as sexting.

School

School is an important microsystem in which chil-
dren interact with teachers and peers, not only to
acquire formal knowledge, but also to form an im-
age of themselves and the world in which they live.
Perceived “belonging” at school is a protective ele-
ment within the school context that has been widely
researched in scholarship on adolescent behaviours
(69). The prevalence of sexting in school could
be related to the extent to which young people
identify or bond with their school. Attachment to
school could play a critical role in inhibiting young
people’s motivation to engage in risky behaviours,
as research has shown (70-71). Not only sexting,
but other types of risky sexual behaviours are less
common among youth who report attachment to
school (72). Hunter et al. (73) found that school
connectedness was significantly and negatively as-
sociated with passive sexting but not active sexting.
According to King et al. (74), school connectedness
can be improved, and such interventions can help
reduce the extent to which young people are asked
to sext and have unsolicited sexting sent to them.
However, Hunter et al.’s (73) research findings are
less supportive of the possibility that improvements
in school connectedness could reduce more active
sexting behaviours (e.g. sending sexts). In addition,
Walrave et al. (75) found that the extent to which
adolescents believe their teachers would approve
of sexting, and whether they attach importance to
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their teachers’ opinions about sexting, did not pre-
dict adolescents’ sexting intentions. A second school-
level contextual variable is the extent to which a
school explicitly provides education and support to
students regarding positive interactions (73).

Mesosystem and Sexting

The interactions between microsystems form a me-
sosystem that also has a direct impact on the experi-
ence of sexting behaviour among youth. Although
many researchers (76) emphasize the importance of
parent-teacher collaboration and parental involve-
ment in the lives of children and youth to prevent
sexting, there is a lack of research on the relation-
ship between these factors and sexting. Parental
involvement in the school system and collabora-
tion with the school can play an important role in
preventing the negative consequences of sexting.
In addition, especially for older parents, parental
knowledge about technology and its impact on
youth can play an important role in understanding
sexting. For example, schools can organize lectures
about Internet safety or provide information about
sexting behaviour through school magazines, bro-
chures, or school websites (77-79). Furthermore,
it seems important to examine family-peer inter-
action in order to act successfully in the direction
of prevention. Parents should be interested in their
children’s lives, and be familiar with their children’s
friends and their families.

The Exosystem and Sexting

The exosystem refers to the forces within the larger
social system in which the individual is embed-
ded, but the individual has no active role within
these larger systems (17). These factors include the
judicial and police systems, sex education, public
awareness, and community influences. Sex educa-
tion in the school system is a factor within the exo-
system (80). Sex education focuses on promoting
safer sex rather than abstaining from sexual activity,
and provides adolescents with information on how
to practise safer sex, and thus can influence adoles-
cents’ sexual behaviour (81). For example, attitudes

towards sexuality among adolescents in Sweden
have been found to be relatively liberal compared
to other Western countries (82).

Educational initiatives on sexting or ‘sext edu-
cation’ (83), carried out as part of cyber safety
campaigns, turn schools into places where sex and
gender norms are policed. Many of these initiatives
target girls and imply that they are responsible for
minimising sexting risks (e.g. revenge porn) (84).
‘Therefore, researchers (85-86) have called for edu-
cational initiatives that not only minimise the neg-
ative consequences of sexting, but also challenge
(rather than reproduce) gender double standards,
and pay more attention to young people’s opinions
when educating them about sexting.

Living in a community with high levels of sexu-
alized popular culture provides an opportunity for
children and young people to explore sexuality, as
well as the opportunity to share sexually explicit
content through the media (87). Some authors
(21, 24, 87-88) state that in the context of a mark-
edly sexual consumer culture, which is dominant
in contemporary society, sexting is part of the in-
tegral sexual behaviour of young people. Daily ex-
posure to sexuality in the media may change young
people’s attitudes towards sexting and reduce their
sensitivity to the negative consequences of sexting
behaviour. They can become more aware of the
importance of exploring their sexuality and being
more expressive of their sexual needs and desires.

Awareness of the potential legal and other nega-
tive consequences of sexting can influence the prev-
alence and motivation for sexting. According to the
study by Strohmaier et al. (89) young people who,
as minors, are aware of the legal consequences of
sexting are significantly less likely to engage in sex-
ting than their peers.

Macrosystem and Sexting

Temple-Smith et al. (90) state that cultural values
can influence adolescent sexual development and
behaviour by prescribing attitudes and norms about
how adolescents’” sexuality should be viewed and
how they should behave. Unfair and contradictory




double sexual standards and different sexual norms
for boys and girls are found in Western culture (91).
These norms mean that girls’ sexual behaviour is
shamed and stigmatized, while boys™ sexual behav-
iour is generally more acceptable and may even be
socially rewarded (91). Family, peers and friends of-
ten perpetuate a sexual double standard (92). Alison
and Risman (93) report that most adolescents do
not uphold these norms and disapprove of them
when asked directly. Yet, a recent study has shown
that they are still upheld among adolescents (94).
Research shows a consistent trend that cer-
tain ethnic groups of adolescents are more likely
to sext. Studies comparing American adolescents
to non-American adolescents showed that adoles-
cents from the United States were more likely to
sext than adolescents from other countries (e.g.,
Belgium, China, Czech Republic, Ireland, Italy,
Poland, Russia, Turkey, and/or Uganda) (95-96).
A cross-cultural study conducted only in European
countries showed that the highest prevalence of sex-
ting was found in less traditional countries, such as
England and Norway, in comparison to the more
traditional countries studied of Bulgaria, Cyprus,
and Italy (97-98). Therefore, in traditional, sexually
restrictive societies, adolescent sexuality and sexting
behaviour may be perceived as unacceptable (4).
The moral basis with regard to sexting behaviour
has not been directly examined. The National Cam-
paign’s Sex & Tech Survey study (99) listed reasons
for non-sexters’ disapproval of sexting. Responses
included “immoral” as a reason for not sexting, and
“it goes against religious/cultural beliefs.” The find-
ings are supported by the study by Abraham (100)
who found that moral foundations play a role in
participation in sexting behaviours. In addition,
Crimmins and Seigfried-Spellar (101) found that
individuals who send nude sexts place less empha-
sis on purity as a moral foundation. However, their
study found no significant differences between
semi-nude sexting and moral foundations.

Conclusion

Sexting is a complex phenomenon that needs to
be interpreted using a complex approach, such as

Arta Dodaj and Kristina Sesar » Sexting Behaviour

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model. This model
seems to be a good framework for systematizing the
results of research in this area. A review of the re-
search found that most studies on sexting examined
individual factors and some microsystem factors,
particularly peer influence. However, studies on
the factors related to the mesosystem, exosystem, or
macrosystem are less common. Therefore, no study
has examined factors from the different levels of
the ecological model simultaneously. This is quite
understandable because the implementation of re-
search based on the ecological model is very com-
plex and long-lasting. Considering the relationship
between system levels, it seems significant to exam-
ine the interrelationship between the components
of the different systems, especially moderator and
mediator relationships, and to examine the degree
to which various factors of the social-ecological
model are separately and uniquely predictive of sex-
ting. Further, we encourage researchers to explore
and adopt this framework to provide a theoretically
more satisfying approach to investigating sexting.
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