

  ijerph-20-01805




ijerph-20-01805







Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20(3), 1805; doi:10.3390/ijerph20031805




Article



Motivations, Behaviors and Expectancies of Sexting: The Role of Defensive Strategies and Social Media Addiction in a Sample of Adolescents



Alessandra Ragona 1, Martina Mesce 1, Silvia Cimino 1 and Luca Cerniglia 2,*[image: Orcid]





1



Department of Dynamic, Clinical and Health Psychology, University of Rome, Sapienza, 00186 Rome, Italy






2



Faculty of Psychology, International Telematic University Uninettuno, 00186 Rome, Italy









*



Correspondence: luca.cerniglia@uninettunouniversity.net; Tel.: +39-06-697-621







Academic Editor: Paul B. Tchounwou



Received: 28 December 2022 / Revised: 16 January 2023 / Accepted: 17 January 2023 / Published: 18 January 2023



Abstract

:

Adolescents and young adults engage in sexting behaviors. Research has mainly emphasized the relationship between motivations and sexting behaviors, with little attention paid to sexting expectations and the potential role of coping strategies. This study aims to explore the measure of emotional–behavioral functioning with the Youth/Adult Self Report (based on the subject’s age), the use of defensive strategies measured with the Response Evaluation Measure (REM-71), social media addiction with the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS) and all dimensions of sexting: motivations, behavior and expectations measured with the Sexting Motivation Questionnaire (SMQ), Sexting Behavior Questionnaire (SBQ) and Sexpectancies Questionnaire (SQ), respectively. N = 209 adolescents and young adults were recruited from high schools and universities in Rome to complete the self-report questionnaires. Results show that males tend to have higher expectations of sexting than females. We also found that expectations play a role in determining sexting behaviors and motivations. Our hypotheses on social media addiction and sexting were confirmed, while the relationship between the defensive strategies and sexting was not significant as expected. Further studies on this topic are desirable in the future.
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1. Introduction


1.1. Sexting: Motivations, Behaviors and Expectancies


The term sexting—a combination of “sex” and “texting”—refers to the sending and/or receiving via digital media of sexually explicit messages and partial or fully nude photos and/or videos with sexual connotations [1,2].



Based on this general definition, we can find different forms of sexting: experimental sexting [3] and risky/aggravated sexting [4,5]. Wolak and colleagues [3] distinguish between “experimental sexting” as a way of exploring sexuality and “aggravated sexting” which implies exploitation and harassment of the other.



The first mentioned form of sexting, the experimental one, is an intimate form of communication in which sexual material is exchanged with the partner within an intimate relationship to explore sexuality; the second type of sexting, the risky one, is a high-risk form of communication in which sexting occurs simultaneously with other risky behaviors such as the use of substances and alcohol and/or engaging in sexting with strangers, increasing the probability of online dissemination of sexual material [3]. Recent research has shown that the tendency to sext is greater in youth who use alcohol and drugs [6] and meet strangers online [7]. It is important to note that sometimes young people use sexting to avoid negative emotions when they do not have the resources for more effective emotion regulation [8,9]. Furthermore, emotion dysregulation, emotional problems and negative emotions such as anger, loneliness and attention seeking are proven to predict risky sexting in young people [10].



It has been observed that sexting behaviors increase progressively in adolescence, reaching a peak in young adulthood [8,11]. The prevalent form of sexting in young adults is experimental sexting (47% to 77%), followed by the risky type (43%) and then by the emotional one (30%) [11,12,13].



Sexting is a phenomenon that has been increasing in recent years among teenagers and young people around the world, as demonstrated in several studies [14,15,16].



The distinction between experimental and aggravated sexting is possible thanks to the deepening of the underlying motivations, referring to a growing literature [17,18,19]. The most common form of sexting is related to sexual and social aims to experiment, to share within a romantic relationship or to initiate a sexual activity [14,15,16,18,20]. The motivations that instead regard risky sexting regard earning money, pleasing friends or a partner, or cyberbullying. Other reasons for sexting concern the reinforcement of body image within the peer group or peers’ approval of one’s appearance [21,22,23,24]; it possible to believe that sexting can be used to help build body image [25,26]. From a developmental perspective, creating a stable body image is an important task during adolescence [27]. In the hyperconnected contemporary society, this process also takes place through social networks and electronic media, leading the teenager to confront many more people than in the physical world and this can undoubtedly affect identity redefinition [28]. It is therefore possible to assume that sexting plays a role in increasing self-esteem and self-confidence related to body image [25].



The main categories of sexting motivations can also be connected to Lichtenberg’s motivational systems [29]: in particular, sexual motivations related to improving a romantic relationship can be linked to the need for attachment and affiliation; the reasons related to the reinforcement of body image, that is, the confirmation by peers about one’s body adequacy, may be the need for affiliation, exploration and assertion; finally, the motivations behind aggravated sexting could be linked to the need to react adversely through antagonism. In conclusion, motivations for sexting could represent an expression in cyberspace of innate motivational systems [20].



Regarding the expectations of sexting, a brief introduction to the theory of expectations is needed. Historically, the literature states that behavior is influenced not only by the antecedents of the behavior but also by the consequences [30]; according to the theory of expectations formulated by Vroom [31], consequences influence our behaviors. Expectations are related to the value of the outcome, understood as a positive or negative emotional evaluation of the outcome [32], but also to the belief that if a person enacts a behavior, the outcome that is believed will occur. This belief can be referred to as “expectancy” [33].



In most studies in the literature, expectations have been studied about alcohol [34], substance use [35] and, to return to the topic of this paper, condom use [36], but it is possible to apply the same concept to expectations about sexting behavior [14]. People who have positive expectations about sexting believe that sexting makes them more tender, intimate, more likely to have sex and also more attractive to others [14], and to feel more aroused, related to and loved [36]. On the other hand, negative expectations refer to feelings of disgust, shame and inappropriateness [14].




1.2. Sexting and Social Media Addiction


The development of new technologies, such as messaging, chat rooms and social media, has made communication easier but, at the same time, has raised a whole range of new issues. Adolescence is indeed a delicate period in which individuals are particularly influenced by the judgment of others; social networks seem to represent a fundamental role in the psychological and social development of young people [37] both because they constitute a considerable part of their lives but also because, by allowing immediate confrontation with peers, they also contribute to the maturation of identity [38]. The main risk an adolescent may face is that of developing an addiction [39]. Excessive use of social media is also believed to negatively affect general well-being and quality of life, especially in young users [40].



Social media thus represent a new medium for expressing oneself, socializing and sharing photos and videos: according to some, sexting has become an integral part of social exchange, used by adolescents to flirt, form romantic relationships, joke with friends and have fun [41,42,43]. This poses a risk because these tendencies could accelerate sexual development: this phenomenon is considered unhealthy because adolescents are still developing cognitively, socially and emotionally and therefore lack the maturity to understand [44].



Moreover, although sexting can be considered sometimes a normative form of sexual communication, it has been linked to signs of Internet and social media addiction and online gambling [11,45,46,47]. In fact, since adolescence represents a period of vulnerability, research states that adolescents are likely to engage in risky behaviors to show off and secure their social status: this could foster problematic Internet use, facilitating social media addiction and a higher prevalence of sexting among peers [48,49].




1.3. Defensive Strategies of Response and Behavioral/Emotional Problems: Role in Sexting


Adolescence is a period of change when the individual is most vulnerable and may develop psychopathological, emotional and behavioral problems [50].



To respond to stressful situations and protect oneself from intrusive feelings and thoughts [51,52], the individual resorts to coping and defensive strategies. These are unconscious reactions, not planned responses, that form an interface between innate temperament traits and learned coping strategies [53,54]. Defensive strategies can be adaptive when they maintain emotional homeostasis or dysfunctional when they limit mental functioning and distort reality [55]. Based on clinicians’ evaluations, Vaillant [56] presented a model of ego defensive strategies according to which ones can be arranged on a continuum of ego maturity, from immature to mature: While mature defensive strategies synthesize and attenuate stress, maintaining ego and reality in the process, immature ones deny and distort conflict.



This differentiation does not change with age, but the use of immature strategies is likely to be greater at a young age [57,58]. Indeed, the transition from the use of immature to mature defensive strategies is believed to be part of normal personality development [56,59]. Therefore, the standards for adequate defensive strategies functioning in adolescence differ from those in adulthood.



Some authors have suggested that sexting is a contemporary risk behavior that probably correlates with other risk behaviors [60]. Among the general population of high school students, adolescents who sext are more likely to be sexually active [61]; in addition, it has been observed that these young people also have less understanding of their emotions and more difficulty regulating them [60].



Therefore, it would be interesting to investigate the defensive strategy used by adolescents and young adults. In particular, it would be useful to observe the defensive strategies employed by adolescents concerning the dysfunctional use of new technologies that have become established in recent years and are now an integral part of daily life. Furthermore, since sexting is a complex phenomenon, the literature should study whether the use of this type of behavior is associated with specific defensive strategies or behavioral/emotional problems.




1.4. Aims of the Current Study


This study fits into a context of literature in which there are many studies on sexting but few to date have investigated the possible relationship between sexting and defensive structure from a psychodynamic perspective. Moreover, to our knowledge, few researchers have studied how these aspects of sexting (expectancies, motivations, behavior) are linked. For this reason, our study has focused on studying the relationships between these dimensions and verifying if there was a relationship with the defensive structure (measured with REM-71) or psychopathology (measured with Youth/Adult Self Report). Moreover, since social media have become an indispensable tool in the lives of young people, we also wanted to test the influence that social media addiction (BSMAS) has on sexting if a higher level of social media addiction corresponding to greater sexting behavior.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants and Procedure


The sample of the present study consisted of N = 209 subjects with N = 132 females (63%) and N = 77 males (37%); the sample age ranged from 14 to 25 years (M =18.8; SD = 3.55). We decided to use this age range consistent with the definition of “new adolescence” formulated by Sawyer and colleagues [62]. All subjects filled out an online randomized questionnaire through Google Forms after reading and accepting informed consent details; in the case of minors, the parents were permitted to participate. No personal information was requested in the study, and anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed.




2.2. Measures


2.2.1. Socio-Demographic Variables


Age, sex and sexual orientation were asked of participants. Sex was coded as a dummy variable (female = 0; male = 1). Sexual orientation involved the following options: heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, asexual or other.




2.2.2. Sexting Behavior Questionnaire (SBQ)


To assess sexting behaviors, the Sexting Behavior Questionnaire [15] was used, which is a modified version of the Sexting Behavior Scale [63]. This questionnaire consists of 29 items and investigates sexting behaviors in three sub-dimensions: receiving, sending and posting sexts on social media specifying who is the subject of the sexts and whether sexts were sent or posted with their consent. In this tool, sexting behaviors are defined as “sending or receiving sexually suggestive or provocative messages/photos/videos via mobile phone and/or Facebook or another Internet social networking site” and participants were assigned a score to each item from 1 to 5 (1 = never; 2 = rarely or a few times; 3 = occasionally; 4 = often; 5 = frequently or daily). In the present study, this scale showed an excellent internal consistency, with a Cronbach α value of 0.87.




2.2.3. Sexting Motivations Questionnaire (SMQ)


The Sexting Motivations Questionnaire [25] was used to measure the three motivations for sending sexts. It is a 13-item self-report measure on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 0 (never) to 4 (always). This instrument measures the frequency of three sexting motivations: “sexual purposes” refers to sending sexts for sexual aims and it consists of five items. A sample item is: “Sometimes I send sexts for flirting or hooking up”; “instrumental/aggravated purposes” refers to the use of sexting for secondary aims, not related to sexuality, such as sharing sexts in exchange for something, under pressure/coercion or with harmful intentions and it consists of five items. A sample item is: “Sometimes I send sexts to hurt or damage someone”). The last motivation is “body image reinforcement” which applies when sharing sexts for getting positive feedback about your own body and it consists of three items. A sample item is: “Sometimes I send sexts to test whether I am attractive enough”. This tool showed good psychometric properties: Cronbach’s α obtained was α = 0.86.




2.2.4. Sexpectancies Questionnaire (SQ)


The questionnaire is an adapted form of a measure created by Dir and colleagues [14] to assess expectations about the possible consequences of sending and receiving sexts.



The authors, to develop this measure, referred to the idea that people’s beliefs about sexting outcomes would be influenced by the expected outcomes for both the self and for other people [64]. This refers to the two different forms of learning, one’s own experiences and the socially learned experiences of those around the subject. Moreover, the authors have differentiated expectations based on receiving or sending sexts, as these are unique behavioral outcomes [14]. The instrument is composed of 49 items regarding possible outcomes of sexting behaviors on a Likert scale from 1 (not true at all) to 4 (extremely true). Participants received the definition of sexting at the beginning of the survey. The questionnaire consists of four subscales: positive and negative expectancies regarding sending sexts and positive and negative expectancies regarding receiving sexts. The “sending positive” and the “sending negative” subscales have, respectively, 18 and 10 items investigating the positive and negative emotions associated with sending sexts. The sending positive scale also contains items describing physical arousal and the likelihood of having sex. The “receiving positive” and the “receiving negative” subscales have, respectively, 10 and 11 items and consider negative emotions such as feeling “guilty”, “dirty” and “embarrassed”. Both the whole questionnaire and its subscales showed excellent internal consistency, with Cronbach’s α of 0.88 for the total scale and a range of 0.90–0.94 for the subscales.




2.2.5. Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS)


The Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS) [65] consists of six items based on the six core components (salience, mood, modification, tolerance, withdrawal conflict and relapse) proposed by Griffiths [66] to evaluate social media addiction. Specifically, the items evaluate the experience of using social media on a 5-point Likert scale ranging between 1 (very rarely) and 5 (very often). A higher level of BSMAS corresponds to an increased risk of developing social media addiction. The cutoff score proposed by Bànyai [67] is 19 out of 30, following a large sample of Hungarian adolescents. Good psychometric properties of the BSMAS have been supported by different language versions (English [65], Italian [68], Persian [69], Portuguese [70]). In this study, Cronbach’s α obtained was α = 0.82.




2.2.6. Response Evaluation Measure-71 (REM-71)


REM-71 [57] is a self-report questionnaire with 71 items for the assessment of defensive strategies. The questionnaire considers 21 defenses (Acting out, Splitting, Displacement, Dissociation, Fantasy, Passive aggression, Projection, Repression, Omnipotence, Undoing, Conversion, Somatization, Withdrawal, Suppression, Denial, Humor, Intellectualization, Reaction Formation, Idealization, Altruism, Sublimation) assessed with three or four items on a 9-point Likert scale from “1 = strongly disagree” to “9 = strongly agree”; high scores indicate a massive use of that specific defensive strategy. This questionnaire has a bifactorial structure along a mature–immature or adaptive–maladaptive axis. The total score of each subscale is given by the average of the items that compose it. Subjects who have completed the Italian version of the instrument [71] showed good internal consistency and test–retest reliability (reliability coefficient 0.84). It showed good psychometric properties in the present study; Cronbach’s α obtained was α = 0.91 for the total scale while the subscales obtained values that were in the range of 0.56 to 0.83.




2.2.7. Achenbach System of Empirically Based Assessment (ASEBA): Adult and Youth Self Report


The Achenbach System of Empirically Based Assessment (ASEBA) comprises a family of forms for rating behavioral/emotional/social problems and adaptive characteristics [72]. Among these, the ASEBA also includes parallel forms completed by the assessed persons, including the Youth Self-Report (YSR) [73] for 11–18 year olds and the Adult Self-Report (ASR) [74] for 18–59 year olds that assess functioning in everyday settings over periods of 2–6 months [72]. Both are scored on a 3-point Likert scale (0 = not true; 1 = somewhat or sometimes true; 2 = very or often true) and include many subscales; in this study, we decided to employ the subscales “internalizing problems” and “externalizing problems”. While YSR consists of 112 items, ASR is composed of 123 items; both are provided for many cultures and have shown good reliability and validity [72]. In this study, YSR and ASR, respectively, achieved excellent internal consistency, with Cronbach’s α of 0.92 (YSR) and 0.96 (ASR) for the total scale and a range of 0.86 to 0.92 for the subscales of both.





2.3. Data Analysis


Preliminary statistical analyses were carried out using descriptive statistics such as the reliability of the measures, mean scores and percentages.



First of all, we focused on the relationship between sexting motivations, behavior and expectancies. To determine which subscale should be included in the regression analysis, a correlation between every dimension of sexting and its subscales was conducted. Any significantly related sext expectancy subscale was included in the regression to determine if it predicts the subscales of the sexting motivation questionnaire (Sexual purposes, Body Image Reinforcement, Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons) and sexting behavior.



Secondly, we conducted linear regression between the Social Media Addiction and sexting aspects to test our hypothesis, consistent with the literature [11,45,46,47], that a higher level of addiction predicted a higher greater tendency to sext.



Finally, to complete the model and verify if the behavioral/emotional problems and the defensive strategy had a role in sexting, we conducted separate linear regressions between the internalizing/externalizing subscales of Youth/Adult Self Report, Factor 1 and Factor 2 of REM-71 and SBQ, SMQ, SQ. The analyses were conducted using SPSS software (Version 21.0, IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).





3. Results


3.1. Sexting Motivations, Behavior and Expectancy


As regards the descriptive analyses concerning sexting motivations and sexting behavior, males have a higher score in almost all sexting dimensions except sexual purposes in which females have a slightly higher score (Table 1). However, conducting several ANOVAs we found that the only significantly different dimension is that of sexting behaviors where males have a higher score (SBQ score: female M = 33.8; male M = 36.5, p < 0.05, ηp2 = 0.027).



In addition, ANOVAs were conducted between males and females on sexting expectations. The results show a significance for two subscales of the Sexpectancies Questionnaire: negative expectations about sending sexts (p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.059) and positive expectations about receiving sexts (p < 0.05, ηp2 = 0.022).



The correlation analyses between the SMQ, SBQ and SQ have shown the results summarized in Table 2. Briefly, positive expectations of sending are strongly related to all dimensions of sexting, motivational and behavioral (respectively: p < 0.001 with SBQ, SMQ_SEX and SMQ_BODY; p < 0.01 with SMQ_INS); positive expectations about receiving are strongly correlated with almost all sexting dimensions (respectively: p < 0.001 with SBQ and SMQ_SEX; with p < 0.01 with SMQ_BODY) except the instrumental/aggravated (SMQ_INS) type. The correlation between negative expectations on sending sexts was negative and significantly strong with almost all dimensions of sexting (in particular: p < 0.001 with SMQ_BODY; p < 0.01 with SBQ and SMQ_SEX) except the instrumental/aggravated (SMQ_INS) type. Finally, negative expectations about receiving were negatively correlated with one subscale of sexting motivations, sexual purposes (p < 0.001) and sexting behavior (p < 0.05).



Consistent with the study of Currin [75], we conducted regressions between SMQ, SBQ as regressors and SQ as a predictor. The detailed results in Table 3 show that sexting behavior is predicted only by positive expectations of sending (p < 0.001, R2 = 0.308, β = 0.57) and not from other expectations, making it possible to assume that higher positive expectations on the outcome favor engagement in a sexting behavior. The same result was obtained for sexting motivation subscales: sexual purposes (p < 0.001, R2 = 0.34; β = 0.47) and instrumental/aggravated (p < 0.001, R2= 0.04, β = 0.21). The motivation to strengthen body image is predicted both by positive expectations and by negative expectations of receiving.



The check for multicollinearity in every regression in the present paper was conducted by examining the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). Conventionally, as suggested by Cohen [76] and O’Brien [77], VIF values greater than 4–10 generally indicate severe multicollinearity. Our results are VIF < 3, so multicollinearity is not an issue with our data. This section may be divided into subheadings. It should provide a concise and precise description of the experimental results, their interpretation, as well as the experimental conclusions that can be drawn.




3.2. Social Media Addiction and Sexting


Regarding analysis on social media addiction (female: M = 14.0 and DS = 5.59; male: M = 12.8 and DS = 5.10), the ANOVA between males and females did not show any statistically significant difference between the two groups.



Correlations show that the BSMAS is positively correlated with all dimensions of sexting (from p < 0.01 to p < 0.001) except instrumental/aggravated sexting and is positively correlated with positive expectancies about sending and receiving sexts (p < 0.001) (Table 4). Regression analyses were also found to be significant with SMQ and SBQ (p < 0.001, R2 = 0.09, β = 0.30) as dependent variables, highlighting that social media addiction has a role in determining sexting behaviors, sexting motivation for sexual purposes (p = 0.004, R2 = 0.04, β = 0.21) and body image reinforcement (p = 0.001, R2 = 0.05, β = 0.22). However, the effect size R2 is small [76,78].



In summary, it is possible to say that a higher level of social media addiction can lead to more motivation to sext and engage more frequently in sexting behavior.




3.3. Internalizing/Externalizing Problems, Defensive Strategy and Sexting


As regards the descriptive analyses on Youth/Adult Self Report and REM-71, the only statistically significant differences between males and females are given below. It emerges that females have higher levels in internalizing scales on youth/adult self-report (p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.057), while at REM-71 males have slightly higher scores than females in both factor 1 and factor 2 but with a small effect (factor 1: p < 0.036, ηp2 = 0.021; factor 2: p < 0.035).



Secondly, we wanted to test our hypothesis that immature defensive strategies correlated with a more problematic type of sexting, such as instrumental/aggravated or body image reinforcement. To do this, we considered the two factors of REM-71 in correlation to each dimension of sexting motivations and behaviors. Correlation analysis found no significant relationship between sexting and factors 1 and 2 of REM-71. For this reason, from an exploratory perspective, we decided to investigate the individual subscales of REM-71, maintaining a more conservative p-value (p < 0.01). The results (Table 5) show the following relationship: fantasy (factor 1) and removal (factor 1) are correlated to sexting behaviors (SBQ); undoing (factor 1) is correlated to body image reinforcement; altruism (factor 2) is strongly and negatively correlated to instrumental/aggravated reasons.



This last result is particularly interesting because it suggests the idea that those who have a more altruistic defensive behavior are less inclined to engage in instrumental/aggravated sexting.



Finally, about internalizing and externalizing behaviors, it seems that only the externalizing scale has a relationship with sexting in motivations, expectations and behaviors. In fact, conducting linear correlations, externalizing behaviors are related to positive expectations, both sending (p < 0.001) and receiving (p < 0.001), sexting behaviors (p < 0.001) and sexual purposes (p < 0.05).





4. Discussion


Sexting is a phenomenon referring to the sending/receiving of sexually explicit messages, photos and videos [1,2]; generally, this is done via mobile devices: in recent years, in fact, this phenomenon has spread among adolescents and young adults worldwide [14,15,16]. Sexting can have both an adaptive function to strengthen the romantic and sexual relationship (sexual purposes) and a less adaptive function as a confirmation of the adequacy of one’s body (body image reinforcement) or to obtain favors from others (instrumental/aggravated) [17]. Sometimes young people use sexting to avoid negative emotions when they do not have the resources for more effective emotion regulation [8,9]. Moreover, it has been proven by some studies that emotional dysregulation, emotional problems and negative emotions (anger, loneliness and attention seeking) can predict risky sexting in young people [10]. In this broad panorama of studies on sexting, there are, however, some less explored areas such as the relationship between sexting expectations and motivations [33] and the possible relationship that a mature–immature defensive structure can have with sexting. Moreover, since sexting is a behavior that takes place online, it crucial to consider the influence that Internet social media addiction might have on sexting behaviors and some studies have linked it to signs of Internet and social media addiction and online gambling [11,45,46,47]. The purpose of this work was to investigate emotional–behavioral functioning, the use of defensive strategies, social media addiction and their relationships with sexting dimensions (motivations, expectancies and behavior). Based on recent discoveries in the literature [75], we first wanted to investigate the relationship between sexting expectations, motivations and behaviors, expecting an influence of expectations on other dimensions. Comparing males and females in sexting size, a significant difference emerges in sexting behaviors where males have a higher score than females and in two subscales of the Sexpectancies Questionnaire, negative expectations about sending sexts and positive expectations about receiving sexts. These data could be of particular importance to understanding how the image of oneself and others could be influenced by sexting expectancies. In fact, negative expectations about sending sexts refers to beliefs that people who do this activity are dirty, foolish and vulnerable and in contrast positive expectations about receiving refers to beliefs that people who receive sexts are admired, sexy and confident. In this context, young people could be influenced by these beliefs in engaging in or not sexting behaviors and in developing a negative idea of who does sexting. Male adolescents could also be more prone to engage in risky sexting behavior to appear admired and confident. This result seems to be in line with the current literature and in particular with the preliminary study about sexting expectancies conducted by Dir and Cyders [14] that found a higher sexting activity and higher positive expectations in males. In addition, the regressions carried out subsequently showed that the positive expectations about sending are predictors of all the motivations for sexting (sexual purposes, body image reinforcement and instrumental/aggravated) and also sexting behavior, as initially hypothesized. These data are consistent and in line with some findings in the literature that males send and receive more sexual messages [15,23], while females perceive riskier consequences, probably have had negative experiences and are under greater social pressure [6,43].



However, in addition to these results, the motivation to strengthen body image is predicted by both positive expectations about sending and negative expectations of receiving sexts, an unexpected outcome. It could be hypothesized that because an individual’s self-image is negatively affected by receiving or having received sexual messages, the individual might be more inclined to enact reassuring and reinforcing behaviors of an unsound self-image.



Moreover, our results do not confirm the recent literature results [75] that negative sending and receiving sexting expectancies predicted instrumental/aggravated motivations to sext. This might be an interesting point to investigate further as it seems the construct of aggravated sexting is more complex to define and understand than the other two types.



As for our next hypothesis regarding the influence of social media addiction on sexting, it seems confirmed by regression analyses, consistent with the literature on Internet addiction and sexting [11,45,46,47]. The results show that social media addiction has a role in determining sexting behaviors, sexting motivation for sexual purposes and body image reinforcement but has no influence on instrumental/aggravated type.



Finally, we tested our hypothesis that there was a relationship between mature–immature defensive functioning, emotional–behavioral functioning and sexting. We assumed that immature defensive strategies would be more associated with a less adaptive type of sexting as the reinforcement of body image and instrumental/aggravated type. Correlation analysis showed non-significant results between mature–immature defensive functioning and sexting. However, the analysis of the individual subscale of REM-71 brought interesting results: the dimensions “fantasy” and “removal”, both immature defensive strategies, correlate with sexting behaviors; “undoing”, an immature defensive strategy, correlates with body image reinforcement; and the most interesting result is that “altruism”, a mature defensive strategy, correlates negatively with the instrumental/aggravated type of sexting. From this result it is possible to speculate that higher levels of altruism are protective towards the implementation of risky sexting, providing an interesting basis for future insights into the protective role of a specific defensive strategy.



Finally, regarding emotional–behavioral problems, we found that only externalizing behaviors correlated with positive expectations, both sending and receiving, with sexting behaviors and sexual purposes. This could be due to a different self-perception in sexting individuals: sexting individuals may report poorer self-perceived behavioral conduct. These adolescents may likely feel judged and consequently judge themselves more negatively than their peers [79]. The co-construction theory also indicates that because there is an association between offline sexual behavior and externalizing problems (e.g., substance use [80,81]), sexting may therefore be related to externalizing symptoms.



Limitations and Future Perspectives


The results of this study should be considered considering several limitations. First, the sample was collected in Rome with a convenient sample and this limits the generalization of the results to different groups of adolescents and young adults. For this reason, future research should focus on expanding the reference sample. Another possible limitation is due to the use of self-report questionnaires which may have led to a bias of social desirability and consequently an alteration of the results. Moreover, since the relationship between sexting behaviors, motivations and expectations seems to be in a very complex relationship, further research would be desirable to deepen this relationship and particular attention should be paid to instrumental/aggravated types of sexting that results in more difficult-to-understand sorts than other types.





5. Conclusions


Recent contributions on sexting in adolescents and young adults have emphasized the prevalence of the phenomenon and the importance of a better understanding of it and related variables, as it is an extremely complex phenomenon. However, most studies focus on personality traits related to the phenomenon and psychopathological traits. To our knowledge, few studies [75] have yet explored the complex relationship between sexting motivations and expectations and no study has considered the role of defensive strategies in sexting. In this paper, we sought to study these variables and their associations and observed that males tend to have higher expectations than females and that, in general, expectations play a key role in both motivations and behaviors related to sexting. In addition, social dependence was found to be a determining factor and the relationship with sexting should be further studied. Finally, the influence of defensive strategies on sexting is only in its infancy. This article aims to emphasize the importance of implementing knowledge on this topic to make psychoeducational program planning more effective. Indeed, we believe that a deeper knowledge of sexting and the mechanisms involved is crucial not only from a theoretical but also from a practical point of view in organizing more complex prevention and intervention programs for younger people. In this sense, in a future study perspective, it might be useful to further discriminate risk and protective factors as suggested by several authors [82,83] and it would be desirable to investigate how to implement different helping strategies taking into account the needs and characteristics of adolescents and young adults from the new knowledge that emerged in the literature [84].
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Table 1. Descriptive analysis of mean (standard deviation) and p-value between males and females in sexting behavior, motivation and expectancies.
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	Males

N = 77
	Females

N = 132
	p-Value





	SBQ
	36.53 (9.2)
	33.80 (7.1)
	0.017 *



	SMQ_INS
	5.38 (1.0)
	5.27 (0.6)
	0.327



	SMQ_SEX
	12.38 (5.0)
	12.89 (5.7)
	0.520



	SMQ_BODY
	6.70 (3.4)
	5.98 (3.2)
	0.130



	SQ_PS
	44.79 (12.4)
	43.06 (11.8)
	0.317



	SQ_NS
	21.04 (7.1)
	17.58 (6.4)
	<0.001 ***



	SQ_PR
	24.95 (7.8)
	22.53 (7.8)
	0.033 *



	SQ_NR
	20.43 (7.2)
	19.76 (6.7)
	0.502







* p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001; SBQ = sexting behavior questionnaire; SMQ_INS = instrumental/aggravated sexting; SMQ_SEX = sexual purposes; SMQ_BODY = body image reinforcement; SQ_PS = positive expectancies on sending; SQ_NS = negative expectancies on sending; SQ_PR = positive expectancies on receiving; SQ_NR = negative expectancies on receiving.
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Table 2. Correlations between sexting behavior, sexting motivations and sexting expectancies.
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	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8





	1. SBQ
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. SMQ_INS
	0.500 ***
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3. SMQ_SEX
	0.574 ***
	0.191 **
	-
	
	
	
	
	



	4. SMQ_BODY
	0.603 ***
	0.370 ***
	0.500 ***
	-
	
	
	
	



	5. SQ_PS
	0.554 ***
	0.217 **
	0.575 ***
	0.325 ***
	-
	
	
	



	6. SQ_NS
	−0.196 **
	0.033
	−0.306 ***
	−0.040
	−0.399 ***
	-
	
	



	7. SQ_PR
	0.420 ***
	0.126
	0.462 ***
	0.188 **
	0.759 ***
	−0.205 **
	-
	



	8. SQ_NR
	−0.176 **
	0.059
	−0.244 ***
	0.068
	−0.361 ***
	0.693 ***
	−0.203 **
	-







** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Table 3. Linear regression between sexting expectancies, motivations and behavior.
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SBQ

	
SMQ_INS

	
SMQ_SEX

	
SMQ_BODY




	
Predictor

	
β

	
t

	
p

	
β

	
t

	
p

	
β

	
t

	
p

	
β

	
t

	
p






	
SQ_PS

	
0.575

	
5.925

	
<0.001

	
0.391

	
3.488

	
<0.001

	
0.474

	
5.001

	
<0.001

	
0.531

	
4.955

	
<0.001




	
SQ_NS

	
0.020

	
0.241

	
0.810

	
0.079

	
0.829

	
0.408

	
−0.118

	
−1.460

	
0.146

	
−0.036

	
−0.397

	
0.692




	
SQ_PR

	
−0.010

	
−0.111

	
0.912

	
−0.131

	
−1.252

	
0.212

	
0.082

	
0.931

	
0.353

	
−0.171

	
−1.716

	
0.088




	
SQ_NR

	
0.016

	
0.200

	
0.842

	
0.118

	
1.263

	
0.208

	
0.026

	
0.338

	
0.736

	
0.250

	
2.784

	
0.006
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Table 4. Correlations between social media addiction and sexting.
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	SBQ
	SMQ_INS
	SMQ_SEX
	SMQ_BODY
	SQ_PS
	SQ_NS
	SQ_PR
	SQ_NR





	BSMAS
	0.301 ***
	0.064
	0.201 **
	0.226 **
	0.310 ***
	−0−099
	0.273 ***
	−0−095







** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; BSMAS = Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale.
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Table 5. Significant correlations between REM-71 subscales and SBQ, SMQ.
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	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8





	1. SBQ
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. SMQ_INS
	0.500 ***
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3. SMQ_SEX
	0.574 ***
	0.191 **
	-
	
	
	
	
	



	4. SMQ_BODY
	0.603 ***
	0.370 ***
	0.500 ***
	-
	
	
	
	



	5. REM_FANT
	0.183 **
	0.067
	0.093
	0.154
	-
	
	
	



	6. REM_RE
	0.254 ***
	0.012
	0.067
	0.007
	0.332 ***
	-
	
	



	7. REM_UN
	0.152
	0.086
	−0.011
	0.179 **
	0.458 ***
	0.360 ***
	-
	



	8. REM_AL
	−0.152
	−0.278 ***
	−0.075
	−0.033
	0.002
	0.115
	0.288 **
	-







** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; SBQ = sexting behavior questionnaire; SMQ_INS = instrumental/aggravated sexting; SMQ_SEX = sexual purposes; SMQ_BODY = body image reinforcement; REM_FANT = fantasy; REM_RE = removal; REM_UN = undoing; REM_AL = altruism.
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