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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to examine the sexting behaviors of surveyed participants 

through the lens of masculinity and femininity. A total of 352 high school students (264 girls, 

88 boys; 14-20 years old) from Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Croatia completed the 

Sexting Behaviors and Motives Questionnaire (SBM-Q) and the Traditional Masculinity-

Femininity Scale (TMF). Data were collected online. Regarding the prevalence of sexting, 

54.0% of high school students reported sexting during the analyzed school period: 32.0% had 

sent sexts, 48.3% had received sexts, and 45.5% had forwarded sexts. There were no 

statistically significant differences in sexting behavior by gender. A higher percentage of girls 

were classified as feminine and a higher percentage of boys were classified as masculine. The 

types of sexting (sending, receiving, and forwarding) significantly correlated with 

masculinity/femininity scores for female participants. Girls classified as feminine were more 

likely to participate in sexting than those classified as masculine. However, there were no 

significant correlations between types of sexting and masculinity/femininity scores for male 

participants. Students in the masculine group had the highest scores for sending sexts 

compared to the neutral and feminine groups. Overall, our results suggest that a relationship 

exists between sexting behavior and masculinity/femininity. Accounting for 

masculinity/femininity in sexting behavior probably contributes to a better understanding of 

sexting. 
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1. Introduction  

Sexting, defined as exchanging sexually explicit messages, images and videos between 

mobile phones, has become an increasingly common form of communication behavior among 

young people in recent years. It can also be said that sexting is a new form of sexual behavior 

among young people (Bonilla et al., 2020). Although sexting is defined differently in different 

research studies, sexting behavior often involves sending a sexually suggestive or explicit 

message or a partially or fully nude photo or video (Drouin et al., 2013; Hudson, 2014; 

Klettke et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2012). The definition of sexting can alter prevalence rates, 

and these rates vary widely across studies (Klettke et al., 2014). In addition, other factors also 

contribute to different results, such as the methodology of studies conducted on different 

samples of subjects, differences in the media used for sending sexually explicit content, 

different content of messages sent (text messages or photos), and the status of the relationship 

in which sexually explicit messages are sent. According to a recent international meta-

analysis, the prevalence of sending and publishing sexually explicit messages among 

adolescents ranges from 7% to 27% (Cooper et al., 2016). Barrense-Dias et al. (2017) 

analyzed 18 studies published between 2012 and 2015 and reached a similar conclusion. 

According to the results of this study, 2.5% to 27.6% of adolescents were involved in active 

sexting. They also concluded that passive sexting was more prevalent with 7.1% to 60% of 

teens. Authors disagree on the definition of this phenomenon, which is considered potentially 

risky and deviant behavior or a completely normal communication pattern in the modern age 

of digital technology (see Doering, 2014; Rice et al., 2014). 

Young people's attitudes and beliefs about sexting influence their decision on whether 

to engage in sexting. In a study by Burke Winkelman et al. (2014), 65% of respondents had 

positive attitudes towards participating in sexting, while only 20% expressed negative 

attitudes. Dir et al. (2013) believe that positive attitudes towards sexting and positive 

expectations encourage more frequent participation in sexting, while negative attitudes lead to 

less participation in sexting. This was confirmed in the study of Hudson et al. (2015), which 

found that attitudes toward sexting were one of the most important predictors of sharing 

sexually explicit content among university students. Factors such as concern for one's 

reputation, fear of embarrassment, are just some of the negative expectations of participating 

in sexting (Burke Winkelman et al., 2014). In contrast, a number of positive expectations are 

attributed to sexting, such as increased self-confidence, improved relationship satisfaction, 

sexual satisfaction, maintaining a long-distance relationship, the need to feel sexy and 

desirable (Hawks, 2013; Parker et al., 2013; Perkins et al., 2013; Woolard, 2011). 

The way individuals identify themselves in relation to gender roles and their 

understanding of their own masculinity and femininity are likely to have an impact on their 

attitudes towards, motivations for, and participation in sexting behavior (Springston, 2017). 

This may stem from the dual social beliefs and norms that apply to girls and boys regarding 

appropriate sexual behavior based on gender identity (Flood, 2013). It is likely that due to the 

social belief that sexual behavior is essential to a boy's masculinity, these social beliefs may 

encourage their involvement in sexting. Given that masculinity is associated with being in 

charge and being the initiator in sexual relationships (Seccombe, 2015), it is also expected 

that boys be the initiators of sexting behavior and send girls various types of sexually explicit 

content. The pressure to achieve the perfect standard of femininity may also affect the 

motivations of girls, as sexting may be a way to validate their attractiveness (Springston, 
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2017). On the other hand, societal beliefs that girls should be shyer and more emotional than 

boys who do not openly express their sexuality, will influence some girls to initiate the 

sharing of explicit sexual content less often and are more likely to receive this type of content 

from boys. However, some girls choose not to engage in exchanging sexually explicit content 

or hide this form of behavior from others. This may be due to negative and demeaning labels 

girls often receive when others learn of their involvement in certain sexual behaviors. 

Research has shown that girls are often blamed for their own sexualization (Flood, 2013; 

García-Gómez, 2019; Hasinoff, 2015) or stigmatized and sanctioned for displaying their 

sexuality (Meyer et al., 2017). 

In light of this contradiction, the purpose of this study is to examine participant 

engagement in sexting behavior through the lens of masculinity and femininity. Our 

hypothesis is that masculinity in boys and femininity in girls exhibit a positive relation to 

participation in sexting behaviors. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Participants 

The participants of this study were 352 high school students (264 girls, 88 boys) from 

Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Croatia. All participants in the study were between 14 and 

20 years of age (M=16.347, SD =1.247). In all, 24.4% of our participants were in 1st grade, 

18.2% in 2nd grade, 37.2% in 3rd grade, and 20.2% in 4th grade. The majority of participants 

(74.2%) had not been in an intimate relationship. 

2.2. Measures  

The measure Sexting Behaviors and Motives Questionnaire (SBM-Q) assessed sexting 

behavior as developed by del Rey et al. (2021). The SBM-Q is based on previously reviewed 

literature that emphasizes the distinction between sending sexual content, motives for sending 

sexual content, victims of non-consensual forwarding, receiving sexual content, forwarding 

sexual content, and motives for forwarding sexual content. The instrument consists of 39 

questions representing each of the six behaviors and motives listed above. Participant 

responses to each question are rated on a five-point rating scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 

(daily). In the present study, participants were asked to respond to each of the questions about 

sending, receiving, and forwarding sexual content. Scores are calculated by summing up the 

scores for each item on sexting subscales. For this particular study, sexting subscales were 

recoded into two levels: non-sexters - participants who reported “never” having participated 

in sexting, and sexters - participants who reported sexting “less than once a month (1)”, 

“monthly (2)”, “weekly (3)”, or “daily (4)” during the analyzed period. The SBM-Q has been 

reported to have good internal consistency reliability (.75-.89) for the six factors (del Rey et 

al., 2021). The reliability coefficients from the current study that suggested adequate internal 

consistency reliability for the three SBM-Q subscales: Cronbach's α were .85 for sending 

sexual content, .918 for receiving sexual content, and .84 for forwarding sexual content. 

The Traditional Masculinity-Femininity Scale (TMF) measures according to Kachel et al. 

(2016) the gender role self-concept. The TMF contains 6 items that represent the “core” of 

masculinity/femininity by referring to three key gender role aspects related to gender-role 

adoption (1 item; e.g. “I consider myself a…”), gender-role preference (1 item, e.g., “Ideally, 
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I would like to be…”) and gender-role identity (4 items, e.g. “Traditionally, my 1. interests, 2. 

attitudes and beliefs, 3. behavior, and 4. outer appearance would be considered as…”). 

Participants were asked to rate how well each of the characteristics described them on a 

seven-point adjectival rating scale with scores of 1 – totally masculine and 7 - totally 

feminine. For the purposes of this study, the middle option 0 was added as a gender-neutral 

category. To obtain a unidimensional measure of masculinity/femininity, all responses for 

each participant are summed and divided by the number of items. Thus, higher scores indicate 

higher perceived femininity. Based on their masculinity/femininity scores on either side of the 

median, participants were categorized into the different gender role types - masculine (scores 

below the median), feminine (scores above the median), and gender neutral (neutral scores). 

Kachel et al. (2016) reported Cronbach's α = .94 for reliability of the measure, along with a 

high test-retest reliability. In the current study, the reliability coefficient yielded Cronbach's α 

= .96. 

2.3. Procedure 

The data for this study were collected online. Prior to conducting the study, the principal 

investigator obtained approval from the Institutional Review Board and the Ministry of 

Education. Participation in this study and the information collected through the online 

measures was completely anonymous and voluntary. Participants in the study had the right to 

withdraw at any time or to refuse to participate altogether without penalty. Before beginning 

the online questionnaire, participants were required to consent to the questionnaire. 

3. Results 

Regarding the prevalence of sexting, 54.0% of high school students reported sexting during 

the observed school period: 33.0% sent sexts, 48.3% received sexts, and 45.5% forwarded 

sexts (Table 1). An analysis of sexting prevalence by sex revealed no statistically significant 

differences in sexting behaviors (χ2 =1.78; df=3; p=.619). 

 

Table 1: Percentage of high school students who reported to participate in sexting according to sex 

Sexting behavior 
Girls 

N (%) 

Boys 

N (%) 

Total 

N (%) 

Sending 85 (32.2%) 31 (35.3%) 116 (33.0%) 

Receiving 129 (48.9%) 41 (46.6%) 170 (48.3%) 

Forwarding 126 (47.32%) 34 (38.6%) 160 (45.5%) 

Total sexting 139 (52.7%) 51 (58.0%) 190 (54.0%) 

 

Sex differences were also tested on the gender role scale. As shown in Table 2 (χ2 

=93.187; df=2; p=.000), a higher percentage of girls were ascribed themselves as feminine, 

and a higher percentage of boys ascribed themselves a masculine. In the gender-neutral 

groups, girls were slightly more represented in numbers than boys. 
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Table 2: Percentage of high school girls and boys by their gender role 

Gender role  
Girls 

N (%) 

Boys 

N (%) 

Total 

N (%) 

Gender-neutral 73 (27.7%) 11 (12.5%) 84 (23.9%) 

Masculine 51 (19.3%) 66 (75.0%) 117 (33.3%) 

Feminine 140 (53.0%) 11 (12.5%) 151 (43.0%) 

 

Pearson correlations were used to test the relationships between types of sexting behavior 

and the masculinity/femininity of participants (Table 3). Correlations were done separately for 

girls and boys to account for possible gender differences. Types of sexting (sending, 

receiving, and forwarding) were significantly correlated with the masculinity/femininity 

scores of participants. Girls who identified themselves as feminine were more likely to 

participate in sexting than those who identified as masculine. However, there were no 

significant correlations between types of sexting and masculinity/femininity scores for male 

participants. 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Correlations between sexting types and gender role identity by sex  

 Gender role 

Sexting behavior Girls Boys 

Sending .16** -.08 

Receiving .16** -.01 

Forwarding .15* .04 

                       *p < .05. **p < .01. 

To further test the relationship between types of sexting with gender roles, means are 

reported for each sexting score by gender role group in Table 4. The MANOVA compared the 

three gender groups, adjusted for sex, on the three types of sexting and showed significant 

differences in types of sexting between gender role groups in the multivariate test (F3, 

309=2.55, p<.056, ηp
2=.02, Roy's Largest Root). However, only one individual comparison 

was significant, while gender role groups showed significant differences in sending sexts 

(Table 4). High school students in the masculine group had the highest score for sending sexts 

compared to the neutral and feminine groups. 
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Table 4: Testing differences in sexting types across gender role groups defined as gender-neutral, feminine, and 

masculine  

Sexting behavior 
Neutral Feminine Masculine    

M SD M SD M SD F p Partial η2 

Sending .12 .53 .33 .60 .41 .78 1.54 .02* .17 

Receiving .36 .81 .63 .92 .71 1.14 1.24 .16 .14 

Forwarding .24 .43 .48 .69 .51 .90 .86 .72 .10 

*p < .05. 

4. Discussion 

According to obtained results on the prevalence of sexting, we found that 54 % of high 

school students reported partaking in sexting during the observed school period. The present 

results are consistent with the results of the published rate of youth sexting and ranges from 

1.3% to 60% (Drouin et al., 2017; Madigan et al., 2018). Importantly, the results of metar-

analysis by Madigan et al. (2018) indicates that the frequency of sexting in recent studies is 

higher than in previous studies, which the authors attribute to the widespread ownership of 

smartphone among young people. Therefore, the findings of our study that more than half of 

the young people surveyed participate in sexting is not surprising. Moreover, smartphone 

applications have been developed in recent years to facilitate the sharing and storage of 

sexually explicit content, promising better privacy protection for those involved in sexting. 

This may also be a contributing factor to the high frequency of sexting among the young 

people in our study. 

The prevalence of sending and receiving sexts among adolescents has been estimated to be 

as high as between 14 % and 2 7% in recent research (Kim et al., 2020; Madigan et al., 2018; 

Mori et al., 2019). In contrast to the previously mentioned research findings, our study 

uncovered that 32.954% of adolescents sent sexts, 48.295% received sexts, and 45.454% 

forwarded sexts, which is significantly more compared to other studies. The differences may 

be due to positive attitudes towards sexting among the adolescents in our study. Moreover, 

numerous study authors (Gámez-Guadix et al., 2017; Stanley et al., 2018) explain that a high 

frequency of sexting is a common behavior in online interactions during adolescence and that 

adolescents consider it normal, i.e., standard behavior. 

The most common form of sexting behavior, i.e., receiving sext, is consistent with the 

results of previous studies (Molla-Esparza et al., 2020; Ojeda et al., 2020). Klettke et al. 

(2014), suggesting that a higher prevalence of receiving sexting messages compared to 

sending sexting messages may be due to the following: some participants may underestimate 

their active involvement in sexting, others send the same image to multiple people, and/or 

those who receive sexting messages may not reciprocate the message. 

Analyzing the prevalence of sexting behavior by gender revealed no statistically significant 

differences. In terms of gender, a range of findings was reported. Some studies found no 

gender differences in sending and receiving sexual messages or images (Beckmeyer et al., 

2019; Campbell & Park, 2014). Moreover, some studies found that girls were more likely to 

send sexual images than boys (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014), whereas in contrast, boys engaged 

in sending, receiving, and forwarding to third parties to a greater extent (Strassberg et al., 

2017). The inconsistencies between prevalence findings regarding sexting behavior across 

studies is not surprising. Prevalence rates of sexting among adolescents vary depending on the 



 

32 

 

criteria used to define the phenomenon, the age of participants, time period, and measurement 

instrument, among other factors (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017). 

As expected, a higher percentage of girls were classified in the feminine group and a 

higher percentage of boys were classified in the masculine group. The distribution of gender 

role classifications among participants supports assumptions related to general social norms in 

where personality traits closely reflect social expectations for girls and boys (Berger & Krahe, 

2013; Echabe, 2010; Kim et al., 2013). 

The results show that all three types of sexting behavior correlated with 

masculinity/femininity scores of participants for the female gender, but not for the male 

gender. Girls who identified themselves as feminine were more likely to participate in sexting 

than those who ascribed themselves as masculine. This pattern is consistent with Springston's 

(2017) work which deals with gender differences in participation and motivation for sexting. 

According to Springston (2017), this is likely attributed to findings from the same research 

used to explain the relationship between being female and insecurity as a reason for sending 

sexts (Jewell & Brown, 2013). If men hold to the belief that men are sex-focused and 

dominant (traditional traits of masculinity) and that women are sex objects and submissive 

(traditional traits of femininity), then those who are feminine are likely to send sext messages 

to please their partner. Hence, they unconsciously take on this submissive role or bow to 

pressure placed on them to send sext messages. 

Given the results of the present study, it is possible that masculine high school students are 

more likely to send sexts. These findings are not surprising, as adherence to masculine norms 

has been associated with several aspects of sexual activity, such as more sexual partners, less 

intimacy with these partners at last sexual intercourse, less consistent condom use, and less 

belief in men's responsibility in preventing pregnancy (Bell et al., 2015). Given that the 

concept of masculinity includes a tendency towards dominance, aggressiveness, autonomy, 

self-confidence, focus on personal gratification, or negative overinterpretation of sexual 

problems (Kurpisz et al., 2016), adolescents may possibly express these aspects by 

participating in sexting. More specifically, for some adolescents, sending a sext message may 

possibly mean that they become more balanced in terms of stereotypical masculine 

characteristics. However, at the moment, this is only a hypothesis that should be tested in 

further studies. Hence, interest in sexting is closely linked to masculinity where the masculine 

identity of boys or young men who do not show interest in sexting is questioned or even 

criticized (Ricciardelli & Adorjan, 2019). A culture in which masculinity is equated with an 

interest in heterosexual sex contributes to the naturalization of male sexual desire (Walsh, 

2019), possibly impacting the ways in which youth use sexting. For example, boys may 

typically use sexting as evidence that they can persuade girls to use their bodies (Ringrose et 

al., 2013). 

Finally, we must consider some limitations of the study. The design is correlational, and no 

causal relationships derived from it. This research was conducted using an online research 

methodology, and we can assume that participation in the study was based on participant 

motivation. Although the survey was completely anonymous, some students may have felt 

uncomfortable giving honest answers in taking the survey. There may be certain issues 

regarding measurement validity and reliability due to sensitivity of the topic. Future research 

exploring participation in and motivations for sexting may want to take into account the 

sexual orientation of respondents in order to more fully understand sexting behavior among 

adolescents.   
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Despite these limitations, this study is a contribution to current literature in that it 

demonstrates that the nature of sexting is related to the gender roles of students. More 

specifically, sending is associated with masculinity and sexting behavior (sending, receiving, 

and sending) is significantly related to the feminine identities of high school students. Indeed, 

given the rise of sexting among adolescents, the issue of gender role needs to be given greater 

consideration in future research. 

5. Conclusion  

In summary, the present study breaks new ground by examining the relationship between 

types of sexting and the gender role of high school students. Masculinity and femininity 

dimensions have been shown to be related to sexting behavior. Although great strides have 

been made in understanding the various determinants of sexting in recent decades, further 

study is essential to make progress in understanding this complex phenomenon. This study 

can serve as a guide for future research in this area, particularly in examining adolescent 

perceptions of masculinity and femininity portrayed by their peers or even the interaction of 

masculinity and femininity and different cultural contexts in sexting. Future research based on 

these findings can also examine how these results relate to psychological outcomes in high 

school students. 
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