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Abstract: Research has shown that sexting is an increasingly common behavior, especially among
teens and young adults. However, despite numerous studies, the relevance of sexting to people’s well-
being is unclear. The present study seeks to determine the relevance of gender in sexting behavior
and its association with psychological well-being and intimate partner violence victimization across
the life cycle, from adolescence to old age. This study was cross-sectional, and the sample consisted of
6719 women and men from the general Spanish population who were assessed by six questionnaires
measuring sexting behavior, psychological distress, psychological well-being, life satisfaction, self-
esteem, and intimate partner violence victimization. The results showed that participation in sexting
was higher in men than in women at all stages of the life cycle studied, although the differences
were not statistically significant among adolescents. Greater sexting behavior was associated with
greater intimate partner violence victimization, an association that was stronger for adolescents. And
although the magnitude of the association was small, more sexting was also associated with greater
psychological distress and lower psychological well-being in all age groups except older women. Our
study results allow us to conclude that sexting behavior may pose risks to the well-being of citizens.

Keywords: sexting; gender; life cycle; intimate partner violence; psychological distress; well-being;
life satisfaction; self-esteem

1. Introduction

Advances in communication technology have had a significant impact on people’s
lives, including the sharing of sexually explicit or suggestive images, text, or video through
electronic media, a phenomenon known as sexting. Sexting has been defined in different
ways that vary in terms of the actions involved (receiving, sending, and forwarding), the
types of media (images, text, and video), the sexual characteristics, and the modes of
transmission [1,2]. Definitions range from very broad conceptualizations that include all
types of visual and written content to specific definitions that include only a specific type
of content [1,2], only the act of sending suggestive or sexually explicit images [3], or only
the sending of self-made sexually explicit images [4,5]. Despite the diversity of definitions
and its consideration as a multidimensional construct reflecting many types of sexting [6],
sexting generally refers to the exchange of text messages and/or images with sexually
suggestive or explicit content via mobile phones or the Internet [7–13].

The Internet and new communication technologies have become tools for social-
ization [1]. Many aspects of youth development, including sexual behavior, have been
influenced by the advent of digital technology and Internet-connected smartphones [14].
Although it has been suggested that such tools are particularly valued by adolescents
and young adults [3,15] as they become more accessible and easier to use, they are used
by people of virtually all ages, and their use is nearly universal [16]. Smartphones allow
people to have a mobile connection to the Internet, including websites, email, messaging
services, and social media platforms [17] such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp. As
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a result, technology-mediated communication has become a popular form of interpersonal
communication [10,15], including sexual and/or romantic relationships [16]. There is evi-
dence that many people engage in sexual interactions through computer-mediated media,
usually in the form of sexually explicit words, images, or videos [4,10,15].

There is no consensus on the prevalence of sexting [18,19], although many studies
have been conducted, mostly among adolescents and young adults. It has been argued that
it is a complex issue due to different conceptualizations and definitions of sexting [1,19].
Furthermore, the prevalence of sexting has increased in recent years [2,18] and varies
by age [1,18–21] and method of sexting, with a higher prevalence on mobile devices
compared to computers [18]. In addition, receiving sexts is more common than sending
sexts [1,9,18,19]. And there is evidence that older age predicts greater sexting among
adolescents but not adults [19]. In a systematic literature review of articles published
between January 2000 and August 2013 [19], the estimated mean prevalence of sexting in
studies of individuals aged 18 years or older was 53.31%, and 48.56% for sending sexts
with photos. And in a meta-analysis of 18 studies published between 2012 and 2015, rates
ranged from 0.9% to 60% [1]. In a meta-analysis of 39 studies conducted between 1990 and
June 2016 with 110,380 participants under the age of 18, the mean prevalence of sending
sexts was 14.8% and the mean prevalence of receiving sexts was 27.4% [18], with rates
increasing with age. And in a meta-analysis of the prevalence of sexting among individuals
aged 18–29 years, which included data from 18,122 individuals, the prevalence of sending
was 38.3%, receiving was 41.5%, and reciprocal sexting was 47.7%, while the prevalence of
nonconsensual forwarding of sexts was 15% [9].

Although it has been suggested that sexting can be considered a normal form of sexual
experimentation and communication [4,9,22,23], and that for many adolescents it may
serve as a first step toward experimenting with real-life sexual contact [2], and has become
a normative behavior in which most college and high school students engage [22], there is
evidence that it can also be a negative experience [7,12]. Some research has shown that sex-
ting is associated with risky behaviors, including alcohol and drug use [7,24–26], and risky
sexual behaviors [27], including unprotected sex and sex with multiple partners [3,7,25,26].
Results from studies that have examined the relationship between sexting behaviors and
psychosocial outcomes have also been inconsistent. Although some studies have found no
association between sexting and mental health (see the review by Doyle et al. [28]), other
studies have found that sexting behaviors are associated with greater psychological distress
and mental health symptomatology [7,19,20,26,29–31], as well as lower self-esteem [25].
Though research examining the relationship between sexting and well-being is sparse [19],
research has found that sexting behaviors are associated with lower well-being [19] and that
high sexting behaviors predict a decrease in positive emotions [29]. Sexting has also been
associated with cyberbullying [29,32], intimate partner violence [8,27,33,34], and sexual
violence [27,33–35], particularly when sexting is nonconsensual, and it has been suggested
that coerced sexting may be a form of intimate partner violence [34].

Gender and Sexting

Research on the existence of gender differences in sexting behavior has yielded mixed
results. Results from meta-analyses of the prevalence of sexting in adolescence and young
adulthood have shown that while some of the studies analyzed found no differences in
the prevalence of sexting between boys and girls, other studies found that girls were more
likely to sext, while other studies found that boys were more involved in sexting [1,18,19].
However, the existence of differences between boys and girls in sexting behavior also
depended on other variables, including the definition of sexting, the type of sexting, and
the mode of transmission [1,7]. For example, a study by Lippman and Cambell [36]
of adolescents aged 12–18 years found that although girls were not more likely to sext,
they were more likely to be pressured to do so, especially by boys. However, another
study found that consensual sexting was more common among boys than girls [7]. And
while conduct problems were not significant predictors of sexting among boys, they were
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significant predictors of sexting among girls, being associated with a greater likelihood of
sending, receiving, and forwarding sexts [37]. There is also evidence that adolescent boys
have more positive attitudes toward sexting than girls, while girls have higher perceptions
of the risks associated with receiving and forwarding sexts, and boys are more likely to
forward received messages [38]. Differences have also been found in the effects of receiving
sexts, which are more likely to be harmful to girls and have more negative consequences
for girls than for adolescent boys [39–41]. However, the evidence is not complete, as the
association between sexting and risk behaviors and mental health problems among high
school students was found to be higher among boys than girls [7].

Gender has been proposed to be a central factor in sexting [40–42], influenced by
the double standard of sexuality, which results in boys’ and girls’ sexual behavior being
evaluated differently. Sexually active behavior and attitudes toward sexuality are evaluated
positively for boys but negatively for girls. Applied to sexting, this results in girls being
negatively evaluated and labeled when they send sexual images, experiencing negative
consequences when such images become public, and experiencing a more negative impact
on their reputations than boys [40]. While images of adolescent girls’ bodies in peer
networks would be used to devalue and shame them, boys’ possession of such images
would increase their popularity because they could “collect” them and show them to other
boys [43]. It has been suggested that adolescent girls are more likely to be criticized for
engaging in sexting, e.g., being labeled a “slut”, or not engaging in sexting, e.g., being
labeled a “prude”, while boys are not subject to such criticism [36].

Although many studies have been conducted on sexting, its risk factors, and its
association with mental health symptoms, most studies have focused on adolescents and
young adults, and few studies have been conducted with adults [44]. Therefore, the
main goal of the present study was to analyze sexting behavior across the life cycle, from
adolescence to old age. This study was conducted from a gender perspective, so all data
were analyzed and presented in a disaggregated way for women and men. Thus, the present
study seeks to determine the relevance of gender in sexting behavior and its association
with psychological well-being and intimate partner violence victimization across the life
cycle, from adolescence to old age.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

This study was cross-sectional, and the sample consisted of 6719 people from the
general Spanish population, of whom 2204 (32.8%) identified themselves as men and
4515 (67.2%) as women. Sampling was convenience-based, with data collected between
2 April 2021 and 31 July 2023. Although the COVID-19 pandemic persisted, most of the
Spanish population was vaccinated, and there were virtually no social restrictions due
to the pandemic. Initially, a total of 6795 people completed the online questionnaire, but
76 were excluded, 35 because they did not provide their age, 41 because they answered
the gender question as “non-binary” (n = 31) or gender fluid (n = 8), and 2 because they
did not want to provide their gender. Their ages ranged from 16 to 79 years, and they
had different sociodemographic characteristics, as shown in Table 1, which presents the
main characteristics of women and men, comparisons of the means of age and number of
children, and the percentages of women and men in terms of education level, occupation,
and marital status. As can be seen in Table 1, there was diversity in their level of education,
although those with only basic education were in the minority (19.6% of men and 16.2%
of women). There was also diversity in their occupation, although almost half (45.9% of
men and 49.8% of women) were students. More than half (73.2% of men and 66.9% of
women) had never been married or lived with their partner; 23.4% of men and 27.8% of
women had been married and/or lived with their partner. Eighty-one percent of the men
and 76% of the women had no children, with the number of children ranging from one to
nine, although the most common number of children was two (12% of the total sample) or
one (9.3% of the total sample). There were no statistically significant differences between
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women and men in terms of age, but there were differences in the other sociodemographic
characteristics. Men were more likely than women to have a secondary education, to be
employed, and to have never been married, while women were more likely than men to
have a university education, to be a student, and to be married or living with a partner. In
addition, the mean number of children was higher for women than for men.

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the study sample and comparisons between men
and women.

Men
(n = 2204)

Women
(n = 4515) χ2

n % n %

Education:
Elementary School 431 19.6 731 16.2

40.39 ***
Secondary Education 959 43.7 1753 39.0

University Level 807 36.7 2015 44.8
No data 7 16

Occupation:
Student 1007 45.9 2241 49.8

26.13 ***

Unemployed 179 8.2 390 8.7
Retired/Pensioner 52 2.4 71 1.6

Employed 940 42.9 1725 38.4
Other 15 0.7 69 1.5

No data 11 19

Marital status:
Never Married 1605 73.2 3012 66.9

30.70 ***
Married/Cohabiting 515 23.4 1252 27.8

Separated/Divorced/Widowed 74 3.4 239 5.3
No data 10 12

M SD M SD t
Age 28.82 12.57 29.18 12.83 −1.09

Number of Children 0.34 0.81 0.42 0.84 −3.55 ***
Notes: *** p < 0.001.

Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and no incentives were offered to par-
ticipants. Participants were recruited through the social networks of undergraduate and
graduate students with training in psychological assessment and research who were trained
to participate in data collection. These students shared the link to the questionnaire through
their social networks and received credit for sharing the link after verifying that the tests
had been completed. Participants who accessed the link were presented with the informed
consent document and, if they consented, proceeded to the online questionnaire, first com-
pleting demographic information and then the six questionnaires described in the following
section. The present study is part of a larger study on new technologies, violence, and
psychological well-being and was approved by the Research Ethics and Animal Welfare
Committee of the University of La Laguna (Registration Number CEIBA 2022-3130).

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Sexting Behaviors

Sexting behaviors were assessed using the Spanish version [45] of the Sexting Behavior
Scale [46]. The scale consists of 29 items that are scored on a 5-point Likert-type scale, with
higher scores indicating more sexting. The 29 items are grouped into 3 factors: (1) Actual
sexting participation, consisting of 9 items that collect information on the frequency of
sending and receiving sexually provocative text messages or images via mobile phone,
email, and/or social networking sites; (2) Active sexting disposition, consisting of 16 items
that assess the individual’s disposition toward actively engaging in sexting by collecting
data on the number of people with whom sexting is practiced, the type of relationship with
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the person (boyfriend, girlfriend, someone sexually attracted to the person, or friends),
situations (e.g., “I sext when I am at home”, “I sext when I am bored”), and motivations
(e.g., “I sext because I want to start dating”); (3) Emotional Expression in Sexting, consisting
of 4 items that provide information about the feelings and emotions that sexting evokes in
the person (e.g., “Sexting makes me feel embarrassed”, “Sexting makes me feel happy”).
For the sample of the present study, the internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of the
9 items of the actual sexting participation factor was 0.90, that of the 16 items of active
sexting disposition was 0.91, and that of the 4 items of emotional expression in sexting was
0.54. The internal consistency of the 29 items comprising the total scale was 0.93.

2.2.2. Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being was assessed using the Flourishing Scale [47]. This is an
8-item scale that assesses broad and important aspects of positive psychosocial functioning,
such as feelings of competence, positive relationships, engagement and interest, optimism,
and meaning and purpose in life. Examples of items include “I lead a purposeful and
meaningful life” and “I am optimistic about my future”. Each item is answered on a
7-point scale, and high scores indicate that the person feels positive about himself or herself
positively in several important areas. In the present study, we used the Spanish translation
of the Flourishing Scale, which is available on the website of the first author of this study.
The Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was 0.89.

2.2.3. Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction was measured using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) [48],
a 5-item scale designed to assess the respondent’s satisfaction with life as a whole [49].
Examples of items include “In most ways my life is close to my ideal” and “I am satisfied
with my life”. The response scale is a 7-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating
greater life satisfaction. In the present study, we used the Spanish translation of the SWLS,
which is available on the website of the first author of the original study. The Cronbach’s
alpha for the current sample was 0.88.

2.2.4. Self-Esteem

Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) [50], a reliable
measure of self-esteem whose validity has been supported in many countries [51]. It consists
of ten items with statements about feelings of self-esteem and self-acceptance (e.g., “In
general, I am satisfied with myself”) that assess global self-esteem. The response scale is
four-point, with higher scores reflecting higher self-esteem. The internal consistency for
the present study sample was 0.88.

2.2.5. Psychological Distress

Psychological distress was assessed using the Spanish version of the 12-item Goldberg
General Health Questionnaire [52]. The GHQ-12 is a brief instrument that has been widely
used to assess psychological distress [53,54]. Examples of items are “Lost much sleep over
worry” and “Been losing confidence in yourself”. The items were scored using the Likert
method, which assigns a weight from 0 to 3 to each score, with higher scores indicating
greater psychological distress. In the current sample, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.90.

2.2.6. Cyberviolence and Offline Intimate Partner Violence Victimization

Cyber and offline intimate partner violence victimization was assessed using the
victimization version of the Cyber and Offline Intimate Partner Violence Questionnaire
(COIPVQ, [55]). It consists of 23 items that assess behaviors of violence, abuse, and control
of an intimate partner exercised in person (offline) and/or through the use of technologies
and social networks (cyberviolence) and is structured into four scales: (1) face-to-face
psychological violence, consisting of 6 items (e.g., “He/she has made fun of what you
believe and/or what you say, think. . .”); (2) cyberviolence, consisting of 8 items (e.g.,
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“He/she has posted and/or shared intimate photos or videos of you without your consent”);
(3) physical violence, consisting of 7 items (e.g., “He/she has pushed you and/or grabbed
you and/or pushed you away violently”); (4) sexual violence, consisting of 2 items (e.g.,
“He/she has forced you to do sexual acts that you did not want to do and/or did not like by
using force or blackmail”). The response format is a 6-point Likert scale, with higher scores
indicating greater frequency and intensity of violence. In the present study, the internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of the 23 items that make up the total questionnaire was
0.94, that of the 6 items that assess face-to-face psychological violence was 0.87, that of the
8 items that assess cyberviolence was 0.86, that of the 7 items that assess physical violence
was 0.90, and that of the 2 items that assess sexual violence was 0.83.

2.2.7. Demographics

Participants were asked to report their gender (with response options woman, man,
other), age, education level, partnership status, number of children, and employment status.

2.3. Statistical Analysis

Descriptive analyses were conducted to determine the sociodemographic character-
istics of the sample and the distribution of the study variables, as well as the frequency
with which people engage in sexting behaviors. Comparisons between women and men on
sociodemographic characteristics were performed using a t-test for continuous variables
and chi-squared for categorical variables. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was used to analyze
internal consistency. Factorial analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted to determine
whether there were differences between women and men and between the different life
cycle stages analyzed in both total sexting and the factors of actual sexting participation and
active sexting disposition. The life cycle stages studied were as follows: (1) adolescence,
which included individuals between the ages of 16 and 18; (2) youth, which included
individuals between the ages of 19 and 25; (3) adulthood, which included individuals
between the ages of 26 and 39; (4) midlife, which included individuals between the ages
of 40 and 59; and (5) old age, which included individuals 60 years of age or older. The
independent variables were gender (women, men) and age group (adolescence, youth,
adulthood, midlife, old age). The dependent variables were scores on the actual sexting
participation factor in the first ANOVA, scores on the active sexting disposition factor in
the second ANOVA, and total sexting score in the third ANOVA. Bivariate associations
between these sexting measures and the study variables were calculated using Pearson’s
correlation coefficient, except for education level, which was calculated using Spearman’s
Rho coefficient because it is an ordinal variable. The emotional expression in sexting factor
was not included in the analyses because its internal consistency was very low (0.54), but
the scores of the four items that comprise it are included in the total score of the scale
because the internal consistency of the 23 items that comprise the scale was very high (0.93).
Statistical analyses and graphs were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows,
version 29.

3. Results

Descriptive analyses showed that most individuals (92.5% of men and 90.2% of
women) had sent and/or received sexually provocative text messages or images via mobile
phone, email, or social networking sites at least once in their lifetime. The percentage for re-
ceiving sexts was higher (91.5% of men and 89.1% of women) than for sending sexts (76.4%
of men and 70.4% of women). Sexting behavior was statistically significantly (p < 0.001)
and negatively associated with age (r = −0.26 for men and r = −0.38 for women) and
with number of children (r = −0.22 for men and r = −0.33 for women) and positively
associated with education level, although the effect size for education level was trivial
(r = 0.06, p = 0.008 for men and r = 0.09, p < 0.001 for women). The analysis of the number
of participants in each age group considered in the present study showed that 9.8% of the
sample (9.1% of men and 10.1% of women) were adolescents (ages 16–18 years), 49.9%
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(51.5% of men and 49.1% of women) were young people (ages 19–25 years), 19.9% (20.7%
of men and 19.5% of women) were in adulthood (ages 26–39 years), 17.2% (15.5% of men
and 18.0% of women) were in midlife (ages 40–59 years), and 3.2% (3.2% of men and 3.2%
of women) were classified as old age (ages 60–79 years).

3.1. Gender Differences in Sexting by Life Cycle Stage

Table 2 shows the main results of the ANOVAs with gender (women, men) and age
group (adolescence, youth, adulthood, midlife, old age) as factors and the sexting measures
as dependent variables. As can be seen, the Gender × Age Group interaction was only
statistically significant when the dependent variable was the active sexting disposition
factor (see Figure 1). In all analyses, the main effects of gender and age group were
statistically significant. The effect size was small for gender and medium for age.

Table 2. Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and two-way ANOVA statistics for sexting.

Variable
Men Women ANOVA

M SD M SD Effect F Ratio ηp
2

Actual Sexting Participation
Adolescence 7.68 6.50 6.80 4.91 Gender 59.66 *** 0.009

Youth 9.22 6.16 8.10 5.17 Age 172.72 *** 0.093
Adulthood 8.47 5.86 6.76 4.89 G × AG 2.08 0.001

Midlife 5.30 4.98 3.33 3.59
Old age 3.58 2.97 1.58 2.59

Interaction Gender × Age Group

Active Sexting Disposition
Adolescence 7.14 10.61 5.24 7.30 Gender 50.57 *** 0.007

Youth 10.01 10.48 7.40 8.44 Age 131.76 *** 0.073
Adulthood 9.55 10.48 5.56 7.37 G × AG 3.26 * 0.002

Midlife 3.67 6.95 1.42 3.28
Old age 1.14 2.44 0.68 2.31

Interaction Gender × Age Group

Total Sexting
Adolescence 22.66 16.93 19.67 12.44 Gender 60.69 *** 0.009

Youth 27.57 16.90 23.50 13.81 Age 175.78 *** 0.095
Adulthood 26.35 17.01 19.95 12.67 G × AG 2.35 0.001

Midlife 16.03 12.63 11.45 7.31
Old age 11.46 5.51 9.07 4.72

Interaction Gender × Age Group

Notes: * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.
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Figure 1. Differences in active sexting disposition factor as a function of gender and age group. 
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statistically significant for all groups except adult men. Adult men also scored higher than 
all other groups except young men, with statistically significant differences except for ad-
olescent boys (p = 0.18). In addition, adolescent boys scored higher than older and midlife 
men and women. Young women scored higher than all other women and higher than 
midlife and older men. The scores of adolescent and adult women were very similar, and 
both groups scored higher than midlife and older women and men. In addition, midlife 
women’s scores were higher than those of older women (p = 0.03), and midlife men’s 
scores were higher (p < 0.001) than those of older women and men. 

Figure 2 shows women’s and men’s scores on the actual sexting participation factor. 
Post hoc analyses with the Games–Howell adjustment showed the existence of statistically 
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highest on this factor, and the differences were statistically significant for all groups except 
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groups except adolescent men and young men and women. Adolescent men and women 
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Figure 1. Differences in active sexting disposition factor as a function of gender and age group.
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Post hoc analyses with the Games–Howell adjustment showed the existence of sta-
tistically significant differences (p < 0.001) between women and men on the active sexting
disposition factor in all age groups except adolescents (p = 0.38) and older adults (p = 0.94).
As seen in Figure 1, men had higher scores than women in all age groups. Young men had
the highest scores on the Actual sexting participation factor, with differences that were
statistically significant for all groups except adult men. Adult men also scored higher
than all other groups except young men, with statistically significant differences except
for adolescent boys (p = 0.18). In addition, adolescent boys scored higher than older and
midlife men and women. Young women scored higher than all other women and higher
than midlife and older men. The scores of adolescent and adult women were very similar,
and both groups scored higher than midlife and older women and men. In addition, midlife
women’s scores were higher than those of older women (p = 0.03), and midlife men’s scores
were higher (p < 0.001) than those of older women and men.

Figure 2 shows women’s and men’s scores on the actual sexting participation factor.
Post hoc analyses with the Games–Howell adjustment showed the existence of statistically
significant differences (p < 0.001) between women and men in all age groups except
adolescents (p = 0.78). As seen in Figure 2, men scored higher than women. Young men
scored highest on this factor, and the differences were statistically significant for all groups
except adolescents (p = 0.06) and adult men (p = 0.41). Adult men also scored higher than
all other groups except adolescent men and young men and women. Adolescent men
and women scored higher than older and midlife men and women. Young women scored
higher than all other groups except young, adolescent, and adult men. Adult women scored
higher than midlife and older women and men, and midlife men scored higher than older
women and men, while midlife women only scored higher than older women.
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Figure 3 shows the total sexting score for women and men in the five age groups
studied. Post hoc analyses with the Games–Howell adjustment revealed statistically signifi-
cant differences (p < 0.001) between women and men in all age groups except adolescents
(p = 0.42) and older adults (p = 0.06). As shown in Figure 3, men scored higher than women.
Young men scored higher than all other groups except adult men (p = 0.95). Adult men also
scored higher than all other groups except adolescent men and young men. Adolescent
men and women scored higher than midlife and older men and women. Young women
scored higher than all women and higher than midlife and older men. Adult women scored
higher than midlife and older women and men, and midlife men scored higher than older
women and men, while midlife women scored higher than older women.
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3.2. Bivariate Associations of Sexting with Study Variables for Women and Men

Table 3 shows the results of the bivariate correlations between the three measures of
sexting and the study variables in the adolescent group, disaggregated by gender. As can
be seen, for both genders, more sexting behavior is associated with greater victimization by
intimate partner violence, both cyber and offline psychological violence, physical violence,
and sexual violence, although the magnitude of the association with sexual violence is
smaller for girls. Table 3 also highlights that the magnitude of the association between all
types of intimate partner violence with active sexting and total sexting is greater for boys,
where some of the correlation coefficients are large, than for girls. Although the effect size
is small, more sexting is also associated with lower psychological well-being and more
psychological distress. In addition, for girls, more sexting behaviors are also associated
with lower life satisfaction.

Table 3. Correlations between measures of sexting and study variables for adolescent girls and boys.

Women (n = 458) Men (n = 201)

Variable Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Psychological
well-being −0.12 * −0.12 * −0.12 * −0.19 ** −0.15 * −0.23 *

Life satisfaction −0.10 * −0.12 ** −0.11 * −0.07 −0.07 −0.09
Self-esteem −0.03 −0.07 −0.04 −0.10 −0.09 −0.13

Psychological distress 0.13 ** 0.17 *** 0.12 ** 0.20 ** 0.21 *** 0.22 **

Intimate partner
violence:

Total violence 0.32 *** 0.34 *** 0.31 *** 0.46 *** 0.35 *** 0.54 ***
Cyberviolence 0.26 *** 0.27 *** 0.27 *** 0.48 *** 0.36 *** 0.56 ***

Offline psychological
violence 0.27 *** 0.32 *** 0.26 *** 0.32 *** 0.28 *** 0.37 ***

Physical violence 0.31 *** 0.31 *** 0.30 *** 0.46 *** 0.33 *** 0.54 ***
Sexual violence 0.17 *** 0.18 *** 0.16 ** 0.47 *** 0.31 *** 0.55 ***

Notes: Statistically significant coefficients are indicated in boldface. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 4 presents the results of the bivariate correlations between the three measures
of sexting and the study variables for the youth group, disaggregated by gender. Again,
for this age group, more sexting behavior is associated with greater victimization by both
cyberviolence and offline psychological intimate partner violence, as well as physical and
sexual violence, although the effect size is small, especially for girls. Some statistically
significant correlation coefficients are also observed between all measures of sexting and
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psychological distress, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction, but the effect size
is very small, and in some cases negligible. Nevertheless, there is some tendency for
greater psychological distress and lower psychological well-being among young people
who engage in more sexting behaviors.

Table 4. Correlations between measures of sexting and study variables for young women and men.

Women (n = 2218) Men (n = 1135)

Variable Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active Sexting
Disposition

Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Psychological
well-being −0.07 ** −0.07 ** −0.08 *** −0.09 ** −0.07 * −0.11 ***

Life satisfaction −0.06 ** −0.07 ** −0.05 * −0.05 −0.03 −0.08 *
Self-esteem −0.03 −0.04 −0.04 * −0.04 −0.04 −0.06

Psychological distress 0.06 ** 0.09 *** 0.06 ** 0.09 ** 0.09 ** 0.11 ***

Intimate partner
violence:

Total violence 0.13 *** 0.14 *** 0.12 *** 0.25 *** 0.26 *** 0.24 ***
Cyberviolence 0.13 *** 0.15 *** 0.12 *** 0.25 *** 0.25 *** 0.24 ***

Offline psychological
violence 0.11 *** 0.13 *** 0.10 *** 0.20 *** 0.19 *** 0.20 ***

Physical violence 0.10 *** 0.10 *** 0.10 *** 0.21 *** 0.23 *** 0.19 ***
Sexual violence 0.10 *** 0.11 *** 0.10 *** 0.20 *** 0.19 *** 0.20 ***

Notes: Statistically significant coefficients are indicated in boldface. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 5 presents the results of the bivariate correlations between the three measures
of sexting and the study variables for the adult group, disaggregated by gender. As can
be seen, although the magnitude of the association is small, more sexting behavior is
associated with greater total, cyberviolence and offline psychological intimate partner
violence victimization. More sexting is also associated with greater physical violence
victimization, except in the case of actual sexting participation for men. The results in
Table 5 also show that the strongest association between intimate partner violence and
sexting is in men’s active sexting disposition, which is associated with all types of intimate
partner violence victimization, although the effect size of the association is small. In
addition, for both genders, greater actual sexting participation is associated with lower
self-esteem and greater psychological distress, as well as lower life satisfaction for women,
although the effect size of the association is small.

Table 6 shows the bivariate correlation coefficients between the three measures of sex-
ting and the study variables for the midlife group, disaggregated by gender. As can be seen,
more sexting behavior is associated with greater intimate partner violence victimization,
except in the case of women’s active sexting disposition. Actual sexting participation is
the factor most strongly associated with more intimate partner violence victimization, also
highlighting that the association between sexting and intimate partner violence victim-
ization is stronger for men than for women. For both women and men, more sexting is
associated with greater psychological distress, lower psychological well-being, and lower
life satisfaction. It is also associated with lower self-esteem for women, although the
magnitude of the association is small.
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Table 5. Correlations between measures of sexting and study variables for adult women and men.

Women (n = 879) Men (n = 456)

Variable Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Psychological
well-being −0.06 −0.08 * −0.05 −0.06 −0.06 −0.06

Life satisfaction −0.07 * −0.11 ** −0.06 −0.09 −0.09 −0.09
Self-esteem −0.06 −0.10 ** −0.07 * −0.06 −0.10 * −0.05

Psychological distress 0.06 0.10 ** 0.05 0.07 0.10 * 0.07

Intimate partner
violence:

Total violence 0.12 *** 0.15 *** 0.13 *** 0.19 *** 0.12 * 0.23 ***
Cyberviolence 0.14 *** 0.17 *** 0.14 *** 0.22 *** 0.17 *** 0.24 ***

Offline psychological
violence 0.11 *** 0.13 *** 0.12 *** 0.17 *** 0.11 * 0.20 ***

Physical violence 0.07 * 0.11 ** 0.07 * 0.12 * 0.05 0.16 ***
Sexual violence 0.05 0.07 * 0.05 0.11 * 0.06 0.14 **

Notes: Statistically significant coefficients are indicated in boldface. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 6. Correlations between measures of sexting and study variables for midlife women and men.

Women (n = 814) Men (n = 341)

Variable Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Psychological
well-being −0.12 ** −0.13 *** −0.11 ** −0.17 ** −0.17 ** −0.15 **

Life satisfaction −0.18 *** −0.21 *** −0.13 *** −0.19 *** −0.22 *** −0.16 **
Self-esteem −0.10 ** −0.14 *** −0.10 ** −0.08 −0.07 −0.08

Psychological distress 0.20 *** 0.23 *** 0.17 *** 0.18 ** 0.22 *** 0.17 **

Intimate partner
violence:

Total violence 0.16 *** 0.22 *** 0.10 ** 0.30 *** 0.38 *** 0.28 ***
Cyberviolence 0.13 *** 0.21 *** 0.08 * 0.33 *** 0.36 *** 0.32 ***

Offline psychological
violence 0.17 *** 0.21 *** 0.11 ** 0.23 *** 0.33 *** 0.19 ***

Physical violence 0.12 *** 0.17 ** 0.07 * 0.26 *** 0.30 *** 0.24 ***
Sexual violence 0.05 0.13 *** −0.01 0.20 *** 0.22 *** 0.19 ***

Notes: Statistically significant coefficients are indicated in boldface. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 7 shows the bivariate correlation coefficients between the three measures of
sexting and the study variables for the older group, disaggregated by gender. As can
be seen, there is only one statistically significant correlation coefficient among women,
indicating that women with a more active sexting disposition report more cyberviolence
from their intimate partner. For men, most of the correlation coefficients between sexting
and intimate partner violence are equal to or greater than 0.20, although they are not
statistically significant due to the small sample size of older men who participated in this
study. Nevertheless, the data suggest that for older men, more sexting is associated with
greater intimate partner violence victimization and greater psychological distress.
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Table 7. Correlations between measures of sexting and study variables for old age women and men.

Women (n = 146) Men (n = 71)

Variable Total
Sexting

Actual Sexting
Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Total
Sexting

Actual
Sexting

Participation

Active
Sexting

Disposition

Psychological
well-being 0.00 −0.06 −0.05 −0.20 −0.06 −0.20

Life satisfaction 0.06 −0.10 0.06 −0.17 −0.18 −0.15
Self-esteem −0.05 −0.01 −0.07 −0.13 −0.10 −0.16

Psychological distress 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.29 * 0.33 ** 0.19

Intimate partner
violence:

Total violence −0.02 0.09 −0.03 0.26 * 0.23 0.23
Cyberviolence 0.13 0.02 0.17 * 0.25 * 0.22 0.23

Offline psychological
violence −0.07 0.06 −0.05 0.24 * 0.24 * 0.20

Physical violence 0.03 0.14 −0.03 0.20 0.12 0.20
Sexual violence 0.03 0.07 −0.05 0.23 0.18 0.24 *

Notes: Statistically significant coefficients are indicated in boldface. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to analyze gender differences in sexting behavior across
the life cycle, from adolescence to old age. It also sought to determine the relevance of
sexting to intimate partner violence, psychological distress, and psychological well-being
for women and men at different stages of the life cycle. The definition of sexting considered
in this study is very broad and was measured using a scale that allowed us to obtain three
measures: (1) actual participation in sexting, which assesses the frequency with which
sexually provocative text messages or images are sent or received via mobile phone, email,
and/or social networks; (2) active sexting disposition, which assesses the number of people
with whom sexts have been exchanged, the frequency with which sexting is done with
different people, and the situations and motivations involved in sexting; (3) total score,
which includes the sum of both factors plus four items that collect information about the
effects of sexting behavior on the person who engages in it.

The overall analysis of the presence of sexting in the sample studied showed that
most participants had ever sent or received a sext, with receiving being more common than
sending, findings consistent with those of previous studies [1,9,18,19]. Recent research in
other countries has also found that most respondents had received or sent a sext [12,22,56],
with a higher prevalence of sexting than in previous studies [22,56], suggesting that sexting
is an increasingly common behavior in the population.

An analysis of sending and/or receiving sext across the life cycle showed that this be-
havior was more common among men than women, with statistically significant differences
in all stages examined except adolescence. Although the evidence on gender differences
in sexting prevalence is inconclusive [1,11,18,19], studies of adults in other countries have
also found that sexting is more common among men than women [56]. Studies of emerging
adults have also found that sexting is more common among men than women [20]. In the
current study, the highest prevalence of sexting was among young people (between 19 and
25 years of age), which is consistent with previous research [9,18,19,21]. Although the dif-
ferences varied slightly depending on the type of measure considered (actual participation
in sexting, active sexting disposition, and total sexting), the prevalence of sexting behavior
among women and men varied across the life cycle, increasing during youth relative to
adolescence, decreasing slightly among men and more markedly among women during
adulthood, and decreasing significantly during midlife and old age, with sexting being less
common in these two life stages. And although the differences between women and men
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were statistically significant for actual participation in sexting in old age, there were no
statistically significant differences for active sexting disposition and total sexting.

While it has been argued that sexting may be a normal form of sexual experimentation
and communication [4,9,22,23,44], and may positively influence adults’ romantic relation-
ships [10], the association found in the present study between sexting and intimate partner
violence, as well as measures of psychological distress and well-being, cautions against
the risk of sexting. While it has been suggested that the risk of sexting for sexual behavior
and its negative psychological correlates [7,19,20,25,26,29–31] may not be real for older
people [57], the present findings do not support this assertion.

Although the magnitude of the association varied and was small for most age groups,
more sexting was associated with more intimate partner violence victimization at all stages of
the life cycle examined, findings consistent with those of previous research [8,27,33–35,40,58,59].
This association was stronger among adolescents, where sexting behavior was found to
be associated with more total intimate partner violence victimization and was statistically
significantly associated with victimization by all types of intimate partner violence exam-
ined: cyberviolence, offline psychological violence, physical violence, and sexual violence.
Although the magnitude of the association varied according to the measure of sexting
considered and the type of violence, it is noteworthy that the association between sexting
and sexual violence was stronger for adolescent boys than for girls. Also, the association
between active sexting disposition and intimate partner violence victimization was stronger
for boys than for girls. Although the reason for this may be unknown, studies in Spain
found that adolescent girls were more aware than boys of the risk associated with sending
and/or receiving sexts [38], which could explain this lower association between sexting and
intimate partner violence victimization among girls than among boys. This is a hypothesis
that should be tested in future research.

Even though the strength of the association was smaller than in adolescence and
varied slightly depending on the type of intimate partner violence considered, the measure
of sexting, and the life cycle stage, the results of the present study showed that more
sexting was associated with greater intimate partner violence victimization at all life cycle
stages examined, except for older women. Among older women, sexting was independent
of the intimate partner, although a more active sexting disposition was associated with
greater intimate partner cyberviolence. In addition, among older women, sexting was
independent of psychological distress and well-being, as well as women’s self-esteem.
Although the reasons why sexting is less associated with negative outcomes among older
women are unknown, it is important to keep in mind that this group had the lowest
sexting scores, and it may be that sporadic involvement in sexting does not have negative
consequences. Alternatively, it may be that older women are more mature and have greater
control over romantic relationships and their outcomes, hypotheses that should be tested
in future research.

While the strength of the association between sexting and psychological distress was
low or very low and varied slightly across age groups, except among older women, more
sexting was associated with lower well-being and greater psychological distress among
women and men. It was also associated with lower life satisfaction among midlife women
and men, adolescent girls, and adult women. These findings are consistent with other
studies that have found sexting to be associated with more psychological symptomatology
and lower well-being [7,20,29–31,34]. In addition, sexting participation was associated with
lower self-esteem among adult women and midlife women, which is consistent with other
studies that have found sexting to be associated with lower self-esteem [25,60], and that
its effects are greater among women than men [39–41], as it is more associated with lower
self-esteem and life satisfaction among women.

There are several limitations to this study. The first is that it is a cross-sectional study,
and therefore, cause–effect relationships cannot be established. Although the sample
was large, it was a convenience sample; in addition, the number of men, although large
(n = 2204), was much smaller than the number of women, and men made up only 32.8% of
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the total sample. In addition, the numbers of people in each age group were uneven, with
much fewer older people, which affects the power to detect statistically significant effects.
There may also be cohort effects; because different age groups are being compared, the
different groups are from different generations (cohorts), with different backgrounds, tech-
nological experiences, and educational environments. Thus, the differences found cannot
be attributed solely to developmental stage. Furthermore, although several measures of
sexting were used, they did not distinguish between consensual and nonconsensual sexting.
In addition, it is worth considering the difficulties of measuring sexting with questionnaires
developed primarily for young people, with content that may not be as relevant to adults
or older people. Finally, there were no measures of variables that other studies have shown
to be positively associated with sexting, such as partner sexual satisfaction.

It is recommended that future studies be conducted longitudinally, with probability
samples of similar size of women and men, as well as different age groups, and assess
sexting with measures that distinguish between consensual and nonconsensual sexting.
Developing more appropriate measures for cross-age comparisons may also be a line of
future research. Given the evidence brought by this paper on the relevance of sexting
beyond youth, it is warranted to advance measurement by considering different develop-
mental stages.

5. Conclusions

Sexting is a widespread behavior in the Spanish population that is present throughout
the life cycle, from adolescence to old age, being particularly prevalent among young men
and women and decreasing with age for both genders. Participation in sexting is higher
among men than among women at all stages of the life cycle, although the differences are
not statistically significant among adolescents.

Sexting is associated with greater victimization by intimate partner violence, an asso-
ciation that is stronger for adolescents than for the other stages of the life cycle. Although
the magnitude of the association is small, more sexting is also associated with greater
psychological distress and lower psychological well-being in all age groups, except for
older women, perhaps because this is the group with the lowest sexting practice. The
results of our study allow us to conclude that sexting may constitute a risk to the well-being
of both women and men.
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