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Abstract

The objective of this study was to integrate and analyze recent research on the risk and protective factors associated
with sexting among school-aged children and adolescents under18 years old. A narrative review was conducted,
following SANRA criteria using the PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science databases. Fourteen empirical studies
(2020—2023) addressing factors associated with sexting in school populations were selected, and a thematic
analysis and qualitative assessment of methodological quality were applied. Findings were organized into five
categories: demographicand socioeconomicfactors, psychological factors, peer dynamics, contextual factors, and
the influence of technology. Specifically, increased age, belonging to sexual or ethnic minorities, low self-control,
peer pressure, and dysfunctional family dynamics were associated with greater involvementin sexting, particularly
under pressure orwithout consent. In contrast, parental involvement, stable family structure, school connectedness,
religious participation, and personal strengths such as authenticity and a sense of justice emerged as protective
factors. Sexting is a complex phenomenon influenced by multiple factors interacting across different levels of the
developmental ecosystem. Evidence-based prevention efforts are required, particularly within school settings.
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Resumen

El objetivo del presente estudio fue integrary analizar investigaciones recientes sobre los factores de riesgo y pro-
tecciénasociados al sexting entre nifas, nifosy adolescentes escolares menores de 18 anos. Se realizé una revision
narrativa, siguiendo criterios SANRA, en las bases de datos PubMed, Scopus y Web of Science. Se seleccionaron
14 estudios empiricos (2020-2023) que abordaran factores asociados al sexting en poblacién escolar, y se aplicd
un analisis tematico y una evaluacion cualitativa de calidad metodolégica. Los hallazgos se organizaron en cinco
categorias: factores demograficos y socioeconémicos, psicolégicos, dindmicas con pares, factores contextuales e
influencia de la tecnologia. Especificamente, se encontrd que el aumento de edad, pertenecera minorias sexuales
o0 étnicas, el bajo autocontrol, |la presion de paresy las dindmicas familiares disfuncionales se asociaron a mayor
involucramiento en sexting, especialmente bajo presién o sin consentimiento. En contraste, el acompahamiento
parental, la estructura familiar estable, |la conexién escolar, la participacion religiosay fortalezas personales como
la autenticidad y el sentido de justicia son factores protectores. El sexting es un fendmeno complejo, influido por
factores multiples que interactian en distintos niveles del ecosistema de desarrollo. Se requiere una prevencién
basada en evidencia, especialmente en el entorno escolar.
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Introduction

Sexting, understood as sharing sexually explicit mes-
sages, images, or videos of oneself through electronic
means, is a global phenomenon. Its prevalence has
increased over time, with estimates for2018 indicatinga
rate 0f14.8% for sending this type of material and 27.4%
for receiving it (Madigan etal., 2018).

After its use in mass media since 2005 (Rosenberg,
2011), sexting has become a topic of growing interest
and controversy for education, policy, and legislation
attheinternational level (Crofts & Lee, 2013; Jaishankar,
2009; McGovern et al., 2016; Patchin & Hinduja, 2024;
Slane, 2013). Althoughitis currently accepted as a nor-
mative behavioramongyoung people (Morietal.,2019),
the conceptualization of sexting remains contentious
due to the diversity of settings and dynamics involved
(Barrense-Dias et al., 2017). These span a continuum
ranging from consensual exchanges to unwanted and
coercive interactions between adults (Klettke et al.,
2019), child sexual abuse material (Crofts & Lievens,
2018), orextortion involving minors (Wolaketal.,2018).

Over the past decade, research has contributed to
this discussion with a growing volume of publications
(Ngoetal.,2017). The topics addressed initially explored
the legal implications of sexting, later shifting toward
the psychological and social characteristics of individ-
uals who engage in it (Mercado et al., 2016), including
certain personality traits such as extraversion and
openness to new experiences (Jeanfreauetal., 2022).

Likewise, the associating of sexting with victim-
ization—both in intimate partner violence (Ross et
al., 2019) and in violence targeting minors through
cyberbullying—as well as with sexual solicitations
from adults (Gdmez-CGuadix & Mateos-Pérez, 2019),
technology-facilitated child sexual abuse in the form
of grooming, orthe dissemination of child sexual abuse
material (Chauviré-Geib & Fegert, 2023), has collectively
raised concern within the academic community.

In this regard, one study estimated that although
most exploitative or abusive images involving chil-
dren and adolescents are produced by peers—such
as acquaintances, friends, or intimate partners of the
victim—itis concerning thatin 59.2% of cases an adult
was involved as producer, recipient, or non-consensual
distributor, and that 32.6% of victims were unsure of
who the perpetrator was (Finkelhor et al., 2023).
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Nonetheless, sexting does notappear to manifestin
a single form. Authors such as Dodaj and Sesar (2022)
distinguish between relational, reactive, forced, and
violent sexting. Other scholars differentiate between
experimental sexting, in which content is shared within
the intimacy of a trusting relationship as part of sex-
ual exploration (Wolak et al., 2018); emotional sexting,
which resembles other behaviors aimed at regulating
negative emotions (Bianchi et al., 2023); risky sexting,
which involves engaging in the behavior within a more
dangerous context (Morellietal., 2021); and aggravated
sexting, when sexual content is shared without consent
or under coercion (Van Ouytsel et al., 2020).

Recently, several authors have begun to organize and
evaluate accumulated knowledge on sexting, and some
of their main conclusions indicate that approximately
one in five young people sends such messages, one in
three receives them, and one in seven forwards sexts
without consent. Moreover, sexting rates among youth
appear to have stabilized due to saturation in device
ownership, and studies have found greater awareness
ofassociated risks (Morietal.,2022), as well as evidence
that the way sexting is defined and assessed affects
the way itis reported (Klettke etal., 2014; Krieger, 2017;
Walker & Sleath, 2017).Furthermore, although sexting is
not necessarily harmful (Morietal., 2019), its occurrence
among minorsis associated with multiple forms of dig-
ital victimization, even when practiced occasionally. For
these reasons, prevention is considered a priority within
school settings (Finkelhor etal., 2024).

Inthis regard, systematicreviews and meta-analyses
consistently indicate that sexting is associated with a
higher likelihood of being sexually active (Handschuh
et al., 2019) and of engaging in risky sexual behaviors
(Klettke et al., 2014; Livingstone & Smith, 2014), such
as unprotected sex, a higher number of sexual partners
(Kosenko etal., 2017), and the use of alcohol and drugs
prior to sexual activity (Smith etal., 2016). On the other
hand, the meta-analysis conducted by Mori etal. (2019)
indicates that sexting is a mental health risk factor,
particularly associated with depression and anxiety in
young people (Gassé et al., 2019; Medrano et al., 2018).

According to the systematic review by Doyle et
al. (2021), sexting among children and adolescents is
defined and assessed by considering different types of
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media (images, videos, and text messages), modes of
transmission, and actions involved (production, send-
ing, receiving, and forwarding). Beyond these variations,
however, sexting among school-aged population has
been largely associated with increased sexual activity
and risky behaviors, including early sexual debut and
druguseduring sexual interactions. The authors further
note that complex relationships are reported between
sexting and issues such as anxiety, depression, stress,
and quality of life. Likewise, this phenomenon carries
important social implications, as it may influence how
young people connectand interact with their peersand
withing romantic relationships, with marked gender
differences. Moreover, the distribution and public ex-
posure of sexual content may extend its impact beyond
the individuals involved, potentially affecting broader
communities and social systems.

Furthermore, the systematic review by Paulus et al.
(2024) reports that sexting is a specific digital sexual
behavior distinct from pornography consumption, al-
though both arerelated to early digital sexualization. In-
deed, the authors state that pornography consumption
appears to be a risk factor for non-consensual sexting.

Currently, sexting continues to be anarea of scholarly
interest, and although contradictory evidence exists
regardingitsincidence duringthe COVID-19 health crisis
(Casso et al., 2021; Lehmiller et al., 2021), the context
of confinement, stress, and access to digital pathways
made it possible to further clarify how it develops. In this
regard, adaptive or maladaptive coping appears to me-
diatethe relationship between pandemic-related stress
and different forms of sexting. This suggests that stress
management may influence the manifestation of digital

Method

Design

The aim of this study was addressed through a narrative
review. This type of synthesis allows for the compilation,
integration, and contextualization of recent evidence
on a focused topic. Its use is appropriate for identifying
gaps in the last two to three years, informing future re-
search, and guiding the development of protocols and
guidelines (Agarwal et al., 2023).

Specifically, the SANRA criteria (Baethge et al.,
2019) were used as a framework to safeguard the
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sexual behaviors, where social supportisassociated with
saferor more emotionally connected practices, whereas
avoidance or problem-solving difficulties is linked to
risky sexting and to its use as an emotion-regulation
strategy (Bianchietal., 2023).

This implies that although sexting appears to be a
relatively normative sexual behavior among adoles-
cents (Van Ouytsel etal., 2018), itis necessary to explore
the motives underlying its practice (Goh et al., 2023)
in order to prevent its adverse implications. In fact, it
is highly likely that much of the data collected from
adultsreflectstheirengagementin sexting during their
school years (Mori et al., 2020), which underscores the
importance of leveraging the educational setting as the
mostsuitable context (Ojeda & Del Rey, 2022) forimple-
menting scientifically grounded prevention strategies
(Dodaj & Sesar, 2022).

However, despite advances in international research
on sexting, the Spanish-language literature on among
school-aged populations remains scarce and fragment-
ed, which hinders theimplementation of interventions
(Dodaj & Sesar, 2022; Ojeda & Del Rey, 2022). This con-
stitutes a barrier to evidence-based prevention efforts.

Considering the above, thisreview aims to integrate
and analyze recent research on risk and protective fac-
tors associated with sexting among school-aged chil-
drenandadolescents under18, examining the multiple
demographic, psychological, social, contextual, and
technological influences. By clarifying these variables,
the aim is to provide essential insights for addressing
digital sexual behavior of children and adolescents and
forimplementing school-based prevention initiatives.

quality of the review. Based on these criteria, the
relevance of the topic—particularly within the pro-
fessional context—was established, and the review’s
objective and contribution were explicitly defined.
In addition, the bibliographic search strategy was
described to ensure the traceability of the source
selection process; the relevance, currency, and
representativeness of sources were assessed; the
findings were critically and coherently integrated
and discussed; and, finally, the relevant results were
presented clearly.
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Search Strategy

The search was conducted in November 2023 in PubMed,
Scopus, and Web of Science, three academically relevant
databases. Theirselectioniswarranted given theirstatusas
leading scientificindexes, the quality of their documents,

Table 1.
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and the breadth of their thematic coverage. Their use in
this review is complementary and facilitates the integra-
tion of contributions emerging from the social sciences,
psychology, medicine, and education (Hosseiniara, 2023;
Tarazi, 2024). The search string used is detailed in Table 1.

Search string

(sexting OR cybersex OR “texting sexual content” OR “sexually explicit messages” OR
“digital communication”) AND (adolescents OR schoolchildren OR teenagers OR youth OR
minors OR “High School Students” OR “Middle Schoolers” OR “Secondary School Students")

AND (school OR “educational setting” OR “high school” OR “secondary education”) NOT
(scale OR review)

The algorithm was devised by combining different
descriptors for sexting with the age range of interest,
using Boolean operators to structure the search. Inaddi-
tion, only English-language terms were included due to
their cross-database consistency, and scales and reviews
were excluded given the focus of the study.

Article Selection

A purposive sampling was used based on the results
of the search string, limiting the selection to empirical
studies published between 2020 and 2023 that directly
examined the relationship between sexting and its
associated factors in school settings. Likewise, articles
in English and Spanish were included, while secondary
sources, opinion articles, and editorials referring to
youth aged 18 or older or to university students were
excluded. Likewise, studies focused on school sexting
prevention or intervention programs, and articles not
available in full text were not selected.

The process of identifying and selecting the stud-
ies included in the narrative review was conducted in
consecutive phases. First, 308 records were identified
through database searches, of which 112 were dupli-
cates. Titles and abstracts of the remaining 196 articles
were subsequently screened, leading to the exclusion
of 148 that did not meet the established thematic or
population criteria. From this screening, 48 full-text
documents were reviewed, of which 34 were excluded
due to access limitations, inadequate age range, or
methodological design issues. Ultimately, 14 studies
were selected for inclusion in the analysis.

Rigorinthe selection process was ensured through a
verification mechanism in which the relevance of each
identified text was confirmed by a second author; in cas-

esof discrepancy, a third authorwas consulted to resolve
disagreements (Lim et al., 2022). Efforts were made to
ensure clarity and transparency throughout the entire
process in order to carry out a careful selection based
on thematic relevance and substantive contribution of
each study to the objectives of the review.

Data Analysis

The data analysis was conducted in three stages. First,
the articles were characterized in order to contextualize
their specific contribution and facilitate comparison.
Then, following Hatzenbuehler et al. (2024), a quali-
tative quality assessment was carried out using five
criteria: type of design, sample representativeness, use
of validated instruments, control of bias variables, and
clarity in the operationalization of sexting. Each study
was furtherevaluated qualitatively by estimating diffe-
rent levels of rigor (high, medium, or low) according to
a predefined matrix. Subsequently, an overall quality
rating was assigned, in which a study was considered
high quality when it met at least four of the five cri-
teria at high level; medium quality when it presented
between two and three high-level criteria and no low
ratings; and medium-lowwhen it presented two or more
criteria rated as low.

Finally, a thematic analysis was conducted follow-
ing Codina’s (2020) phases: (1) formulating an analytic
frameworkaligned with the objectives; (2) applying the
framework to all documents; (3) constantly comparing
the results to generate new interpretations; and, if
necessary, (4) revising and adjusting the framework.
Thisenabled a faceted synthesis, structuring the various
documents by subtopics within the area of study and
weighing convergentaspectsaccording to the method-
ological quality of the articles supporting them.
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Results

Switzerland). In addition, the samples originated from
nine countries (Australia, Belgium, Croatia, Scotland,
Spain, the United States, Israel, Nicaragua, and Swit-
zerland), and the age of the participating children and
adolescents started at nine years old.

Article Characterization

The selected studies were produced by groups of
between two to eight authors, representing ten diffe-
rent countries (Germany, Australia, Belgium, Canada,
Croatia, Spain, the United States, Ireland, Israel, and

Table 2. General characteristics of the selected articles (N = 14)

26

Objective Study Sample Representa- Validated Instru-  Bias Control Vari- Operationalization
Design tiveness ments ables of Sexting
1 Bar- Journal of School Determine the  Cross-sec- High (national school- Self-developed Age, sex, migratory Moderate
rense-Dias  Health prevalence of tional based, N = 3,189) items background
et al. (2022) sending intimate
image
2 Brewer et Journal of Child Examine factors  Cross-sec-  Medium (local school- Adapted scaleon  Age, gender, sexual High
al. (2023) and Family associated with tional based, N = 354) sending sexts and orientation
Studies cyberdeviance pressure
3 Buricetal. New Media & Associations Longitudi-  Medium (longitudinal Sexting Scale (5 Age, socioeconom- High
(2020) Society between sexting nal school-based, N = 231) items), DASS-21, ic status
and mental RSES
health
4 Dolev-Co- Cyberpsychology  Sexting and par- Cross-sec- Medium (local school- Ad hoc items on Parental styles Moderate
hen et al. enting styles tional based, N = 460) sexting
(2020)
5 Holt et al. Computers in Hu-  Assess self-con-  Cross-sec-  Medium (local school- Scale on sexting Self-control, access High
(2021) man Behavior trol and techno- tional based, N = 344) and self-control to technology
logical access (not validated)
6 Hunter et Archives of Sexu- Peer pressure  Cross-sec-  High (national school- Validated scales Parental support, High
al. (2021) al Behavior and parental tional based, N =2,202) on peer pressure, peer pressure

support

school connect-
edness, parental
support




10

11

12

13

14

Ruvalcaba
et al. (2022)

Seto et al.
(2023)

Tamarit et
al. (2021)

Van Ouytsel
et al. (2020)

Van Ouytsel
et al. (2022)

Van Ouytsel
et al. (2021)

Wachs et al.
(2021)

Yépez-Tito
et al. (2021)

Journal of School
Health

Journal of Adoles-
cence

IJERPH

Journal of Adoles-
cence

Journal of Sex
Research

Computers in Hu-
man Behavior

IJERPH

Anales de Psi-
cologia

Objective

Sample Representa-

Validated Instru-

Bias Control Vari-

Operationalization

tiveness ments ables of Sexting
Relationship Cross-sec- High (state-representa- Youth Risk Behavior  Sex, prior violence High
between sexting tional tive, N =4,032) Survey (YRBS)
and sexual vio-
lence
Predictors of Cross-sec-  High (national school- Self-developed Age, gender, appli- High
sexting among tional based, N = 2496) validated sexting cations
minors scale
Internet Cross-sec- Medium (local school- Internet Addiction Self-esteem, inter- Moderate
addiction and tional based, N =1,102) Test (IAT), Body-Es- net addiction
body-esteem teem Scale, sexting
(self-developed
items)
Sexting in gen-  Cross-sec-  Medium (local school- Ad hoc scale for Gender identity High
der minorities tional based, N = 293) gender minorities
Early sexting and Cross-sec- Medium (school-based, Items on prob- Substance use High
substance use tional N =420) lematic sexting,
substance use, and
sexuality
Sexting, pres- Cross-sec-  High (national school- Self-developed Pressure, gender, High
sure, and dating tional based, N =2,997) scale on pressure, dating violence
violence sexting, and vio-
lence
Sexting, de- Cross-sec- Medium (school- Scales on consensu-  Sex, ethnicity, type High
pression, and tional based multinational, al/non-consensual of sexting
self-harm N =2,001) sexting, PHQ-9,
self-harm
Character Cross-sec-  High (national school-  Character Strengths Strengths, sex, High
strengths and tional based, N = 654) Inventory and sex- socioeconomic
sexting ting items status
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Methodological Quality
Regarding the qualitative assessment of methodolo-
gical quality, six studies were rated as high quality,

five as medium quality, and three as medium-low
quality. Table 3 summarizes the methodological
quality assessment.

Table 3. Summary of methodological quality rating (N = 14)

Overall Methodological Quality

Justification

Assessment

Barrense-Dias et al. (2022) Medium Large national sample, but
non-validated instruments.
Brewer et al. (2023) Medium Adapted scale, adequate control,
limited sample.
Buric et al. (2020) High Longitudinal design, validated

scales, well-defined.

Dolev-Cohen et al. (2020)

Medium-Low

Ad hoc items, cross-sectional de-
sign, limited representativeness.

Holt et al. (2021) Medium Non-validated instruments, clear
definition, local sample.
Hunter et al. (2021) High Validated scales and broad ecolog-
ical context.
Ruvalcaba et al. (2022) High State-representative sample, use
of YRBS, adequate control.
Seto et al. (2023) High Validated scale, national sample,
good control.
Tamarit et al. (2021) Medium Mixed scales, acceptable opera-
tionalization, local sample.
Van Ouytsel et al. (2020) Medium Ad hoc scale, small sample, specif-
ic focus.
Van Ouytsel et al. (2022) Medium Multiple items, descriptive analy-
sis, adequate sample.
Van Ouytsel et al. (2021) High Self-developed validated scale,
multivariate analysis.
Wachs et al. (2021) High Precise sexting definition, use of
PHQ-9 and other scales.
Yépez-Tito et al. (2021) High Validated scales, clear operational-

ization, adequate sample.

The studies rated highestin methodological quality
were characterized by longitudinal designs or the use
of psychometrically validated instruments, nationally
or state-representative samples, rigorous statistical
controls, and precise definitions of the sexting construct.
In contrast, lower-rated studies tended to rely on ad

hocitems, local samples, or purely descriptive designs,
which limits the generalizability of their findings.

Overall, the 14 studies analyzed exhibit heteroge-
neous methodological quality, with asignificant propor-
tion meeting adequate standards regarding design, bias
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control, and instruments used. However, some studies
show limitations in one or more evaluated criteria.

Regardingthe instrumentsemployed, seven studies
usedinternationally validated scales orthose developed
with robust psychometric criteria (e.g., YRBS, DASS-21,
RSES, Character Strengths Inventory), while the remain-
derrelied onad hocitems or partial adaptations without
reported validation.

Additionally, all studies included statistical controls
for bias variables—such as sex, age, sexual orientation,
socioeconomicstatus, or psychological factors—though
with varying levels of thoroughness. Finally, the opera-
tionalization of sexting was considered clear in most
cases, albeit with differences regarding the inclusion
of consensual, non-consensual, or pressured behaviors.
These considerations indicate that the methodological
quality of the analyzed corpusis adequate and provides
a sufficient foundation for conducting the narrative
review.

Thematic Categorization

The contents of the articles were categorized into five
themes: demographic and socioeconomic factors,
psychological factors, peer dynamics, contextual fac-
tors, and the influence of technology and digital social
networks.

Demographic and Socioeconomic Factors

The demographic factors studied include age, sex, se-
xual orientation, ethnicity, and family income.

Specifically, the findings indicate that older age is
positively associated with sexting among children and
adolescents. Research consistently reports that as chil-
dren and adolescents grow older, the overall prevalence
of sextingincreases (Hunteretal.,2021; Ruvalcabaetal.,
2022; Yépez-Tito etal., 2021), as does the occurrence of
its subtypes, such as sending nude images of oneself,
receiving images without the portrayed person’s con-
sent, and redistributing images without consent (Seto
etal., 2023). In line with this, the occurrence of sexting
behaviorwould appeartoincrease with the educational
level of children and adolescents (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon,
2020; Van Ouytsel et al., 2020).

Sex is another key demographic variable, although
the findings are somewhat inconclusive. In some stud-
ies, such as Holt et al. (2021), girls were more likely to
engageinsexting; whereasin others, such as Yépez-Tito

Gonzalo Salas

et al. (2021), boys were more associated with sexting;
while some studies found no significant differences,
as in Barrense-Dias et al. (2022). Moreover, the type of
sextingvaries by sex: boys reported higher prevalence of
receiving sexts compared to girls (Ruvalcabaetal., 2022)
and were more involved in non-consensual sexting,
whereas girls were more involved in pressured sexting
(Wachsetal.,2021) and passive sexting, without actively
creatingorsending sexual content (Hunteretal., 2021).

Sexual orientation is also highly relevantin relation
to the onset and maintenance of sexting, as sexual
minority youth show higher prevalences of sexting
behaviors compared to their heterosexual peers. For
example, 16.7% of gender minority youth had sent a
sexting image in the two months prior to the study by
Van Ouytsel et al. (2020), compared with 8.4% of sex-
ual minority youth. Specifically, students identifying
as LGBT had higher prevalence of receiving sexting
compared to heterosexual students (Ruvalcaba et al.,
2022). Inaddition, children and adolescents belonging
to gender minorities participate more in consensual
sexting (Wachs etal., 2021) and are more likely to share
or receive redistributed non-consensual images (Seto
etal., 2023).

Regarding ethnicity, non-Caucasian children had
a higher likelihood of receiving redistributed images
without consent compared to Caucasian children (Seto
etal.,2023). Similarly, non-HispanicBlack and Hispanic
students showed a higher prevalence of receiving sexts
compared to non-Hispanic White students (Ruvalcaba
etal, 2022).

In addition to the above, inconsistent results were
found regarding socioeconomic status, as one study
reported small but positive associations between higher
family income and all sexting-related behaviors, such
as sending nude images of oneself, receiving images
without the subject’s consent, redistributing images
without consent, and non-consensual leakage of one’s
ownimages (Setoetal., 2023); whereas in anotherstudy,
those engaging more frequently in sexting perceived
themselves as having lower socioeconomicstatus (Bar-
rense-Dias etal., 2022).

Finally, three demographic factors—being fe-
male, belonging to an ethnic minority (understood as
non-Caucasian), and being part of a sexual minority—
were independently associated with pressured sexting
(Wachs et al., 2021). Regarding the latter, a higher
percentage of gender minority youth (44.4%) experi-
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enced pressure to send sexting images, compared to
approximately 20% of heterosexual youth (Van Ouytsel
etal., 2020).

Psychological Factors

The psychological factors examined include psycholo-
gical variables, externalizing problems, mental health
issues, and emotional well-being difficulties, although
the studies do not indicate whether these precede
sexting, arise as a consequence thereof, or are stable
characteristics in children and adolescents.

Specifically, certain psychological variables—such
as curiosity, humor (Yépez-Tito et al., 2021), self-es-
teem (Buri¢ et al., 2020), and low self-control (Holt et
al., 2021)—are associated with greater engagement in
sexting. Inaddition, body satisfaction plays a mediating
rolein the relationship between internetaddiction and
sexting practices. In this regard, a positive correlation
was identified between internet addiction and sexting,
whereas body satisfaction shows a negative correlation
withinternetaddiction, suggesting anindirect relation-
ship between body satisfaction and sexting (Tamarit
et al., 2021). Furthermore, values such as justice and
authenticity in youth are negatively associated with
active sexting (Yépez-Tito etal., 2021).

It was also found that frequent sending of intimate
images is related to poor emotional well-being (Bar-
rense-Dias et al., 2022). In general, externalizing and
internalizing problems are linked to a higher risk of
engaging in cyberdeviant behaviors (cyberbullying,
hacking, cyberfraud, digital piracy, among others),
including sexting. More specifically, a statistically signif-
icant association was observed between externalizing
problems and a greater likelihood of participating in
sexting. This indicates that children and adolescents
with externalizing problems—such as impulsiveness,
aggressiveness, or disruptive behavior—are more likely
to engage in sexting (Breweretal., 2023).

Additionally, sexting among children and adoles-
cents has been associated with mental health issues,
particularly anxiety (Buri¢ et al., 2020), depression
(Buri¢etal., 2020; Wachs etal., 2021), and non-suicidal
self-harm. However, it is important to note that when
examining the type of sexting and its implications for
mental health, consensual sexting does not show a sig-
nificantassociation with these mental health outcomes,
unlike non-consensual sexting and pressured sexting,
which do show positive and significant associations
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with depressive symptoms and non-suicidal self-harm.
Moreover, it should be noted that female adolescents
and White heterosexual adolescents who experienced
pressured sexting reported higher levels of depressive
symptoms and non-suicidal self-harm, suggesting that
the impact of pressured sexting may be more severe in
these groups (Wachs etal., 2021).

Peer Dynamics

Interpersonal dynamics show a possible relationship
withsexting (Buri¢etal.,2020), insofaras research indi-
cates that sexting may occur in the context of romantic
relationships as well as with friends, potential partners,
orstrangers (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon, 2020). In this regard,
group dynamics, actions aimed at pressuring children
andadolescentstoengageinsexting, andviolentdyna-
mics within dating relationship can be differentiated.

Specifically, individuals’ beliefs about what their
friends consider acceptable regarding sexting are re-
lated to their own behavior, highlighting the value of
perceived peer norms for behaviors such as sending,
receiving, or redistributing nude or sexually explicitim-
ages (Setoetal., 2023). Additionally, the pursuit of peer
popularity may be related to sexting (Buri¢etal., 2020).

Moreover, pressure to send or request sexts has been
identified as a relevant factorin sextingamongchildren
and adolescents (Van Ouytsel et al., 2020, 2021), given
that pressured sexting is positively related to both con-
sensual and non-consensual sexting (Wachsetal., 2021).

Regarding pressure experienced in different types
of relationships, susceptibility to romantic pressure
and peer pressure are factors associated with sexting
(Hunteretal., 2021). In this regard, although the study
by Van Ouytsel etal. (2022) found thatarelatively small
proportion of adolescents reported having sent sexts
under pressure, this group differed by showing higher
rates of risk behaviors, particularly the use of substances
such asalcohol, cigarettes, e-cigarettes, marijuana, hard
drugs,and misuse of prescription medication; as well as
previous sexual experiences.

Lastly, involvementinviolentdynamics withindating
relationships was significantly associated with sexting
among children and adolescents. Specifically, students
who had experienced physical and sexual violence in
dating contexts, as well as those who experienced sexual
violence outside of dating relationships, showed a higher
prevalence of sexting (Ruvalcaba etal., 2022).
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Contextual Factors

Contextual factors correspond to variables related to the
family, educationalsettings, and attendanceatreligious ser-
vices. The familyvariables studied show positive or negative
associations with sexting. These include family structure,
family climate, parenting style, and parental monitoring.

Regarding family structure, living with both parents
is associated with a lower number of young people who
received unwanted sexts (Van Ouytsel et al., 2021). In
contrast, young people who did not live with both parents
sent this type of material several times or at least once
at higher rates than those who, coming from this type of
family structure, neverengagedin sexting (40.9%, 43.6%,
and 30.5%, respectively) (Barrense-Dias etal., 2022).

Similarly, parental love and support are negatively
associated with sexting, including a lower incidence of
active and passive sexting (Hunter et al., 2021); and an
adverse family climate is also associated with greater
engagement in sexting. Thus, a high frequency of in-
tense fights, aggressive behaviors within the family,
and dynamics in which family members systematically
ignore one another correspond to greater involvement
in sexting and a progressive increase in its frequency
over time (Buri¢ etal., 2020).

Indeed, parenting style and parental monitoring
influence participation in sexting. Specifically, sending
sexual messages, with or without photos, is related to
lower parental monitoring. Furthermore, requesting
nude or semi-nude photos is positively predicted by
a more permissive parenting style and lower parental
monitoring; and being asked to send nude or semi-nude
photosis also negatively associated with parental mon-
itoring (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon, 2020).

In terms of educational variables, sexting among
children and adolescents is associated with academic
performance and the school environment. Youth who
reported having sent intimate images of themselves
several times were more likely to report below-average
academic performance. Specifically, the group that
engaged in sexting several times reported almost three
times the rate of low academic performance compared
to the group that never engaged in sexting (19.3% vs.
7.1%) (Barrense-Dias et al., 2022).

Discussion

This narrative review integrated empirical evidence
on risk and protective factors associated with sexting
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Likewise, the school environment also plays a role
in sexting among children and adolescents, insofar as
students who feel more connected to their school tend
to report lower levels of passive sexting. Conversely,
active sextingis more prevalentamongyouth attending
schools participatingin the Mentorsin Violence Preven-
tion program, which could have been hypothesized to
operate as a protective factor (Hunter etal., 2021).

Finally, a negative correlation is observed between
attendingreligious servicesand involvementin sexting
(Setoetal., 2023).

Influence of Technology and Digital Social Networks

Research shows a relationship between technology,
digital social networks, and sexting (Tamaritetal., 2021).
Specifically, access to technological resources among
children and adolescents appears to be associated with
active sexting (Yépez-Tito etal., 2021), although no sig-
nificant differences were found regarding smartphone
ownership (Barrense-Dias et al., 2022). Additionally,
time spent on online forums and viewing pornography
arerelated toa higherlikelihood of engagingin sexting
(Holtetal., 2021).

Furthermore, it is important to note that sexting
takes place through various digital social networking
platforms and messaging applications (Snapchat,
Facebook Chat, and Instagram) (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon,
2020), as well as dating apps, secondary accounts, and
encrypted applications (Seto et al., 2023). Snapchat
and Facebook Chatare used differently by gender, with
Snapchat being more often used by girls and Facebook
Chat by boys (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon, 2020).

In particular, cyberbullying victimization is asso-
ciated with sexting among children and adolescents,
especially receiving insulting or threatening messages
via textorimage—through SMS, WhatsApp, Facebook,
Twitter (now X), Instagram, or Snapchat—or having
insulting, embarrassing, or rumor-spreading messages
or images sent to their friends through the aforemen-
tioned media. Although the temporal order between
sexting and cyberbullying cannot be established, the
evidence indicates that young people who engage in
sexting are more vulnerable to harmful digital experi-
ences (Barrense-Dias et al., 2022).

among children and adolescents under 18 years of age
in school settings. The findings confirm that sexting is
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a heterogeneous sexual behavior whose manifestations
must be differentiated between consensual practices,
practices carried out under pressure, and non-consen-
sual practices. Risk and protective factors can be un-
derstood in terms of their specific configuration within
the relational and cultural context of contemporary
childhood and adolescence.

Among the main risk factors are increasing age,
sexual orientation, belonging to ethnic and gender
minorities, low self-control, exposure to peer or partner
pressure dynamics, precarious family and school envi-
ronments, and participation in digital spaces without
adult mediation. Notably, children and adolescents
belongingtosexual, ethnic,and gender minorities show
greater exposure to coercive forms of sexting. Similarly,
permissive parenting practices, negative family climate,
limited parental monitoring, school disengagement,
and exposure to online sexual content increase the
likelihood of engaging in sexting, especially in its
non-consensual or pressured forms.

In contrast, several factors have been identified as
protective against sexting, particularly in its non-con-
sensual or pressured forms. These include consistent
parental involvement, the presence of clear boundaries,
and open communication about sexuality and technolo-
gy use. Inthis regard, a stable family structure mitigates
external pressures, strengthening the decision-making
capacity of children and adolescents.

At school level, connection to the educational in-
stitution, academic engagement, and participation in
programs focused on coexistence and digital citizenship
are associated with a lower likelihood of engaging in
sexting, possibly because they provide shared norma-
tive frameworks, among other implications. Likewise,
religious participation appears in some studies as an
indirect protective factor, as does the development of
personal strengths such as authenticity, asense of justice,
and critical thinking, which enhance resistance to peer
pressure and the protection of privacy. Together, these fac-
tors promote a safer, more self-regulated, and reflective
experience of digital sexuality during the school years.

The methodological quality of the analyzed corpus
is adequate to support the findings, particularly those
related to demographic and socioeconomic factors,
psychological factors, and peer dynamics. However,
the predominance of cross-sectional studies, as well
as the diversity of instruments used and operational
definitions of sexting, limits the scope of the analysis.
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These conclusions are consistent with the findings
of previous research, as they highlight the complexity
of the sexting phenomenon among children and ado-
lescents and reveal that it is a behavior underpinned
by the interaction of factors corresponding to different
levels of the ecosystem. Nevertheless, it is necessary to
empirically examine whether these variables interact
in shaping the propensity toward sexting—whether
they moderate, exacerbate, or mitigate its (negative or
positive) impact, or whether they may even represent
outcomes of certain experiences, particularly among
groups of children and adolescents who are most vulner-
able to pressured sexting. In this regard, itisimportant
to consider that identity is built through interaction,
and that aspects such as reputation—as studied by
Hunehill Berndtsson and Odenbring (2021) in relation
to sexting—may influence the life trajectory of children
and adolescents.

Furthermore, Molla-Esparza et al. (2020), in a
three-level meta-analysis, found thatall forms of sexting
increase with age, beginning at 12 years old, with high
and rising prevalence of sending and receiving sexual
messages among young people. In this regard, this re-
view obtained information that supports this assertion
but extends the age range to nine years old based on
the research by Seto et al. (2023).

In addition, previous studies showed that children
and adolescents belonging to sexual minorities spend
more daily hours on recreational screen time (television,
YouTube videos, video games, digital social networks,
mobile phones, video chat, and internet browsing)
compared to those who identify as heterosexual (Na-
gata et al., 2023). This identifies them as a particularly
vulnerable group to online exploitation and abuse.

Finally, regarding pressured sexting, it isimportant
to relate these findings to those of Joleby et al. (2021).
These authors observed that individuals who com-
mitted online sexual aggression against children and
adolescents used two strategies: pressure (threats,
bribes, orscolding) and ingratiation (flattery, acting like
afriend, orexpressing affection). These approaches are
used selectively, and itwas found thatyounger offenders
tended to resort to pressure tactics and targeted older
children compared to those who used “friendly” lan-
guage. In this sense, sexting may serve as a pathway to
sexual aggression that does not necessarily align with
what children and adolescents and their caregivers
would expect, and that may be mediated by personality
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variables (Resett etal., 2022). Moreover, when engage-
ment in sexting is accompanied by disinhibition and
direct sexual advancement strategies, it significantly
contributes to the risk of becoming a grooming victim.
This suggests that sexting is not only a risk behavior in
itself for children and adolescents, but that it can also
heighten their vulnerability to online sexual exploita-
tion (Schoeps etal., 2020).

Taken together, and consistent with the arguments
presented by Fix etal. (2021) and Giordanoetal. (2022),
the findings of this review highlight the importance of
incorporating sextinginto sex education programs. The
internetisafundamental partof the daily life of children
and adolescents, often with limited adult supervision
both at home and at school, which facilitates constant
use of various platforms for recreational rather than
academic purposes (Pacheco etal., 2018).

Finally, it is worth highlighting the fifteen lines of
action for addressing sexting proposed by Ojeda and
Del Rey (2022, p. 1665), namely:

1. Developing specific sexting programs.

2. Promotingsafe and healthy use of ICT, the Internet,
and social networks.

3. Raising awareness about the consequences and
risks of sexting.

4. Incorporating information about sexting into sex
education programs.

5. Training professionals.
6. Promoting sexual ethics.

7. Raising awareness about gender roles and stereo-
types.

8. Developing rules and implementing protocols.

9. Encouraging coherence between the different
parties involved.

10. Working on the risk factors associated with the
peer group.

11. Consideringtheideasand experiences adolescents.
12. Improving the school environment.

13. Developing measures adapted tovulnerable groups.
14. Applying disciplinary or legal measures, if needed.

15. Incorporating sextinginto preventive programs that
tackle other associated risks.
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In line with these actions, this review suggests that
early digital literacy should be considered a minimum
standard for children under nine years of age and their
caregivers. Moreover, considering the results of a recent
meta-analysis regarding the identity of online offenders
against minors, programs should include education on
aggressive peers, acquaintances of the children and
adolescents who may use online avenues to victimize
them, and strangers who may prey on them through
digital platforms (Sutton & Finkelhor, 2023). In par-
ticular, it appears urgent to emphasize inappropriate
online requests.

In this regard, friendly texts such as First Phone: A
Child’s Guide to Digital Responsibility, Safety, and Etiquette
(Pearlman, 2022) are valuable tools to share with chil-
dren and adolescents and parents, as well as for educa-
tors seeking an initial approach to guide children from
the age of eight.

Likewise, peer support may play a meaningful role,
as Hartikainen et al. (2021) found that children and
adolescents provided one another with information,
emotional support, and advice on how to handle
negative online sexual experiences and mitigate their
long-term repercussions, often drawing on their own
adverse experiences. Adolescents appeared to converge
onashared set of norms for handling sexting situations
safely and supportively, suggesting that both in-person
and online peer-support platforms could be a promising
avenue to explore.

Similarly, the proposals of Van der Gaagetal. (2023)
regarding professional competencies required for sex
education with children and adolescents are relevant
forapplication within educational systems, namely: (a)
maintaining updated and clearly defined policies and
guidelines aligned with legal and ethical frameworks
on sex education; (b) supporting educators’ commit-
mentin addressing sexuality-related issues, along with
strengthening their knowledge, communication skills,
incident management, and access to sensitive informa-
tion;and (c) providing sex education thatisinclusive and
respectful of cultural, religious, and gender diversity.

Finally, itis important to note that this study pres-
ents several limitations that should be considered
when interpretingits findings. First, the methodology
used for selecting articles requires interpretation and
judgment, which may introduce bias, asitdependson
the research team’s assessment and may reflect their
views on the topic. Additionally, the review relied on
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three major academic databases with limited cov-
erage, which restricts publications to those indexed
within them and potentially excludes other relevant
studies, such asthose available exclusively in regional
databases like Scielo. This limitation is significant, as
it may affect the representativeness and comprehen-
siveness of the documents. Likewise, variability in the
cultural and geographical contexts of the reviewed
studies may limitthe applicability of the results, given
thatdifferent cultures or subcultures may hold diverse
norms, attitudes, and practices regarding sexting (Mol-
la-Esparza et al., 2020), suggesting that the findings
may not be directly applicable or representative of all
populations globally.
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