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Abstract 

The prevalence of sending sexually explicit content has increased among young people in 

recent years and is, therefore, a relatively new research topic that needs further research. The 

relationship between self-esteem, body image, and sexting is not well known. Therefore, the 

current study aimed to examine: 1) the prevalence of sexting, 2) the gender differences in 

self-esteem and body image among adolescents who sent sexts, and 3) the relationship 

between self-esteem, body image, and sexting, and if the relationship was different for girls 

and boys. The current study analyzed data from a cross-sectional study conducted by the 

Icelandic Centre for Social Research and Analysis (ICSRA). This study included 2161 

students from all Icelandic compulsory schools in the 8th to 10th grade. The results of this 

study showed that boys who sent sexts had higher self-esteem and a more positive body 

image than girls who sent sexts. Furthermore, it showed that older adolescents and girls were 

more likely to send a sext, and adolescents with high self-esteem and positive body image 

were less likely to send a sext, particularly girls. According to the findings of this study, it 

may be possible to reduce sexting among adolescent girls by improving their self-esteem and 

body image.    

Keywords: self-esteem, body image, grade, gender, sexting, adolescents       

Útdráttur  

Tíðni sendingar kynferðislegs efnis hefur aukist meðal ungs fólks á undanförnum árum og er 

því tiltölulega nýtt rannsóknarefni sem þarfnast frekari rannsókna. Tengsl sjálfsálits, 

líkamsímyndar og sendingar ögrandi mynda eru ekki vel þekkt. Vegna þessa miðaði 

núverandi rannsókn að því að kanna: 1) tíðni sendingar ögrandi mynda, 2) kynjamun á 

sjálfsáliti og líkamsímynd meðal unglinga sem sendu ögrandi myndir af sér, og 3) tengsl 

sjálfsálits, líkamsímyndar og sendingar ögrandi mynda, og hvort tengslin voru ólík fyrir 

stelpur og stráka. Núverandi rannsókn greindi gögn frá þversniðsrannsókn sem framkvæmd 

var á vegum Rannsókna og greiningar (R&G). Þessi rannsókn náði til 2161 nemenda úr 

öllum íslenskum grunnskólum í 8. til 10. bekk. Niðurstöður þessarar rannsóknar sýndu að 

strákar sem sendu ögrandi myndir af sér voru með hærra sjálfsálit og jákvæðari líkamsímynd 

heldur en stelpur sem sendu ögrandi myndir af sér. Ennfremur sýndu þær að eldri unglingar 

og stelpur voru líklegri til þess að senda ögrandi myndir af sér og unglingar með hátt sjálfsálit 

og jákvæða líkamsímynd voru ólíklegri til þess að senda ögrandi myndir af sér, sérstaklega 

stelpur. Samkvæmt niðurstöðum þessarar rannsóknar gæti verið hægt að draga úr sendingu 

ögrandi mynda meðal unglingsstúlkna með því að bæta sjálfsálit og líkamsímynd þeirra.    

 Lykilorð: sjálfsálit, líkamsímynd, bekkur, kyn, sending ögrandi mynda, unglingar    
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The Role of Gender in the Relationship Between Self-Esteem, Body Image, and Sexting 

Among Icelandic Adolescents  

With rising mobile use, sexting has become more prevalent among young people in 

recent years (Medigan et al., 2018; Michelle Drouin, n.d.; Molla-Esparza et al., 2020). 

Sexting is the verb for the act of sending or receiving sexually explicit content through 

technology, usually a smartphone (Michelle Drouin, n.d.). The prevalence of sexting is higher 

for receiving sexts than sending sexts, 31% and 14%, respectively (Molla-Esparza et al., 

2020). When it comes to sexting, smartphone apps like Snapchat and WhatsApp have been 

shown to be preferred over Facebook and e-mail because they are more intimate (Van 

Ouytsel et al., 2017). Studies have consistently found that older youths (Burén & Lunde, 

2018; Gregg et al., 2018; Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Medigan et al., 2018; Molla-Esparza 

et al., 2020; Wachs et al., 2017; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014) and youths in a relationship (Gregg 

et al., 2018; Milton et al., 2019; Scholes-Balog et al., 2016; Sesar et al., 2021) were more 

likely to send a sext than younger and single youths. However, studies have been 

inconclusive about the role of gender in sexting (Burén & Lunde, 2018; Dodaj et al., 2020; 

Gregg et al., 2018; Klettke et al., 2019; Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Medigan et al., 2018; 

Milton et al., 2019; Molla-Esparza et al., 2020; Reed et al., 2019; Sesar et al., 2021; Wachs et 

al., 2017; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014). Some studies found that girls were more likely to send a 

sext than boys (Reed et al., 2019; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014), others found that boys were 

more likely to send a sext than girls (Dodaj et al., 2020; Gregg et al., 2018; Milton et al., 

2019; Wachs et al., 2017), and others found no gender differences in sending sexts (Burén & 

Lunde, 2018; Klettke et al., 2019; Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Medigan et al., 2018; Molla-

Esparza et al., 2020; Sesar et al., 2021). Studies have consistently found that girls were more 

likely to be pressured to send a sext than boys (Burén & Lunde, 2018; Lippman & Campbell, 

2014; Reed et al., 2019).     
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Several studies have examined the relationship between self-esteem and sexting 

(Gregg et al., 2018; Hudson & Fetro, 2015; Klettke et al., 2019; Kumari & Srivasta, 2017; 

Scholes-Balog et al., 2016; Sesar et al., 2021; Wachs et al., 2017; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014). 

Self-esteem is a person’s perception of qualities related to their self-image. Positive self-

image perception refers to high self-esteem, while negative perception refers to low self-

esteem (American Psychological Association, n.d.). Girls generally have lower self-esteem 

when compared to boys (Agam et al., 2015; Aunola et al., 2000; Frost & McKelvie, 2004). 

When gender differences in situations have been considered, girls have been found to be in 

sensitive situations, where self-disclosure and ruminating are common, whereas boys have 

been found to be in non-sensitive situations, where competitiveness and conflict are common 

(Agam et al., 2015). Previous studies on the relationship between self-esteem and sexting 

were inconclusive as they either showed that people with high self-esteem were less likely to 

send a sext, and people with low self-esteem were more likely to send a sext (Klettke et al., 

2019; Scholes-Balog et al., 2016; Sesar et al., 2021; Wachs et al., 2017; Ybarra & Mitchell, 

2014) or showed no relationship at all (Gregg et al., 2018; Hudson & Fetro, 2015). Boys who 

sent sexts had higher self-esteem than girls who sent sexts (Kumari & Srivasta, 2017). When 

examining the relationship between self-esteem and sexting few studies have shown that both 

the context and content of sexting were important factors (Klettke et al., 2019; Scholes-Balog 

et al., 2016; Sesar et al., 2021). Concerning the context of sexting, receiving an unwanted 

sext and being pressured to send a sext were independent predictors of lower self-esteem, but 

not receiving and sending sexts in general (Klettke et al., 2019). Furthermore, concerning the 

content of sexting, self-esteem was only a significant predictor regarding sending half naked 

and fully naked pictures and videos, but not other types of sexual pictures, videos, or words 

(Scholes-Balog et al., 2016; Sesar et al., 2021).       

Few studies have examined the relationship between body image and sexting 

(Howard et al., 2019; Kumari & Srivasta, 2017; Liong & Cheng, 2019; Milton et al., 2019). 
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Body image is a person’s perception, thoughts, and feelings towards their own body (Grogan, 

2016). Girls generally have a more negative body image when compared to boys (Agam et 

al., 2015; Lawler & Nixon, 2011). Body image standards have been shown to differ between 

girls and boys, with girls being expected to be skinny and boys being expected to be muscular 

and lean (Agam et al., 2015). Previous studies on the relationship between body image and 

sexting were inconclusive as they either showed that people with a more negative body image 

were more likely to send a sext (Milton et al., 2019) or less likely to send a sext (Howard et 

al., 2019). However, when it was examined whether body dissatisfaction affects sexting, 

body dissatisfaction was only associated with sending sexts under pressure and sending sexts 

to reinforce one’s body image, but not with sending sexts in general. Women who reported 

more body dissatisfaction, on the other hand, were less likely to send a sext, both generally 

and under pressure. Conversely, when it was examined whether sexting affects body 

dissatisfaction, sexting was associated with reducing body dissatisfaction (Howard et al., 

2019). Another study showed that some of those who sent sexts reported more concern about 

how their body appeared to others and felt ashamed, while others felt more at ease with their 

nudity, with no gender differences (Liong & Cheng, 2019). There were no gender differences 

in body image among adolescents who sent sexts, as both genders had negative body images 

(Kumari & Srivasta, 2017). 

The current literature on the relationship between self-esteem, body image, and 

sexting is inconclusive with positive, negative, or no relationship between the three variables. 

It is important to research this topic further as the literature is scarce and all over the place. 

Therefore, the aim of the current study was to examine the prevalence of sexting among 

adolescents, as well as to examine the gender differences in self-esteem and body image 

among adolescents in Iceland who sent sexts. Furthermore, the aim was to examine the 

relationship between self-esteem, body image, and sexting, and if the relationship was 

different for girls and boys. The following hypotheses will be examined:           
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1. Girls who send sexts have lower self-esteem than boys who send sexts.    

2. Girls who send sexts have a more negative body image than boys who send 

sexts. 

3. (a) Adolescents with low self-esteem are more likely to send a sext compared 

to adolescents with high self-esteem. (b) Girls with low self-esteem are more 

likely to send a sext than boys with low self-esteem. 

4. (a) Adolescents with negative body image are more likely to send a sext 

compared to adolescents with positive body image. (b) Girls with negative 

body image are more likely to send a sext than boys with negative body 

image.  

Method 

Participants 

The current study analyzed data from a cross-sectional study conducted by the 

Icelandic Centre for Social Research and Analysis (ICSRA). The inclusion criteria for the 

study required participants to be in the 8th to 10th grade of Icelandic compulsory schools and 

to be present at school on the survey day. Participants were neither required nor paid to 

answer the questionnaire. A total of 10.563 responses were received, resulting in an 84 

percent response rate. The current study’s participants were chosen using a random sample. 

There were 2161 participants in the sample, with 1069 (49.5%) boys, 1066 (49.3%) girls, and 

26 (1.2%) who did not indicate their gender. The age ranged from 12 to 16 years (M = 14.95, 

SD = 0.83).  

Measures  

The measuring instruments for the current study were selected questions from a 

questionnaire “Ungt Fólk 2018 grunnskólanemar 8., 9. og 10 bekkur” from ICSRA. The 

questionnaire contained 83 questions on 30 pages (Pálsdóttir et al., 2018). This study used 

questions regarding self-esteem, body image, grade, gender, and sexting behavior. Self-
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esteem, body image, and grade were used as predictor variables, gender was used as an 

interaction variable, and sexting was used as a dependent variable.    

Self-Esteem. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale was used to measure self-esteem 

(Rosenberg, 1965). The scale consists of the following ten statements: “I feel that I’m a 

person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others”, “I feel that I have a number of good 

qualities”, “I am inclined to feel that I am a failure”, “I am able to do things as well as most 

other people”, “I do not have much to be proud of”, “I take a positive attitude toward 

myself”, “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”, “I certainly feel useless at times”, “I 

wish I had more respect for myself”, and “At times I think I am no good at all”. The answer 

options were on a 4-point ordinal scale, “Applies very well to me (1)”, “Applies rather well 

to me (2)”, “Applies rather badly to me (3)”, and “Applies very badly to me (4)”. Positively 

worded statements were reverse coded, and higher scores indicated higher self-esteem. The 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale has shown high reliability and validity in previous studies 

(Hagborg, 1993). The reliability in the current study was high (Cronbach’s α = 0.89), which 

indicates good internal consistency between the items in the scale. To form the predictor 

variable, all of the statements were summed up and divided by ten, the number of statements 

on the scale. Missing values were not imputed and listwise deletion was applied.     

Body Image. Body Image Scale from the Offer Self-Image Questionnaire (OSIQ) was 

used to measure body image (Offer & Howard, 1972). The scale consists of the following 

five statements: “When I think about how I will look in the future I am happy”, “I often feel 

ugly and unattractive”, “I am happy with my body”, “I am happy with my bodily changes 

that have occurred over the past few years”, and “I feel strong and healthy”. The answer 

options were on a 4-point ordinal scale, “Describes me very well (1)”, “Describes me quite 

well (2)”, “Does not describe me well enough (3)”, and “Does not describe me at all (4)”. 

Positively worded statements were reverse coded, and higher scores indicated a more positive 

body image. The Body Image Scale has shown high reliability and validity in previous 
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studies (Patton & Noller, 1994). The reliability in the current study was high (Cronbach’s α = 

0.81), which indicates good internal consistency between the items in the scale. To form the 

predictor variable, all of the statements were summed up and divided by five, the number of 

statements on the scale. Missing values were not imputed and listwise deletion was applied.      

Grade. Grade was assessed on a 3-point ordinal scale by asking the participants 

whether they were in “8th grade (1)”, “9th grade (2)”, or “10th grade (3)”.  

Gender. Gender was assessed on a 2-point nominal scale by asking the participants to 

indicate their gender, the answer options were “boy (1)”, or “girl (2)”.   

Sexting. Sexting was measured by asking the participants how often they had sent a 

provocative or nude photo of themselves via the internet. The answer options were on a 7-

point ratio scale, “Never (1)”, “1-2 times (2)”, “3-5 times (3)”, “6-9 times (4)”, “10-19 times 

(5)”, “20-39 times (6)”, and “40 times or more (7)”. Answer options were recoded into 

binomial variable with the options never (0) and once or more (1).       

Procedure   

The survey was delivered to all Icelandic compulsory schools in February 2018 and 

administered to 8th to 10th grade students. Teachers distributed questionnaires and empty 

envelopes to all students present on the survey day. Students were instructed not to write their 

names or identification numbers on the questionnaires, to answer honestly, and ask for help if 

they needed it. After completing the questionnaire, the students placed it in the empty 

envelope and handed back to the teacher. Before the survey, participants’ parents had 

consented to their participation through passive consent.    

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were used to report frequencies, means, standard deviations, and 

ranges for all variables. Cronbach’s alpha was performed to test the reliability of the 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale and the Body Image Scale. A chi-square test of independence 

was performed to examine the relationship between grade and sexting and between gender 
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and sexting. Independent samples t-test was conducted to examine the gender differences in 

self-esteem and body image among adolescents who sent sexts. Binary logistic regression 

was conducted to examine the relationship between self-esteem, body image, and sexting. 

Finally, a binary logistic regression was conducted to examine the role of gender in the 

relationship between self-esteem, body image, and sexting by using gender as an interaction 

variable. The Statistics Package of Social Sciences (SPSS), version 27.0 was used to analyze 

the data.   

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

This study included 2161 students from all Icelandic compulsory schools in the 8th to 

10th grade. There were 757 (35%) 8th graders, 702 (32.5%) 9th graders, and 672 (31.1%) 10th 

graders. Few participants, or 30 (1.4%), did not answer this question (M = 1.96, SD = 0.82). 

The gender ratio was nearly equal, with 1069 (49.5%) boys, 1066 (49.3%) girls, and 26 

(1.2%) who did not indicate their gender (M = 1.50, SD = 0.50). A total of 1951 (90.3%) 

answered all ten statements on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, and 1995 (92.3%) answered 

all five statements on the Body Image Scale. The mean score for the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale was 3.16 (SD = 0.66), and the mean score for the Body Image Scale was 3.07 (SD = 

0.67) with a minimum of 1.00 and a maximum of 4.00 for both scales. The descriptive 

statistics for sexting showed that 78.7% (n = 1701) had never sent a sext, 14.9% (n = 321) 

had sent a sext, and 6.4% (n = 139) did not answer this question (M = 0.16, SD = 0.37).        

Chi-Square Test of Independence  

A chi-square test of independence demonstrated that adolescents in higher grades 

were significantly more likely to send a sext than adolescents in lower grades. A 7.8% (n = 

55) of 8th graders, 17.2% (n = 144) of 9th graders, and 23.7% (n = 151) of 10th graders had 

sent a sext (Х2(2) = 63.69, p < .001). Additionally, girls were significantly more likely to send 
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a sext than boys. A 19.1% (n = 197) of the girls and 12.6% (n = 123) of the boys had sent a 

sext (Х2(1) = 16.06, p < .001).     

Independent Samples t-Test 

An independent samples t-test to examine gender differences demonstrated that boys 

who sent sexts (n = 114, M = 3.17, SD = 0.65) had significantly higher self-esteem than girls 

who sent sexts (n = 187, M = 2.79, SD = 0.69); (t(299) = 4.77, p < .001). Furthermore, boys 

who sent sexts (n = 122, M = 3.18, SD = 0.64) had significantly more positive body image 

than girls who sent sexts (n = 191, M = 2.69, SD = 0.74); (t(311) = 6.03, p < .001).      

Main Effect of Self-Esteem, Grade, and Gender on Sending Sexts 

A binary logistic regression was conducted to examine the main effect of self-esteem, 

grade, and gender on sending sexts. The main effect model was statistically significant, Х2(3) 

= 116.28, p < .001. The model explained between 6.1% (Cox & Snell R square) and 10.3% 

(Nagelkerke R square) of the variance in sexting and correctly classified 83.7% of cases. As 

shown in Table 1, the main effect of self-esteem, grade, and gender on sending sexts was 

significant (p < .05). Self-esteem was negatively associated with sending sexts, whereas 

grade and gender were positively associated with sending sexts. 

Table 1     

Main Effect of Self-Esteem, Grade, and Gender on Sending Sexts  

 B SE Wald df p OR 95% CI OR 

       LL UL 

Grade 0.66 0.08 60.67 1 <.001 1.93 1.63 2.27 

Gender 0.41 0.13 9.43 1 .002 1.51 1.16 1.97 

Self-esteem -0.55 0.10 33.82 1 <.001 0.58 0.48 0.69 

Constant -1.98 0.43 21.27 1 <.001 0.14   

Note. OR = Odds Ratio; CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit. 

Interaction Effect Between Self-Esteem and Gender on Sending Sexts 
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Furthermore, a binary logistic regression was conducted to examine the interaction 

effect between self-esteem and gender on sending sexts. The interaction effect model was 

statistically significant, Х2(4) = 120.75, p < .001. The model explained between 6.3% (Cox & 

Snell R square) and 10.7% (Nagelkerke R square) of the variance in sexting and correctly 

classified 83.7% of cases. As shown in Table 2, self-esteem by gender was negatively 

associated with sending sexts, whereas grade and gender were positively associated with 

sending sexts. The main effect of self-esteem on sending sexts became insignificant (p = 

.709) when the interaction effect between self-esteem and gender on sending sexts was added 

to the model.  

Table 2  

Interaction Effect Between Self-Esteem and Gender on Sending Sexts   

 B SE Wald df p OR 95% CI OR 

       LL UL 

Grade 0.66 0.08 60.48 1 <.001 1.93 1.63 2.27 

Gender 1.69 0.63 7.29 1 .007 5.42 1.59 18.48 

Self-esteem 0.13 0.34 0.14 1 .709 1.13 0.59 2.20 

Self-esteem by 

gender  

-0.42 0.20 4.42 1 .036 0.66 0.45 0.97 

Constant -4.08 1.10 13.71 1 <.001 0.02   

Note. OR = Odds Ratio; CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit. 

Main Effect of Body Image, Grade, and Gender on Sending Sexts 

A binary logistic regression was conducted to examine the main effect of body image, 

grade, and gender on sending sexts. The main effect model was statistically significant, Х2(3) 

= 87.69, p < .001. The model explained between 4.5% (Cox & Snell R square) and 7.6% 

(Nagelkerke R square) of the variance in sexting and correctly classified 83.5% of cases. As 

shown in Table 3, the main effect of body image, grade, and gender on sending sexts was 

significant (p < .05). Body image was negatively associated with sending sexts, whereas 

grade and gender were positively associated with sending sexts.  
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Table 3  

Main Effect of Body Image, Grade, and Gender on Sending Sexts  

 B SE Wald df p OR 95% CI OR 

       LL UL 

Grade 0.58 0.08 50.84 1 <.001 1.78 1.52 2.08 

Gender 0.37 0.13 7.83 1 .005 1.44 1.12 1.87 

Body image -0.38 0.09 17.36 1 <.001 0.68 0.57 0.82 

Constant -2.26 0.42 28.76 1 <.001 0.10   

Note. OR = Odds Ratio; CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit. 

Interaction Effect Between Body Image and Gender on Sending Sexts 

Furthermore, a binary logistic regression was conducted to examine the interaction 

effect between body image and gender on sending sexts. The interaction effect model was 

statistically significant, Х2(4) = 96.62, p < .001. The model explained between 5% (Cox & 

Snell R square) and 8.4% (Nagelkerke R square) of the variance in sexting and correctly 

classified 83.4% of cases. As shown in Table 4, body image by gender was negatively 

associated with sending sexts, whereas grade and gender were positively associated with 

sending sexts. The main effect of body image on sending sexts became insignificant (p = 

.095) when the interaction effect between body image and gender on sending sexts was added 

to the model.   

Table 4   

Interaction Effect Between Body Image and Gender on Sending Sexts  

 B SE Wald df p OR 95% CI OR 

       LL UL 

Grade 0.57 0.08 50.16 1 <.001 1.77 1.51 2.08 

Gender 2.10 0.61 12.00 1 <.001 8.16 2.49 26.76 

Body image 0.55 0.33 2.78 1 .095 1.74 0.91 3.33 

Body image by 

gender  

-0.58 0.20 8.74 1 .003 0.56 0.38 0.82 

Constant -5.12 1.08 22.46 1 <.001 0.01   
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Note. OR = Odds Ratio; CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit. 

Discussion  

The current study aimed to examine the prevalence of sexting, as well as the gender 

differences in self-esteem and body image among adolescents in Iceland who sent sexts. 

Furthermore, the relationship between self-esteem, body image, and sexting was examined 

and if the relationship was different for girls and boys. In this study, the prevalence of 

sending sexts was 14.9 percent, which is comparable to the 14 percent average prevalence 

found in previous meta-analysis (Molla-Esparza et al., 2020). Adolescents in higher grades 

were found to be more likely to send a sext than adolescents in lower grades, which is 

consistent with previous studies that found older youths to be more likely to send a sext than 

younger youths (Burén & Lunde, 2018; Gregg et al., 2018; Lippman & Campbell, 2014; 

Medigan et al., 2018; Molla-Esparza et al., 2020; Wachs et al., 2017; Ybarra & Mitchell, 

2014). It can be estimated that older adolescents are more likely to be in a relationship than 

younger adolescents, which could explain the difference in the prevalence of sexting between 

older youths and younger youths, since it has been shown that youths in a relationship are 

more likely to send a sext than single youths (Gregg et al., 2018; Milton et al., 2019; Scholes-

Balog et al., 2016; Sesar et al., 2021). Being in a relationship could give them the motivation 

to send a sext to their significant other. Additionally, the results showed that girls were more 

likely to send a sext than boys. This finding is consistent with the findings of a few previous 

studies (Reed et al., 2019; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014). A potential explanation for this finding 

is that girls are more prone to be pressured to send a sext than boys (Burén & Lunde, 2018; 

Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Reed et al., 2019). Other studies, on the other hand, have found 

boys to be more likely to send a sext than girls (Dodaj et al., 2020; Gregg et al., 2018; Milton 

et al., 2019; Wachs et al., 2017), or found no gender differences in sending sexts (Burén & 

Lunde, 2018; Klettke et al., 2019; Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Medigan et al., 2018; Molla-

Esparza et al., 2020; Sesar et al., 2021).   
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The first hypothesis of this study was that girls who send sexts have lower self-esteem 

than boys who send sexts. In line with Kumari and Srivasta (2017), the results of this study 

showed that boys who sent sexts had higher self-esteem than girls who sent sexts, therefore 

the hypothesis was supported. Previous studies have shown results that could explain these 

findings. In general, boys have been shown to have higher self-esteem when compared to 

girls (Agam et al., 2015; Aunola et al., 2000; Frost & McKelvie, 2004). For that reason, it can 

be concluded that boys who send sexts have higher self-esteem than girls who send sexts. 

Girls are also more prone to be pressured to send a sext than boys (Burén & Lunde, 2018; 

Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Reed et al., 2019), which is an independent predictor of lower 

self-esteem (Klettke et al., 2019).         

The second hypothesis was that girls who send sexts have a more negative body 

image than boys who send sexts. The results of this study showed that boys who sent sexts 

had a more positive body image than girls who sent sexts. Consequently, this hypothesis was 

supported. In relation to the findings of self-esteem, boys have been found to generally have a 

more positive body image when compared to girls (Agam et al., 2015; Lawler & Nixon, 

2011). Therefore, it can be estimated that boys who send sexts have a more positive body 

image than girls who send sexts. The results of the current study were not in line with a 

previous study which found no gender differences in body image among adolescents who 

sent sexts. However, there is a possibility that they did not discover a significant gender 

difference since there were only 40 participants in their study. Such a small group of 

participants in a study can make it difficult for researchers to generalize the results to the 

population (Kumari & Srivasta, 2017).   

The third hypothesis was twofold. First, it was hypothesized that adolescents with low 

self-esteem are more likely to send a sext compared to adolescents with high self-esteem. 

This study found that adolescents with high self-esteem were less likely to send a sext, so the 

hypothesis was supported. This finding is consistent with the majority of previous studies 
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(Klettke et al., 2019; Scholes-Balog et al., 2016; Sesar et al., 2021; Wachs et al., 2017; 

Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014), but contradicts with others that found no relationship between self-

esteem and sexting (Gregg et al., 2018; Hudson & Fetro, 2015). Second, it was hypothesized 

that girls with low self-esteem are more likely to send a sext than boys with low self-esteem. 

To date, there are no studies that have examined the role of gender in the relationship 

between self-esteem and sexting. However, since adolescents with low self-esteem are more 

likely to send a sext compared to adolescents with high self-esteem, it could be argued that 

the relationship between self-esteem and sexting is stronger for girls than boys, as girls 

generally have lower self-esteem when compared to boys (Agam et al., 2015; Aunola et al., 

2000; Frost & McKelvie, 2004). In the current study, a significant interaction effect between 

self-esteem and gender on sending sexts was found. These results indicate that the 

relationship between self-esteem and sexting was stronger for girls than boys. In other words, 

girls with high self-esteem were less likely to send a sext than boys with high self-esteem. 

Therefore, the hypothesis was supported.   

Finally, the fourth hypothesis was twofold. First, it was hypothesized that adolescents 

with negative body image are more likely to send a sext compared to adolescents with 

positive body image. This study found that adolescents with positive body image were less 

likely to send a sext, so the hypothesis was supported. Few studies to date have examined the 

relationship between body image and sexting and the results of previous studies were 

inconsistent (Howard et al., 2019; Kumari & Srivasta, 2017; Liong & Cheng, 2019; Milton et 

al., 2019). The findings of this study were similar to the results of one previous study which 

showed that people who had concerns about their body image were more likely to send a sext 

(Milton et al., 2019). However, one other study found that women who had more body 

dissatisfaction were less likely to send a sext (Howard et al., 2019). Previous studies have 

both differed in their use of measurement tools as well as examined different age groups 

making it difficult to compare the findings of this study to previous studies. The participants 
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in the Milton et al. (2019) study ranged in age from 16 to 25 years, whereas the participants 

in the Howard et al. (2019) study were only women over the age of 18, ranging in age from 

18 to 42 years. Because of differences in maturity, experience, and knowledge adolescents, 

young adults, and adults may send sexts for a variety of reasons. Second, it was hypothesized 

that girls with negative body image are more likely to send a sext than boys with negative 

body image. There have been no studies to date that have examined the role of gender in the 

relationship between body image and sexting. However, since adolescents with negative body 

image are more likely to send a sext compared to adolescents with positive body image, it 

could be argued that the relationship between body image and sexting is stronger for girls 

than boys, as girls generally have a more negative body image when compared to boys 

(Agam et al., 2015; Lawler & Nixon, 2011). This study found a significant interaction effect 

between body image and gender on sending sexts, indicating that the relationship between 

body image and sexting was stronger for girls than boys. In other words, girls with positive 

body image were less likely to send a sext than boys with positive body image, therefore, the 

hypothesis was supported. 

The limitations of this study were that it relied on self-reports on self-esteem, body 

image, and sexting. Since these are sensitive topics, some participants may not have 

answered questions honestly or may have omitted some questions. The sample was randomly 

gathered from the population and therefore, the prevalence may be higher than given in the 

current study. Furthermore, the data used in this study was from the year 2018. Giving that 

sexting has become more prevalent over the last few years, it is possible that this has changed 

since then.   

The strengths of this study were the use of a population random sample that was 

representative of the Icelandic adolescent population 13 to 15 years of age, with a nearly 

equal gender ratio. The procedure of this study was standardized, the survey was delivered to 

all Icelandic compulsory schools and the teachers were instructed on how they were supposed 



RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SELF-ESTEEM, BODY IMAGE, AND SEXTING              18 

 

to present the questionnaire. Finally, the main strength of this study is that it adds to the 

sexting literature by examining the role of gender in the relationship between self-esteem, 

body image, and sexting.  

There is a need for further research as this research topic is relatively new. Sexting 

has become more common among young people and therefore its prevalence must be closely 

monitored. Further research should examine specifically sexting context and content, as it 

may be important to consider the circumstances in which adolescents engage in sexting, as 

well as the type of content they emit, such as words, pictures, or videos, and whether they do 

so with or without consent. To the best of the researcher's knowledge, this is the first study 

examine the role of gender in the relationship between self-esteem, body image, and sexting, 

and the findings indicate that additional research is needed. Long-term studies are required, 

where their results would give information on the relationship between self-esteem, body 

image, and sexting and determine which comes first.  

In conclusion, the current study found that gender played an important role in the 

relationship between self-esteem, body image, and sexting. Girls were more likely to send a 

sext than boys, and girls who sent sexts had lower self-esteem and a more negative body 

image than boys who sent sexts. Girls with low self-esteem and negative body image were 

also more likely to send a sext than boys with low self-esteem and negative body image. 

According to the findings of this study, it may be possible to reduce sexting among 

adolescent girls by improving their self-esteem and body image. It is critical to examine the 

prevalence and predictors of sexting, as well as understand the processes of sexting and the 

possible adverse effects of sexting on the well-being of adolescents. In order to monitor, 

intervene, and increase awareness and education on sexting among parents, adolescents, and 

those who work with children and adolescents.    
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