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Abstract

Background: Sexting amongst adolescents is not necessarily a causative factor of a mental
health outcome, but difficulties in various aspects of mental health may stem from simply
participating in sexting. This study aims to offer a review of quantitative research to date on
the subject of the correlation between sexting and the mental health of adolescents.

Subject and methods: A systematic search of the scientific databases was conducted.
The age of the participants in the research was limited to between 10 and 19 years. For
sexting terminology, English terms were used: sexting, texting, sexual communication,
sexual violence, and for psychological functioning terms psychological health, mental
health, and emotional difficulties. The search language was English; scientific articles using
quantitative methodology, meta-analysis and literature review were included.The initial
search of the databases resulted in the identification of 164 articles, and 29 articles were
analyzed in this study.

Results: Our data show that sexting is not only one of the additional forms of exploration
of sexuality but may also be linked with emotional difficulties which then additionally
affect an adolescent’s decision to participate in sexting. In conclusion, it is important to
take individual differences into account in understanding the complex relationship between
sexting and psychosocial consequences.Further, experts in the field of mental health must
emphasize the normality of consensual sexting, not necessarily to encourage it, but to offer
adolescents guidelines for safe sexting, if they decide to take part in it.

Conclusion: The findings here are important for the development of programs aimed at
reducing the risks related to sexting and its negative outcomes, considering the various
forms of sexting and the individual differences between adolescents.
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Introduction

The use of digital technologies by adolescents is integrated into
their lives. In fact, more than 80% of adolescents in Europe use
smartphones to access the internet at least daily, and around 43% do
so via their computer.! This shift to digital communication has created
a unique opportunity to explore sexuality through the exchange of
sexually explicit content such as messages, photos or videos via a
mobile device or the internet, which is referred to in the literature as
sexting.?

In general, sexting involves the exchange of sexual content through
sending (creating and sending sexually explicit content to another
person), receiving (receiving sexually explicit content from another
person) and forwarding (sharing sexually explicit content with others;
according to Dodaj and Sesar.’ Some authors note that publication
of one’s own sexually explicit content is a form of ‘sexting’** that
takes place with romantic partners or peers,® but also with strangers.’
Although research considers sexting to be a developmentally normal
behavior,® it can have different outcomes in relation to different
types of sexting, which can be not only positively but also negative,
especially if the exchange of sexting is not consensual.’

Recent meta-analyses and systematic reviews published to date!*-
12 show that around 9 to 60 % of adolescents are involved in sexting,
which means that sexting is more widespread among adolescents. In
view of the growing frequency of the practice of sexting amongst
adolescents, researchers are increasingly exploring the correlation

of sexting and various outcomes, especially in the field of mental
health. Some literature reviews'>'* have highlighted that some aspects
of mental health are in some way related to sexting, possibly as
predictors of sexting behaviour or as consequences.

The aim of the current review is to investigate the relationship
between sexting and the mental health of adolescents. The impact of
sexting has predominantly been studied in adolescent mental health
predominantly using quantitative research methods;therefore, we will
rely on quantitative research data. Given the prevalence of sexting
behaviour among adolescents mentioned above and the concerning
rise in mental health problems among adolescents, including anxiety,
depression, psychological distress, self-harm, suicidal thoughts
and fatal suicides, in many countries,’”” we believe it is important
to provide a literature review on the relationship between sexting
and mental health among adolescents. A review of research in this
field will provide clinicians with valuable insight to approach the
assessment of sexting behaviours on mental health with greater
sensitivity and precision. Understanding how sexting influences
adolescents’ mental functioning will allow clinicians to identify
patterns related to sexual expression through sexting, and to assess
its potential impacts on emotional well-being. With this knowledge,
researchers and clinicians can develop targeted interventions that
address both mental health and some aspects of adolescent’s sexual
behaviour.Over time, these interventions can contribute to improving
the overall mental and sexual well-being of young people, promoting
healthier developmental outcomes.
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Method
Eligibility criteria

The criteria for inclusion were established to assess the eligibility
of the studies:

1) Studies focusing on adolescents. The age period was limited and
therefore included articles in which the sample was between ten
and twenty-four years;'

2) Studies focusing on sexting behaviour and mental health of
adolescents;

3) Studies that used a quantitative methodology;

4) Studies that used cross-sectional, transversal or longitudinal
design;

5) Original empirical articles that were available in English.

Search strategy

The literature review was conducted according to the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension
for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR).!” Between November 2024 and
February 2025, we conducted a systematic search of several scientific
databases for psychological journals and research: Google Scholar,
Scopus, PsycINFO, ScienceDirect, ERIC, PubMed, MEDIine and ISI
Web of Knowledge. The age of the participants in the research was
limited to 10 and 24 years, corresponding to Sawyer et al.,'® recent
proposal. The following key words in English were used during the
search: adolescents, adolescence, teenagers, youth. According the
several studies discussing the concept of sexting terminology'®?’ the
following English terms have been used: sexting, cybersex, sexual
texting, sexual text messaging, sexual communication via text,
nude texting, intimate messaging, sending and receiving sexually
explicit images, digital sexual communication, electronic sexual
communication, explicit digital messaging, digital sexual messaging,
text-based sexual expression, sexual image sharing. The terms used
to operationalize psychological functioning?** were: psychological
health, mental health, psychological distress, psychological well-being,
mental health disorders, emotional difficulties, anxiety, depression,
suicidal ideation, self-harm, stress-related disorders, internalizing
problems, externalizing problems, psychiatric conditions. The
comprehensive search strategy also involved screening grey literature
and reviewing reference lists from the included studies to identify
other potentially eligible studies.We restricted our search to the titles
of papers, abstracts, key words and the text of studies. The search
language was English, and only scientific articles using quantitative
methodology were included.

Study selection

A flowchart for finding and choosing research is displayed in
Figure 1. The initial search of the database resulted in identification
of 164 articles.These articles were reviewed according to title and
abstract. A total of 135 articles were excluded because they did not
meet the inclusion criteria, or they did not deal with the key field of
interest of the study or were duplicates.Finally, a total of 29 articles
were analyzed in this study. Table 1 provides a detailed description of
the key characteristics of these articles.
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Figure | Flow chart of the study selection process based on PRISMA
guidelines."”

Results

Many studies were conducted in the United States (N = 14),
followed by Spain (N = 4), Croatia (N = 2), Bosnia and Herzegovina
(N = 2), the Czech Republic, Norway, Sweden, and Belgium. Three
scientific papers involved participants from multiple European
countries. Sample sizes varied from 181 to 18,709 participants,
with more than half of the samples (N = 16) including over 1,000
participants. The average age of participants ranged from 12.22 to
17.4 years. In most studies, the average age was less than 15 years
old. Most of the studies were cross-sectional or transversal in design
(N =17), while the remaining studies used a longitudinal design (N =
12). One study included only female participants, while most included
boys and girls (N = 15).

Sending was the most researched type of sexting activity (N =
8), followed by sending, receiving, and forwarding (N = 3), sending,
receiving, and posting (N = 2). In other studies, the author(s) define
different combinations of activities such as participation in sexting;
exchange; sent or showed; sending and receiving; texting, e-mailing,
posting, receiving; sending, receiving, and posting, etc. Some authors
also categorize sexting as consensual/non-consensual and sexting
under pressure, along with the type of activities.

Message content is defined in different ways in the analysed
studies. Some researchers focused only on one type of content, such
as photos/pictures/images (N = 8), sexual content (N = 1), or sexts (N
=2). In other studies, message content was defined as ac combination
of photos/videos/text messages (N = 10), text messages and sex talk
(N =1), videos and photos (N = 1). It is important to mention that, in
addition to the type of sexual content, researchers in various studies
also define: who is in the photos (oneself, yourself, themselves, etc.);
the level of sexual explicitness of the person in the photo/video (in
lingerie, undergarments, naked, nude, nearly nude,semi-nude);the
level of sexuality of the content (sexually explicit, provocative, erotic,
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sexual nature, suggestive, flirtatious, sexually aggressive); actual or
hypothetical sexual behaviour; and the media for sharing sexts (e-mail,
social networking sites, Internet, mobile devices, mobile phones).

Cross-sectional/transversal studies
Psychological difficulties as a result of participation in sexting

Lu et al.,* examined whether various forms of sexting predict
different aspects of psychosocial health.Their findings indicate
that sexting under pressure is related to hostility and an aggressive
temperament, whilst receiving unwanted sexts and requesting
someone to send sexts is in correlation with depression, impulsiveness,
hostility, emotional, dysregulation, and an aggressive temperament.
Forwarding sexts without consent is related to hostility. Interestingly
that consensual sexting did not significantly predict any of the aspects
of psychosocial health they examined.

The association between delinquency, social, and psychological
factors, and sexting behaviour (sending and receiving) was explored
in Woodward et al.,* study. The focus was on nude photos. They
found that females who had participated in sexting behaviour were
more likely to report using alcohol and being a victim of bullying,
while males were more likely to report using marijuana and being a
perpetrator of bullying.

The relationship between “sexting” (sending and sharing sexual
photos online, via text messaging, and in person) with sexual risk
behaviours and psychosocial challenges in adolescence is found in
the Ybarra et al., study, too. Adolescents who shared sexual photos
also were more likely to use substances and less likely to have high
self-esteem than their demographically similar peers.

The correlation between different types of sexting and
psychological functioning is examined in Kvesi¢ et al.,’* study.
Sending sexts is associated with higher scores in terms of optimism
and coping strategies, general psychosocial dysfunction, and
behaviour problems. Receiving sexts is associated with behaviour and
relationship problems while forwarding them is not associated with
any of the examined variables of psychosocial functioning.

Wachs et al.,”” emphasize the positive connection between non-
consensual sexting and symptoms of depression and self-harm without
suicidal tendencies.On the other hand, consensual sexting was not
shown to be significantly related to a negative outcome. Being the
target of nonconsensual dissemination of sexual images was positively
associated with depression, whereas no significant associations were
yielded for self-esteem also in the Sciacca et al study.”® Frankel et
al.,” established that symptoms of depression, suicide attempts, and
self-harm were more severe in people who participate in sexting,
whether consensual (sending and receiving sexting with consent), or
non-consensual sexting (experience of forwarding of their content
without consent).Although the authors point out that this research
cannot explain whether sexting is a cause or a consequence, Davidson
et al.,* assessed the association between sexting, self-generated
sexual images, watching pornography and depression, anxiety, and
stress. Study results showed that engaging in all three behaviours was
associated with significantly higher levels of depression, anxiety, and
stress. The relationship between different types of sexting (sending,
receiving, and posting) and emotional difficulties in high school
pupils is confirmed in Dodaj et al.,’! study. Adolescents involved in
sexting had suicidal thoughts and ideas more often than adolescents
who didn’t participate in sexting. Englander®? found that sexters had
less depression than non-sexters but more anxiety, but there is no
significant relationship. Sexting was defined as sending nude pictures
of yourself. The potential impact of sexting was explored in a Del Rey
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et al.,’3 study conducted among adolescents in Spain. They found that
involvement in sexting has a clear emotional impact on adolescents.
It seems, according to their study results, that sending receiving,
forwarding, and receiving sexts via an intermediary, trigger emotions
related to activation in boys and girls. Some differences in emotional
impact by gender were found, girls felt more depressed and annoyed
in secondary sexting, and boys were more active regarding both types
of sexting.

Gamez-Guadix and Incera,* bearing in mind that sexual minority
groups are more prone to internalizing their problems, such as
depression and anxiety, in comparison with those of heterosexual
orientation, examined whether membership of a sexual minority and
its consequences on mental health mediates a greater experience of
various forms of on-line sexual abuse and similar risks. According to
them, since adolescents more often use the internet as an introduction
to sexual relationships or the realization of intimacy, they are exposed
to a greater risk of online abuse, especially sexual minorities.
Therefore, they presumed that online sexual abuse would affect the
mental health of sexual minorities whereby membership of a sexual
minority would result in greater exposure to online sexual abuse,
including sexting, which would then result in a greater experience
of symptoms of anxiety and depression.The results of their research
show the partial mediating role of sexting, abuse based on sexual
orientation and gender, and unwanted sexual attention in explaining
the connection between membership of a sexual minority group and
mental problems, which indicates that other aspects could also affect
that connection.The authors emphasize that mental health experts
working with sexual minorities should be aware of the possible
experiences of victimization and potential consequences for the
psychosocial outcomes of their clients.

Adolescents with psychological problems and their participation
in sexting

The results of the study by Sevéikova’s show that adolescents with
emotional problems are more prone to a greater risk of participating
in sexting (sending and publishing). Livingstone and Gorzig*
established that adolescents who are facing general psychological
problems, such as emotional problems, behavioural difficulties,
attention/hyperactivity, and problems in peer relationships, show a
greater tendency to receive sexually explicit messages and experience
agitation from receiving those messages. However, the effect of
psychological difficulties on receiving sexually explicit content
was not significant when behavioural variables were included, that
is, measurements of risky online and offline activities. Dake et
al.,*’examined whether emotional difficulties predict participation
in sending sexually explicit content and established that those with
a higher level of depressive symptomatology, suicidal thoughts or
attempted suicide more often take part in sexting.

Van Ouystel et al.,* with control of demographic variables such as
age, family status, and adolescents’ responses to economic stress, also
emphasize that increased levels of symptoms of depression predict
participation in sexually explicit content.

Anxiety and depression were consistently linked to an increased
likelihood of engaging in all types of risky online behaviour (sending,
receiving, sharing) in research conducted by Babilonova et al.*

Longitudinal studies
Psychological difficulties as a result of participation in sexting

Twelve studies used longitudinal study design to assess relation
between sexting and different aspects of adolescent’s mental
health.3],33,40—50
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A study conducted by Buri¢ et al.,*' examined the correlation
between sexting and psychological well-being (depression, anxiety,
and self-respect) in girls and found that the dynamics of sexting do
not have a significant correlation with changes in psychological well-
being. Other factors, including an unfavourable family environment
and a tendency to conform to peers, correlate with increased
participation in sexting and lower levels of psychological well-being.
Research by Chaudhary et al.,*® indicates that participation in sexting
is significantly associated with symptoms of anxiety and depression.
Youth who engaged in sexting at T1 exhibited significantly higher
odds of anxiety and depressive symptoms at T2 than those who did
not.

Some authors assessed the correlation between participation
in sexting behaviour, risky sexual behaviour, general risk-taking
behaviour and internalizing problems.*>#4%%° Brinkley et al.,* found
that engaging in sexting at age 16 was associated with reporting an
early sexual debut, having sexual intercourse experience, having
multiple sex partners, and using drugs in conjunction with sexual
activity two years later. Girls engaging in sex talk were more likely
to have had sexual intercourse by age 18. In the past year, non-
consensual sharing of sexual images was significantly associated with
recent sexual activity; unprotected sex; alcohol use and days of use;
marijuana and other drug use; delinquency and a variety of delinquent
acts, elevated trauma symptoms, and internalizing problems among
adolescents in Ng et al.’s*’ study. In the same line are the results of
Temple et al.* Sending sexually explicit content was significantly
linked to symptoms of depression, impulsiveness, and substance
abuse in their research. Finally, the study conducted by Wrights and
Wachs® included adolescents who belonged to heterosexual and
sexual minority groups. Besides that, they assessed consensual, non-
consensual and pressured sexting. According to the study’s findings,
both non-consensual sexting and pressured sexting had a positive
correlation with each of the mental health variables (depression,
self-harm, subjective health complaints) and sexual risk behaviours.
For the girls, ethnic minorities, adolescents with disabilities, and
sexual minorities, the relationship between non-consensual sexting
and depressive symptoms was stronger. Similar patterns were found
for pressured sexting, non-suicidal self-harm, and subjective health
complaints. The relationships between pressured sexting and sexual
risk behaviours were stronger for girls, ethnic minorities, those
adolescents with disabilities, and those who identified as sexual
minorities.

The relation between sending and receiving sexts and increased
externalizing symptoms is confirmed in Kurup et al.,* study. Besides
that, they found that participation in sexting in T1 decreased life
satisfaction, group affiliation, self-perceived social competence,
and self-confidence in T2. The association between sexting and
increases in conduct problems, depression symptoms, and over time
is confirmed in Froyland et al.’s* study results. Boys who frequently
engaged in sexting (sending, receiving, and forwarding) reported more
depression symptoms and conduct problems. For girls, they found a
significant between-person association for sexting and depression
symptoms.

Longitudinal study results confirmed relations between sexting
and features of borderline personality disorders (BPD).*“¢ Brinkely
et al.,*? found that text messaging about hypothetical sex in grade 10
predicted BPD features at age 18. At the same time, there are results
of Kurup et al.,** who found that sending and receiving sexts increased
the risk of features of BPD.
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Adolescents with psychological problems and their participation
in sexting

Some authors conducted longitudinal research to correlate
sociodemographic variables, personality dimension, psychological
adjustment, and participation in sexting behaviour. Dodaj et al.,’!
found that symptoms of stress at point T1 significantly predict sending
at the same time point, while in relation to symptoms of psychological
distress at point T2 it was noticed that depression predicts sending
and receiving sexual messages at the same time point. Participation
in sending sexually explicit content at time point T2 was predicted by
several factors at point T1, including older age, low contentiousness,
more extroversion, and stronger symptoms of depression in Gamez-
Guadix and De Santisteban.® Further, lower conscientiousness,
higher extraversion, and higher depression at T1 predicted sexting at
T2. Conduct problems predicted increased sexting scores but only for
girls, according to Freyland et al.,* but sexting was not predictive of
changes in depression. And finally, Mori et al.,*® found that adolescents
with higher impulsiveness and who do not live with both parents less
often belonged to groups with low participation in sexting and sexual
behaviour.

Discussion

The conclusions of this review highlight several important findings
regarding the short-term and long-term relationships between sexting
and different areas of adolescent mental health.

Opverall, the cross sectional and transversal studies reveal a complex
relationship between sexting and psychosocial health.?*26303!

Cross-sectional studies

The present study’s findings showed that consensual sexting is not
in correlation with any of the aspects of psychosocial health.?>*” The
results are in line with some previous meta-analytic update on sexting*®
and showing that consensual sexting as part of current or potential
romantic relationships may represent normal behaviours and is often
used as a safe experimental phase of sexual engagement.>! Adolescents
view sexting as a method to initiate or maintain an established
relationship.>>* Consensual sexting is also often characterized as a
means of feeling excited,’ having fun,’ and initiating reciprocity.*®
Thus, consensual sexting may be a low-risk type of behaviour and
perhaps improve well-being. But its relationship to mental health may
be complicated and hence needs more research.

While sexting can be a desirable and recognized aspect of modern
adolescents’ sexuality, it carries the potential for negative experiences.
Studies suggest that females involved in sexting are more likely to
experience bullying and use alcohol, while males are more likely to
engage in bullying and use marijuana. Additionally, sexting correlates
with substance use, lower self-esteem, and increased psychological
issues among adolescents.?**

Theseresults confirm the claims of some authors'>* that sexting may
also be conceptualized as a form of problem behaviour. Adolescents
who enrol in one form of problem behaviour are predisposed to enrol
in others, according to problem behaviour theory.”’

Additionally, study results showed that non-consensual sexting and
sexting under pressure are linked to negative mental health outcomes,
including hostility, aggressive tendencies, impulsiveness, depression,
anxiety, emotional dysregulation and self-harm.”*"* According to
previous studies,”* female adolescents primarily report feeling
pressured to engage in sexting by their male peers through threats,
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or coercion. Fraternity culture has been shown to exhibit sexual
pressure on young women through such requests®' and this pressure
causes adolescents to engage in “unwanted but consensual sexting”.%?
Male adolescents who are coerced into gathering sexts from girls and
sharing these pictures with their male peers without their consent run
the risk of engaging in non-consensual sexting.*® From the perspective
of sexual socialization, sharing pictures of girls becomes normal
and a form of social currency that indicates that the boys are “man
enough”.® The sense of helplessness and inability to change the
situation might cause stress for victims of non-consensual and sexting
under the pressure. These unfavourable emotions may contribute to
psychological problems (such as anxiety or depression),** % which
may be why those who experience non-consensual sexting are more
likely to experience psychological problems.?’

Involvement in sexting has distinct emotional impacts based on
gender.*® Boys feeling more activation (excitement or arousal), while
girls often report negative emotions, particularly in the case of non-
consensual sexting. Wood et al.,”” stated that sexting is especially
harmful to girls since they are more likely to experience humiliation
and insults, which affects their reputation. Boys may therefore benefit
from positive effects, such as greater acceptance among their peer
group.”*® Symons et al.,” pointed out that it seems that there are
distinct patterns that explain the roles that boys and girls play in the
process of negotiation and the gender-based outcomes. Furthermore,
this might be linked to the type of sexting behaviour being analysed,
culturological influence, and sexual orientation.

Sexual minorities are particularly more vulnerable in the context
of sexting, which is linked to greater mental health struggles such
as depression and anxiety.Victimization, particularly in the context
of gender and sexual orientation, has a notable impact on their
psychosocial well-being.3* It should be noted that adolescents who
identify as sexual minorities are not more likely than heterosexual
adolescents to engage in non-consensual sexting.”” Since LGBT
youth are frequently excluded, harassed, and marginalized in the
group of peers, especially in traditional societies, they are particularly
susceptible to sexual aggression online. Further, they are more likely
to be requested to set and to feel forced into sharing a sexually explicit
photo of oneself than their straight counterparts.”’ Additionally, they
might not be able to confide in their family or share such experiences
as their heterosexual friends.”" This is something that clinicians and
counsellors should be aware of.

Multiple studies have shown that emotional problems, especially
symptoms of depression and suicidal thoughts, significantly increase
the likelihood of participating in sexting.’>3"38 This is consistent with
the findings of Vasilenko et al.,”> who pointed out that adolescents who
have problems with regulation of emotion may behave impulsively.
Failure to regulate emotional impulses, particularly when feeling
lonely or angry, can lead to involvement in sexting behaviour. Young
people, when they lack the strategies for better emotion regulation,
occasionally use sexting to avoid unpleasant feelings.”” Further,
research shows that risk-taking activities, such as sexting, are
associated with emotional control issues.”™ Additionally, sexting is a
common way for adolescents who are depressed or anxious to express
their emotions or deal with unpleasant emotions. Sexting could be
a means for them to feel connected to people or to momentarily
get away from their mental health issues. Furthermore, those who
are depressed cannot completely comprehend the repercussions of
sexting, which can make them more likely to engage in it. According
to research by Lehmiller et al.,” sexting behaviour was significantly
predicted by anxiety and sadness. Additionally, sexting can be used by
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people with high anxiety levels to cope with feelings of insecurity or
to get peer approval.”®

However, while emotional and psychological difficulties are
strong predictors of sexting behaviour, other factors such as risky
online behaviours, peer influences, and demographic variables
also play important roles.’** We can conclude that understanding
connections between sexting and previous risky online behaviour
and other variables such as peer influence and gender, may help in
the distinction between those who are low-risk and high-risk for
involvement in sexting. By understanding individual differences,
researchers may be able to prevent the serious consequences of sexting
by identifying those who are the most at risk for it. Additionally,
these findings highlight the need for targeted interventions aimed at
supporting adolescents with emotional distress and promoting safer
online behaviour to reduce the risks associated with sexting.

Longitudinal studies

The twelve studies examine the relationship between sexting and
different aspects of adolescent mental health, using longitudinal study
designs. These studies focus on various outcomes such as depression,
anxiety, self-esteem, risky behaviours, and the potential development
of mental health disorders like borderline personality disorder (BPD).

Buri¢ et al.,*! suggest that sexting does not significantly affect
psychological well-being (e.g., depression, anxiety, self-respect),
though other factors like family environment play a role in mental
health. In line with these results are the results of systematic review
conducted by Liu et al.”” The authors point out that families and
family’s context are very important in balancing screen media use and
mental health in adolescence. Pistoni et al.,”® concluded that a parenting
approach that promotes disclosure may help adolescents explore
safely their sexuality. Results of their study also indicate that parents
need to build educational alliances with schools to promote sexual
health and to prevent risk of harm.To fully understand the complex
interaction between sexting, adolescent mental health, and family
relationships, more research is needed, along with improvements in
measurement and methodology.

Several studies*>*4>* found that sexting is linked to risky sexual
behaviours, substance use and delinquency. Risky behaviours
can occur in multiple settings in adolescence and adolescents can
participate in a wide range of dangerous activities. Technology use
has increased dramatically over the past 20 years, and taking risks
online is new form of risky behaviour among.” High impulsivity,
the illusion of invulnerability, and the tendency to hedonism and to
experiment is characteristic of risky behaviour® but it is characteristic
of sexting, t00.81%2 It seems, therefore, that in some circumstances,
sexting can be viewed as risky behaviours too and can contribute
to other forms of risky behaviour in adolescence.®*% Additionally,
Kurup et al.,** confirmed a relationship between sexting and
externalizing symptoms, including conduct problems. These findings
are in line with previous research linking sexting and other sexually
risky behaviours with conduct problems (CP).* Understanding the
potential consequences of sexting make identification of youth who
are most likely to engage in these behaviours. Also, these findings
suggest that school- or family-based initiatives targeted at preventing
sexting should include specific activities that encourage a healthy use
of curiosity and experimentation in the use of technology in adolescent
communication, such as interpersonal relationships.

Longitudinal data indicate that sexting (sending and receiving) can
be a risk factor for the development of BPD traits, as evidenced by

Citation: Sesar K, Dodaj A, Mandi¢ |, et al. Sexting amongst adolescents and mental health: literature review of quantitative research. | Psychol Clin Psychiatry.

2026;17(1):34-43. DOI: 10.15406/jpcpy.2026.17.00850


https://doi.org/10.15406/jpcpy.2026.17.00850

Sexting amongst adolescents and mental health: literature review of quantitative research

both Brinkley et al.,*> and Kurup et al.*® It seems that personality traits
may influence how young people use technology to communicate
with others, especially in romantic relationships, given the links found
in earlier research between personality traits and technology-related
activities.®%” Further, researchers have found that sending sexually
suggestive messages is associated with certain types of impulsivities,
particularly sexual impulsivity?** what is characteristic of BPD,*
which may suggest a connection between these two variables. Based
on the, it can be concluded that some psychological factors are
associated with sexting, either as consequences or as predictors of
sexting.!3 These studies overall show that sexting can have significant
long-term impacts on adolescent mental health, with effects ranging
from depression and anxiety to risky behaviours and personality
disorders.

Finally, a series of studies explored factors influencing sexting
behaviours, focusing on sociodemographic variables, personality
traits, psychological adjustment, and participation in sexting.

Dodajet al.,’! found that stress symptoms at one point predicted
sending sexts, while depression predicted both sending and receiving.
Results are in line with statement of Temple et al.”® They state that
sexting is on some way a coping strategy used by individuals who
are under stress to deal with emotions like worry or loneliness. When
coping with stress, sexting may provide momentary emotional relief or
the feeling of intimacy. According to a study by Miller et al.,”" stress is
linked to mental health conditions including anxiety and depression,
which can make people more likely to use sexting as a means of
escaping or distract attention from unpleasant feelings. Finally,
according to Ybarra et al.,” individuals who are under stress or have
poor mental health are more prone to sext because they are less able to
make responsible choices and seek ways to alleviate their emotional
pain. Even though stress can serve as a predictor of sexting, the wider
social, emotional, and psychological circumstances in which sexting
takes place must be considered. By being aware of these variables,
treatments can be more effectively focused on reducing the negative
impacts of sexting, especially for distressed adolescents.

Gamez-Guadix and De Santisteban® identified that older age,
lower conscientiousness, higher extroversion, and more depression at
one point predicted sexting behaviours later. It seems, that in addition
to demographic variables, personality may influence a person’s
decision to sext. More text messaging was found to be associated with
neuroticism, extroversion, and low conscientiousness in study of Butt
and Philips.?” Additionally, it was found that whereas extraversion and
neuroticism were associated with greater time spent texting, low levels
of agreeableness were linked to more time spent on conversations via
phone and texting.”> Its seemingly that whenever we are trying to
understand sexting behaviour among adolescent, we need to consider
personality dimensions.

Some authors*#® found that conduct problems and impulsivity
led to increased sexting among girls. Adolescents with conduct
problems may have a higher tendency toward impulsivity and risk-
taking behaviours.**”> These traits can make them more likely
to engage in sexting, which is often seen as a risky and impulsive
behaviour® especially when considering the potential consequences,
such as privacy violations or legal issues. Conduct problems are often
associated with a disregard for social rules and norms. Adolescents
who engage in such behaviour may not fully appreciate the risks
involved in sexting, such as the possibility of images being shared
without consent or the emotional harm that could come from sending
sexually explicit content. Research has shown that individuals with
externalizing behaviours tend to have lower levels of moral reasoning
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and may engage in behaviours like sexting without fully understanding
the consequences.”’

Understanding the relationship between conduct problems and
sexting, especially in girls, can help in developing targeted prevention
and intervention strategies. Programs that focus on reducing conduct
problems, teaching emotional regulation, and promoting healthy
relationships can potentially mitigate the risks of sexting and other
risky behaviours.

Limitations of studies included in the scoping review

The research included in this literature review was conducted only
in certain geographical areas, precisely Europe and North America.
However, to better understand cultural differences in the consequences
of' sexting behaviour, specifically on the mental health of adolescents, it
is necessary to conduct cross-cultural research on sexting and research
in other parts of the world. Research conducted so far showed that
specific individual predictors have a strong influence on sexting due
to characteristics that these countries share,” so we can assume that
the same can apply in the context of the mental health consequences
of sexting. In traditional culture, more conservative attitudes, unequal
gender roles and restrictive attitudes towards sexual behaviour®-!%
negative consequences can be more prevalent, especially among girls
and sexual minorities. Religious culture also plays an important role
in society as one of the factors that determines moral rules and has a
great influence on the perception of sexual behavior.!?! Investigating
contextual factors, next to individual factors across different countries
may thus provide a more comprehensive picture of the mental health
of youth engaged in sexting behaviour.

The scientific community in recent years has been concerning on
sample size calculation in research. Even while it might initially appear
that methodological concerns are the focus, this worry is completely
justified.!”® Sample sizes varied significantly across the research
included in this review. Faber and Martin Fonseca'®® emphasize that
when making clinical judgments, a researcher may be led in different
directions by two studies that use the same approach and provide
comparable results but differ only in sample size. Consequently, it is
optimal for samples to be neither too little nor, as one may believe,
too large if we would like to compare results and make conclusions.
In context of sexting research that is even more important, because
research in this area struggling with numbers of methodological
problems.!%

Researchers who study sexting believe that the choice of research
method is extremely important for understanding sexting and it
correlates.'® Most of the studies, in this review, were cross-sectional or
transversal in design, while the remaining studies used a longitudinal
design. Although the results of longitudinal research offer valuable
information on changes over time, they do not prove causation.
These studies can show patterns and correlations between different
types of sexting behaviour and mental health, but they are unable to
provide concrete evidence that one variable directly affects another. In
contrast, the cross-sectional studies complicate the task of establishing
casual relationships between these two main variables.!” Therefore,
our capacity to make strong conclusions on causal relationships in this
field is limited by the shortage of longitudinal research.

Sending was the most researched type of sexting activity, followed
by sending, receiving, and forwarding, sending, receiving, and
posting. In other studies, the author(s) define different combinations of
activities such as participation in sexting; exchange; sent or showed;
sending and receiving; texting, e-mailing, posting, receiving; sending,
receiving, and posting, etc. Some authors also categorize sexting as
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consensual/non-consensual and sexting under pressure, along with
the type of activities. While research in the last decade has focused
on the potential negative consequences associated with involvement
in sexting, the data are limited by failing to differentiate consensual
from non-consensual sexting and account for potential consequences
in these contexts.!’ Further, consensual and non-consensual sexting
cannot be understood in the same way,'"” specifically in the context of
consequences. Finally, when we analyse consequences of sexting and
make conclusions, is important to distinguish between different types
of sexting behaviour and taking into account the concept of consent.

A review of the research shows that authors differ in the definition
of the format of sexting content. Some researchers focused only
on one type of content, such as photos/pictures/images, sexual
content, or sexts. In other studies, message content was defined as ac
combination of photos/videos/text messages, text messages and sex
talk, videos and photos. It is important to mention that, in addition to
the type of sexual content, researchers in various studies also define
who is in the photos, the level of sexual explicitness, the level of
sexuality of the content, and the media for sharing sexts. With the
development of digital technology, new formats of sexting behaviour
are also developing, and therefore it is very important to be aware that
sexting behaviour is a dynamic construct and that adjustments to the
definition are necessary in accordance with technological changes but
also is important to understand who changes in definition of sexing in
research influence data on consequences of sexting.

Limitations of current review and implications for
further research

Despite our aim to summarise the available evidence, this review
has several important limitations. Firstly, our search was limited to
English-language publications, which may have led to a linguistic
bias, as relevant studies published in other languages were excluded.
Second, the studies we included spanned a relatively long period of
10 to 24 years, covering both early and late adolescence. However,
participants are exposed to very different developmental challenges
in early and late adolescence. This heterogeneity may limit direct
comparability between age groups but also broadens the developmental
scope of our findings. Third, we opted for a narrative synthesis rather
than a quantitative meta-analysis because the included studies differed
markedly in terms of design, measurement instruments, and correlates
examined, so it was not possible to calculate pooled effect sizes or
perform more rigorous statistical syntheses. Future research would
benefit from investigating the specific psychological mechanisms
that link sexting to both negative outcomes (e.g., emotional distress)
and positive outcomes (e.g., increased intimacy). Longitudinal
studies should be favoured to provide a more solid basis for causal
conclusions. Researchers should include appropriate control groups
and control variables, such as baseline levels of psychological
functioning, to more accurately assess the unique effects of sexting
behaviour over time.

Conclusion

This review shows mixed results on the relationship between
sexting and mental health. Cross-sectional studies suggest that
consensual sexting may have a positive association with mental health,
while sexting without consent and under pressure typically correlates
with negative psychosocial outcomes, particularly depression and
anxiety. These studies also emphasise the importance of gender and
sexual orientation in moderating these relationships. Interestingly,
longitudinal research does not consistently link sexting without
consent to poorer mental health, but emphasises the crucial role of
contextual factors, such as family environment and peer influence
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— in shaping outcomes over time. Overall, the patterns observed
between sexting and adolescent mental health emphasise the need for
a nuanced approach.
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