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ABSTRACT 
 

 

There has been a lack of research into the motivations for sexting.  This study 
presents a self report instrument, the Sexting Motivations Questionnaire (SMQ), 
evaluating three sexting motivations: sexual purposes, instrumental/aggravated 
reasons and body image reinforcement. We also investigated which sexting 
motivations predict different sexting behaviors, distinguishing between experimental 
and more harmful sexting.  The study involved 509 participants aged from 13 to 35 
(Mage = 21.4; SDage = 4.6; 63.7% females) who reported having sent sexts during the 
last year.  Explorative factor analysis revealed three factors: sexual purposes, 
instrumental/aggravated reasons, and body image reinforcement.  The results 
showed that sexual purposes were the most frequently reported, followed by body 
image reinforcement, and instrumental/aggravated reasons were reported in low but 
alarming percentages.  Only instrumental/aggravated reasons turned out to predict 
more harmful sexting behaviors, such as publicly posting own sexts and the so-
called ‘not allowed sharing’ of a partner’s sexts.  These motivations could lead to 
aggravated sexting.  Our findings confirmed the good reliability and criterion validity 
of the SMQ, a new instrument for assessing sexting motivations in young people. 
Keywords: sexting motivations; body image; sexual purposes; instrumental/ 
aggravated reasons; adolescents; young adults. 

 

RIASSUNTO 
 

 

La letteratura ha messo in luce la carenza di ricerca sulle motivazioni al sexting. 
Questo studio presenta la costruzione di uno strumento self report, il Sexting 
Motivations Questionnaire (SMQ), che permette di valutare tre motivazioni al 
sexting: sessuali, strumentali/aggravate e rinforzo dell’immagine corporea.  
Abbiamo inoltre indagato quali di queste motivazioni predicono differenti 
comportamenti di sexting, distinguendo tra sexting sperimentale e aggravato.  
Hanno partecipato 509 giovani tra i 13 e i 35 anni (età media = 21.4; deviazione 
standard= 4.6; 63.7% femmine), che hanno riferito di aver inviato sext nell’ ultimo 
anno.  Dall’analisi fattoriale esplorativa sono emersi tre fattori: motivazioni sessuali, 
intenzioni strumentali/aggravate e rinforzo dell’immagine corporea.  I risultati 
hanno mostrato che le motivazioni sessuali sono le più frequentemente riportate, 
seguite dal rinforzo dell’immagine corporea, mentre le intenzioni 
strumentali/aggravate mostrano percentuali basse ma preoccupanti.Solo le 
intenzioni strumentali/aggravate predicono comportamenti di sexting più dannosi, 
quali il postare pubblicamente propri sext e condividere sext del partner senza il 
suo permesso.  Dunque queste ultime motivazioni possono condurre al sexting 
aggravato. I risultati confermano la buona attendibilità e validità di criterio 
dell’SMQ per valutare le motivazioni al sexting nei giovani. 
Parole chiave: motivazioni al sexting; immagine corporea; motivazioni sessuali; 
intenzioni strumentali/aggravate; adolescenti; giovani adulti. 



 
 
Introduction 

Media-based communication interacts with several areas of daily life and development.  
Sexuality too can be mediated by new technologies, and sexting is becoming very common among 
young people.  Sexting has been defined as the exchange of sexually suggestive and provocative text 
messages, pictures, or videos via a smartphone, the internet or social networks (Chalfen, 2009).  
Further definitions have been proposed in the literature, including categorizing sexting according to 
the subject depicted in the images (“primary sexting” refers to sharing one’s own sexts, while 
“secondary sexting” is the sharing of sexts depicting someone else; Calvert, 2009; 2013) and 
according to the aims behind the behaviors (“experimental sexting” does not imply harmful 
intentions, conversely “aggravated sexting” implies aggressive intent towards someone; Wolak, 
Finkelhor, & Mitchell, 2012). 

The specifically “not allowed sharing of sexts” (Morelli, Bianchi, Baiocco, Pezzuti, & 
Chirumbolo, 2016a) refers to sharing or forwarding sexts depicting someone else without their 
permission.  “Unwanted but consensual” sexting occurs when someone sends a sext in response to 
being pressured by a partner, a phenomenon reported by some 50% of young adults (Drouin & 
Tobin, 2014; Tobin & Drouin, 2013).  Both not allowed sexting and unwanted but consensual 
sexting are aggressive behaviors that can occur among dating partners or ex-partners, as found in 
previous studies (Morelli et al., 2016a; Morelli, Bianchi, Baiocco, Pezzuti, & Chirumbolo, 2016b; 
Drouin, Ross & Tobin, 2015) and can be considered expressions of aggravated sexting. 

The high prevalence of sexting among adolescents and young adults has been addressed by 
several international studies (Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Dake, Price, Maziarz, & Ward, 
2012; Dir, Coskunpinar, Steiner, & Cyders, 2013; Morelli et al., 2016b; Morelli, Bianchi, Baiocco, 
Pezzuti, & Chirumbolo, 2016c; Samimi & Alderson, 2014).  The first literature on sexting was mostly 
focused on risks to health and other negative consequences, investigating the phenomenon from 
either clinical or legal perspectives (Dir, Cyders, & Coskunpinar, 2013; Benotsch, Snipes, Martin, & 
Bull, 2013; Dake et al., 2012; Eraker, 2010; Ferguson 2011; Wolak et al., 2012).  Developmental 
psychology studies proposed an alternative view of the phenomenon, which considered sexting as a 
new and normal expression of sexuality among young people, not definable as problematic or 
pathological behavior in itself (Gordon-Messer, Bauermeister, Grodzinski, & Zimmerman, 2013; 
Levine, 2013).  In fact there is evidence that sexting is not always related to psychological distress and 
risky sexual behavior (Hudson, 2011; Morelli et al., 2016b; O’Sullivan, 2014; Temple et al., 2014).  In 
line with this developmental perspective and in order to better distinguish between sexting as a new 
normal expression of sexuality and as harmful behavior, it could be useful to further examine the 
motivations behind sexting itself. 

A recent review by Cooper, Quayle, Jonsson, and Svedin (2016) stressed the lack of research 
into the motivation for sexting.  The most common motivations addressed in literature are related to 
sexuality, strengthening intimate relationships, social purposes, pressure from partners/friends, 
instrumental purposes (e.g. in exchange for money), self-expression, and identity construction.  
Sexuality, one of the most reported motivations, includes sending sexts in order to flirt, to initiate 
sexual activity, to attract or arouse someone, or as foreplay (Drouin, Vogel, Surbey, & Stills, 2013; 
Drouin & Tobin, 2014; Englander, 2012; Henderson & Morgan, 2011; Kopecky, 2012; Martinez-
Prather & Vandiver, 2014; National Campaign & CosmoGirl.com, 2008). 

Strengthening intimate relationships is a sexting motivational area that involves gaining a 
partner’s attention, demonstrating trust, offering a sexy present to a partner, and increasing passion 
or satisfaction, especially within a long distance relationship (Drouin et al., 2013; Drouin & Tobin, 
2014; Englander, 2012; Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Henderson & Morgan, 2011; Kopecky, 
2012; McDaniel & Drouin, 2015; National Campaign & CosmoGirl.com, 2008; Weisskirch & Delevi, 
2011).  The third sexting motivational area involves social purposes such as having fun, joking, killing 
time, as a result of boredom (Drouin et al., 2013; Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Henderson & 
Morgan, 2011; Kopecky, 2012; Martinez-Prather & Vandiver, 2014; National Campaign & 
CosmoGirl.com, 2008), to increase popularity, to gaing attention on a social network and to imitate 
friends (Englander, 2012; Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Kopecky, 2012).  
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Pressured from a partner or friends is another reason that seems to lead young people to sext 
(AP-MTV, 2009; Drouin et al., 2013; Drouin & Tobin, 2014; Englander, 2012; Eurispes & Telefono 
Azzurro, 2012; Henderson & Morgan, 2011; Kopecky, 2012; Martinez-Prather & Vandiver, 2014; 
National Campaign & CosmoGirl.com, 2008).  A more dangerous and alarming motivational area is 
related to harmful aims such as sending sexts in exchange for money, for revenge against an ex-
partner and to embarrass someone else (Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Kopecky, 2012; 
Walker, Sanci, & Temple-Smith, 2013). 

Finally, there is sexting for self-expression, which involves showing off one’s own 
appearance, feeling and appearing sexy (Henderson & Morgan, 2011; Kopecky, 2012) or 
experimenting with identity construction (Van Manen, 2010).  To our knowledge, this area appears to 
be understudied.  In particular, studies have not taken into account how body image development 
during adolescence could affect the use of sexting as self-expression.  

Adolescent development is characterised by puberty, which involves physical and 
psychological changes, new interests in sexuality and implies the redefinition of body image (Blos, 
1967, 1979; Erikson, 1959, 1970).  Nowadays, as addressed by Smahel and Subrahmanyan (2014), 
new media communications can affect the way adolescents face these developmental tasks.  In fact 
the redefinition and acceptance of body image during adolescence require social reinforcement via 
feedback and confirmation from others (Baumgartner, Valkenburg, & Peter, 2011; Ricciardelli, 
McCabe, & Banfield, 2000; Valkenburg & Peter, 2011) and this process increasingly takes place on 
social networks.  Studies suggest that self-presentation on the internet helps boys and girls in the 
exploration and expression of their forming identities (Schmitt, Dayanim, & Matthias, 2008).  Sexting 
can also become a way to obtain social reinforcement about the adequacy of appearance and body, 
according to previous studies, which found sexting to be related to the need for peer approval of 
one’s own appearance (Chalfen, 2009; Siibak, 2009). 

Within this theoretical framework, the aim of this study was to investigate motivations for 
sending sexts, taking into account the need for social reinforcement regarding body image (Chalfen, 
2009; Siibak, 2009), an aspect that was relatively overlooked in literature.  Specifically, our study 
assessed the motivational dimensions previously described (i.e. sexuality, strengthening intimate 
relationship, be pressured, harmful aims and self-expression) through the construction of a self-
report instrument, the Sexting Motivations Questionnaire (SMQ).  In order to confirm the validity of 
the instrument, the study explored how different sexting motivations could predict different sexting 
behaviors.  Specifically, we expected that sexting motivations related to the exploration of sexuality 
and developmental tasks would be more common and could lead to safer sexting behaviors, such as 
privately sharing sexts.  These motivations would thus be considered a facet of experimental sexting, 
as described by Wolak et al. (2012). 

We also expected that sexting motivations related to secondary aims and harmful intentions 
might be less reported, because they are related to more severe consequences, and that these 
motivations could also lead to dangerous sexting behaviors, such as publicly posting own sexts and 
the not allowed sharing of a partner’s sexts, investigated in previous studies (Drouin et al., 2015; 
Morelli et al., 2016a).  These motivations could thus be related to ‘aggravated sexting’ (Wolak et al., 
2012). 

 

Method 

Participants and Procedures. The sample comprised 509 participants aged from 13 to 35 (Mage = 
21.4; SDage = 4.6; 63.7% females), who had previously reported sending sexts at least once in the last 
year.  Young adults were recruited via an online survey and gave their informed consent by selecting 
“yes” on the initial page of the survey.  Adolescents were recruited in secondary schools in Rome, 
and written informed consent was obtained from parents/guardians and school authorities.  Data 
collection for the adolescents was conducted at school via an online survey.  The majority of 
participants were exclusively heterosexual (77.4%; n = 394), and 96.5% of participants were Italian.  
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This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of Social and Developmental 
Psychology of Sapienza University of Rome. 

 
Instruments 

Socio-demographic data.  Participants were asked for demographic data such as gender, age, 
nationality and sexual orientation.  Sexual orientation was assessed via the Kinsey Scale (Kinsey, 
1948) using a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 (exclusively heterosexual) to 5 (exclusively homosexual). 

Sexting behaviors.  Sexting was defined as the exchange of sexually suggestive or provocative 
messages, photos and/or videos via smartphone, internet and social networks (Chalfen, 2009).  
Three items from the Sexting Behaviors Questionnaire (Morelli et al., 2016b) evaluated the frequency 
of three specific sexting behaviors in the last year: privately sending one’s own sexts (Mscore = 1.3; SD 
= 0.7); publicly posting one’s own sexts (Mscore = 1.1; SD = 0.4) and the sharing of a partner’s sexts 
without their consent (Mscore = 1.13; SD = 0.5).  Participants rated each item on a 5-point Likert 
scale, from 1 (Never) to 5 (Frequently or daily). 

Sexting motivations.  In order to identify and assess specific motivations for sexting, various 
thematic areas were explored based on previous literature (Cooper et al., 2016).  The items were 
selected following these steps. The first step was a deep analysis of several studies regarding reasons 
for sexting reported by young people (Drouin, et al., 2013; Drouin & Tobin, 2014; Englander, 2012; 
Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Henderson & Morgan, 2011; Kopecky, 2012; Lenhart, 2009; 
Martinez-Prather & Vandiver, 2014; McDaniel & Drouin, 2015; National Campaign & 
CosmoGirl.com, 2008; Weisskirch & Delevi, 2011).  The second step comprised a further analysis of 
studies on common beliefs and expectations in sexting (Dir, Coskunpinar et al., 2013; Eurispes & 
Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Lenhart, 2009).  Two focus group discussions were conducted with experts 
in developmental psychology, in order to identify the main reasons for sexting.  Finally, based on a 
comparison of these findings, an instrument comprising by 13 items was developed by the authors.  
This measure aimed to explore the following motivations: sending sexts to improve passion and 
intimacy within a dating relationship (2 items), to initiate sexual activities and to feel sexually aroused 
(3 items), sending sexts for secondary aims such as obtaining favours, in exchange for money (3 
items), sending sexts related to harmful intentions, taking into account both victimisation (being 
forced by someone to sext; 1 item) and perpetration, (sexting in order to hurt or damage someone; 1 
item) and finally, sending sexts in order to obtain positive feedback about the adequacy of own body 
(3 items). The original items in Italian are reported in the appendix.  Participants rated how often 
they sent sexts with each motivation on a 5-point Likert scale from 0 (Never) to 4 (Always).  Since this 
measure was newly developed, item wording, factor structure and reliability will be fully reported in 
the results section. 

Data analysis. An explorative factor analysis was conducted to examine the factorial structure 
of the SMQ using principal axis factoring (PAF) with Oblimin rotation.  For descriptive purposes, 
the percentages of different sexting motivations were computed.  Mean scores and standard 
deviations were provided as normative data, for males and females, for adolescents (aged from 13 to 
19; n = 207) and young adults (aged from 20 to 35; n = 302), for exclusively heterosexual (who 
answered 1 to the Kinsey scale; n = 394) and not exclusively heterosexual participants (who answered 
from 2 to 5 to the Kinsey scale; n = 115), and for the total sample.  Moreover a set of univariate 
analyses of variance (ANOVAs) was run in order to test gender, age and sexual orientation 
differences in sexting motivations.  Correlations among the three sexting motivations and three 
different kinds of sexting behaviors were computed.  Finally, in order to provide evidence for the 
criterion validity of the instrument, three hierarchical regression analyses were conducted for 
evaluating whether different sexting motivations were related to different sexting behaviors (e.g. 
sending and posting one’s own sexts, and not allowed sharing of a partner’s sexts), controlling for 
gender, age and sexual orientation.  In the first step of each regression, socio-demographic variables 
such as gender, age and sexual orientation were included as covariates.  In the second step, the 
criterion was regressed on the three sexting motivations. 
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Results 
 

Explorative factor analysis of SMQ 
Principal axis factoring (PAF) with Oblimin rotation was conducted on the 13 items 

previously identified for investigating sexting motivations.  This analysis led to the extraction of three 
interpretable factors that accounted for 70.53% of the total variance, according to an examination of 
the scree plot and the eigenvalues (the eigenvalues of the first six factors were: 4.48, 3.13, 1.46, 0.83, 
0.76, 0.53).  The items and factor loadings of the Sexting Motivation Questionnaire are reported in 
Table 1.  The first factor accounted for the 35.23% of the variance and had factor loadings ranging 
from .40 to .97 (mean factor loading of .67).  It was named Sexual purposes since it was comprised of 
five items that referred to sending sexts for sexual aims (e.g. increasing passion and intimacy in a 
dating relationship, feeling wanted and sexually aroused, and flirting).  The second factor accounted 
for 24.05% of the variance and had factor loadings ranging from .51 to .91 (mean factor loading of 
.78). It was named Instrumental/aggravated reasons since it was comprised of five items that referred to 
the use of sexting for secondary aims, not related to sexuality (e.g. for obtaining money, gifts or small 
favors or related to the perpetration of, and victimisation by violence).  Finally, the third factor 
accounted for 11.25% of the variance and had factor loadings ranging from .75 to .94 (mean factor 
loading of .84).  It was named Body image reinforcement because it was comprised of three items that 
referred to the use of sexting in order to obtain social reinforcement about the adequacy of one’s 
own body (e.g. for testing whether the body is acceptable, or attractive enough).  The first factor was 
weakly and positively correlated with the second (r = .12), and moderately and negatively correlated 
with the third (r = -.46).  The second and the third factors were also modestly and negatively 
correlated (r = -.21).  The three factors showed good internal consistency: Sexual purposes had a 
Cronbach’s alpha of .84, instrumental/aggravated reasons of .87, and body image reinforcement of 
.89. 

Table 1. Factor loadings of SMQ 
 

Items 
 
Sometimes I send sexts… 

Factor loadings 
Sexual purposes Instrumental/aggravated 

reasons 
Body image 

reinforcement

… to increase passion in my dating relationship 0.96

… to increase intimacy in my dating relationship 0.95

… to feel sexually aroused 0.57

… to feel wanted 0.49

… for flirting or hooking up 0.40

… to obtain small favours from people 0.91 

… in exchange for money or gifts 0.90 

… because I am forced by someone  0.79 

… in exchange for something I need 0.77 

... to hurt or damage someone 0.51 

… to test whether I am attractive enough 0.94

… to verify whether my body is okay 0.83

… to test whether I am sexually attractive 0.75
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Prevalence of sexting motivations 

Participants who reported sending sexts for sexual purposes comprised 88% (n = 448) of 
the sample, meanwhile instrumental/aggravated reasons were reported at 13.5% (n = 69) and body 
image reinforcement at 57.4% (n = 292).  Normative data for males and females, for adolescents and 
young adults, for exclusively heterosexual and not exclusively heterosexual participants are reported 
in Table 2.  The F values of ANOVA analyses run for testing gender, age and sexual orientation 
differences are also reported in table 2. 

 
Correlations 

The three sexting motivations were modestly and positively correlated with all investigated 
sexting behaviors.  Correlations are reported in table 3. 

 
Sexting motivations predicting sexting behaviors 

In order to test the criterion validity of the SMQ, three hierarchical regression analyses were 
conducted – following the previously described procedure – in order to determine which sexting 
motivations predict sending own sexts, posting own sexts and the not allowed sharing of a partner’s 
sexts, controlling for gender, age and sexual orientation.  Regarding sending own sexts, gender, age 
and sexual orientation, entered in the first step as covariates, accounted for 3% of the variance, R = 
.19, p = .000.  Gender, β = -.11, p = .02, age, β = .14, p = .002, and sexual orientation, β = .11, p = 
.01, emerged as significant predictors, with males (more than females), young adults (more than 
adolescents) and not-exclusively heterosexuals (more than exclusively heterosexuals) reporting 
sending their own sexts.  In the second step, in which sexting motivations were added to the 
equation, 12% of the variance was accounted for, R = .35, with a significant increment of 9% in the 
explained variance, ΔF(3, 497) = 16.62, p = .000.  Only gender and age remained significant 
predictors and, controlling for these variables, sexual purposes, β = .14, p = .006, 
instrumental/aggravated reasons, β = .14, p = .001, and body image reinforcement, β = .14, p = .007, 
turned out to be significant predictors of sending own sexts. 

Regarding posting of own sexts instead, gender, age and sexual orientation, entered in the 
first step as covariates, accounted for 3% of the variance, R = .17, p = .003.  Only sexual orientation, 
β = .16, p = .000, emerged as significant predictor, with not-exclusively heterosexuals reporting 
posting their own sexts more often than exclusively heterosexuals.  In the second step, in which 
sexting motivations were added to the equation, 7% of the variance was accounted for, R = .26, with 
a significant increment of 4% in the explained variance, ΔF(3, 500) = 6.87, p = .000.  Sexual 
orientation remained a significant predictor and, controlling for this variable, only 
instrumental/aggravated reasons, β = .18, p = .000, turned out to be a significant predictor of posting 
own sexts. 

Finally, regarding the not allowed sharing of a partner’s sexts, gender, age and sexual 
orientation, entered in the first step as covariates, accounted for 2% of the variance, R = .13, p = 
.029.  Only gender, β = -.121, p = .009, emerged as a significant predictor, with males reporting more 
not allowed sharing of a partner’s sexts than females.  In the second step, in which sexting 
motivations were added to the equation, 5% of the variance was accounted for, R = .21, with a 
significant increment of 3% in the explained variance, ΔF(3, 500) = 4.89, p = .002.  Gender remained 
a significant predictor and, controlling for this variable, only instrumental/aggravated reasons, β = 
.09, p = .05, turned out to be a significant predictor of not allowed sharing of a partner’s sexts.  See 
Table 4 for regression coefficients. 
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Table 4. Hierarchical regression analyses 

Sexting behaviors 

 

Sending 

own sexts 

Posting 

own sexts  

Not allowed sharing of

a partner’s sexts 

Predictors ΔR2 β ΔR2 β  ΔR2 β 

Step 1 .03***  .03**   .02*  

Gender  -.11*  -.04   -.12** 

Age  .14**  .04   -.01 

Sexual Orientation  .11**  .16***   .06 

Step 2 .09***  .04***   .03**  

Gender  -.11*  -.02   -.12** 

Age  .11*  .04   -.03 

Sexual Orientation  .07  .14**   .03 

Sexual purposes  .14**  .00   .09 

Instrumental/aggravated reasons  .14***  .18***   .09* 

Body image reinforcement  .14**  .06   .06 

Total R2 .12***  .07***   .04**  

N 506  509   509  

Note. Gender was coded as 0 = Males and 1 = Females.  * p < .05; ** p < .01 ***p < .001 

 

Discussion 
This study presented the psychometric features of the Sexting Motivations Questionnaire, a 

new instrument assessing sexting motivations.  The results demonstrated the presence of three 
dimensions as indicated by the PFA: sexual purposes, instrumental/aggravated reasons and body 
image reinforcement.  These sexting motivations appeared to be related to different sexting 
behaviors and showed different prevalence among young people.  The questionnaire demonstrated 
good reliability and criterion validity. 

Our results addressed the presence of three main dimensions, in which the sexting 
motivations commonly reported in the literature seem to converge.  Sexual purposes, comprised of 
attempts to improve couple relationships and a more general desire to flirt and ‘hook up’, appeared 
to be the most commonly reported dimension among adolescents and young adults.  These findings 
are consistent with previous studies that found sexuality to be one of the most common reasons for 
sexting among young people (Drouin et al., 2013; Drouin & Tobin, 2014; McDaniel & Drouin, 
2015), and seem to confirm sexting as an experimental and normal expression of sexuality, as 
previously suggested by Levine (2013) and Wolak et al., (2012).  In fact, according to Lancini and 
Turuani (2009), new technologies ensure a continuity between offline and online, providing an online 
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expression of several areas of daily life in which adolescents can experiment.  It is thus conceivable 
that sexuality can find its online expression in sexting. 

The second dimension emerging from the PAF, Instrumental/aggravated reasons, was 
comprised of different kinds of harmful and aggressive intentions, such as victimisation and 
perpetration of sexting coercion (as previously described by Drouin et al., 2015), and sexting for 
secondary aims, such as in exchange for money or gifts (previously reported in Eurispes & Telefono 
Azzurro, 2012; Pellai et al., 2015).  These instrumental/aggravated reasons were the less reported 
among our sample, confirming previous studies which revealed low but alarming percentages of 
sexting under pressure, sexting in exchange for something and not allowed sexting (Eurispes & 
Telefono Azzurro, 2012; Morelli et al., 2016a, 2016b; Pellai et al., 2015). These motivations seem to 
involve more risky sexting behaviors (Dake et al., 2012; Drouin et al., 2015; Gamez-Guadix, 
Almendros, Borrajo, & Calvete, 2015; Morelli et al., 2016a), and could be categorised overall as an 
expression of aggravated sexting, according to the definition of Wolak et al. (2012). 

Finally, the third dimension emerging from the PAF, body image reinforcement, shed light 
on an important motivational area related to sexting in order to obtain social reinforcement about 
physical appearance, a domain relatively under-addressed in previous studies.  Our findings showed 
that body image reinforcement appeared to be a motivation frequently reported by Italian 
adolescents and young adults, confirming previous international studies of adolescents (Chalfen, 
2009).  These results suggest that sexting could be a new expression of a specific developmental task 
starting during adolescence, related to the redefinition and acceptance of body image, and addressed 
by developmental psychology (Blos, 1967, 1979; Erikson 1959, 1970).  Lindberg, Grabe and Hyde 
(2007) found that pubertal growth causes concerns about body image:  Physical changes increase 
with age, leading boys and girls to focus more and more on the appearance of their own body, and 
those of other people.  This could explain the need for social confirmation about body adequacy 
during adolescence and young adulthood.  Our findings thus confirm the importance of sexting as a 
new vehicle for self-presentation on the internet, which could help boys and girls in the expression 
and exploration of their forming identities (Schmitt et al., 2008). 

For descriptive purposes the study also investigated gender, age and sexual orientation 
differences.  Results showed that girls (v.s boys) send more sexts for sexual purposes, confirming 
previous studies who evaluated motivations related to sexual activities (Henderson & Morgan, 2011; 
Lippmann & Campbell, 2014).  Conversely, males (vs. females) reported more 
instrumental/aggravated reasons, in line with literature that found sexting under pressure and sexual 
risky behaviors more common among boys (Henderson & Morgan, 2011; Morelli et al., 2016b; 
Romer & Hennessy, 2007).  Regarding age differences, young adults (vs. adolescents) reported more 
sexual purposes and body image reinforcement.  Previous studies found that sexting leads to more 
sexual activity during adolescence, thus we could speculate that young adults, growing up, learned 
that sexting could enhance their sexual activity.  Moreover, sexting for body image reinforcement 
appeared to increase with age, suggesting that this motivation follows the increasing trend of a 
developmental task related to body image redefinition (Blos, 1967, 1979; Erikson, 1959, 1970), that 
in literature is described as starting during adolescence and increasing until young adulthood 
(Lindberg, Grabe & Hyde, 2007).  Finally, regarding sexual orientation, not heterosexual participants 
(vs. heterosexuals) reported more sexual purposes and body image reinforcement.  These findings 
confirm literature on sexual minority, that underlined how new technologies facilitate relationships 
and communications and are used for exploring sexuality, meeting partners and friends among not 
heterosexual people (Bauermeister, Yeagley, Meanley, & Pingel, 2014; Chong, Zhang, Mak, & Pang, 
2015; Rice et al., 2012).  Furthermore, previous studies found lower levels of body satisfaction 
among sexual minorities (Laska et al., 2015; Morrison, Morrison, & Sager, 2004).  Thus sexting could 
represent a safer way for getting feedback about the adequacy of their own look. 

Hierarchical regression analyses confirmed the criterion validity of this instrument, showing 
that different sexting motivations can be related to specific sexting behaviors.  Specifically, all sexting 
motivations appeared to predict the private sending of own sexts, but only instrumental/aggravated 
reasons were related to more dangerous and harmful sexting behaviors, such as publicly posting own 
sexts and sharing a partner’s sexts without their consent. 
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Confirming our hypothesis, both sexual purposes and body image reinforcement seem to 
lead to the private sending of own sexts, a less harmful sexting behavior that was found very popular 
among young people in previous studies (Lenhart, 2009), and is perceived as safer and more 
acceptable within a dating relationship (Delevi & Weisskirch, 2013; Dir, Coskunpinar et al., 2013).  It 
is possible to speculate that sexual purposes and body image reinforcement reflect some 
developmental issues and are an expression of experimental sexting, that consequently leads to 
common and less risky sexting behaviors.  On the other hand, confirming our hypothesis, only 
instrumental/aggravated reasons appeared to predict dangerous and harmful sexting behaviors, such 
as publicly posting own sexts and the not allowed sharing of a partner’s sexts (Morelli et al., 2016a).  
This dimension identifies aggressive and secondary aims, not directly connected to sexuality, and 
could lead to risky sexting behaviors (Dake et al., 2012; Drouin et al., 2015; Gamez-Guadix et al., 
2015; Morelli et al., 2016a).  Future research should investigate whether instrumental/aggravated 
reasons could be linked to antisocial personality traits. 

Correlations among the three dimensions of the SMQ showed that sexual purposes were 
negatively related to both instrumental/aggravated reasons and body image reinforcement, which in 
turn were positively related to each other.  These results seem to confirm the thesis proposed by 
Levine (2013), according to which sexting should not be considered a risky behavior by itself, 
because in presence of high sexual purposes, instrumental/aggravated reasons seem to decrease.  
Although body image reinforcement refers to a developmental task, it appears to be positively related 
to instrumental/aggravated reasons. This can be explained by the assumption that both these 
motivations are related to secondary aims that go beyond sexuality itself. 

There are limitations of this study due to the self report instruments, which can be affected 
by social desirability:  Socially undesirable behaviors could be underreported.  We also collected data 
using a convenience sample, which may not be representative of the general population and could be 
affected by the cultural context.  Future cross-cultural studies about sexting behaviors and 
motivations should be conducted in order to confirm these preliminary results. 

In conclusion, our results provide evidence that sexting is mostly experimental, because 
young people seem to sext both to initiate and improve sexual activity, and to explore self-
presentation, body image and identity.  These motivations also seem related to developmental stages 
and should not be considered alarming per se, although sometimes they can have risky implications 
(Wolak & Finkelhor, 2011).  Nevertheless, a less reported motivation related to 
instrumental/aggravated and harmful intentions seems to require attention, due to its possibly 
dangerous consequences regarding psychological wellbeing.  Future research should take into 
account sexting motivations related to self presentation (i.e. body image reinforcement), that are 
underrepresented in the literature, in order to investigate possible psychological wellbeing outcomes 
in depth. 

Our results could have clinical and research implications:  Clinical implications could be 
related to the possibility of making an easy screening of sexting motivations and early identifying 
aggravated sexting and harmful intentions.  Research implications are related to a deeper 
investigation of motivations that can lead to different sexting behaviors, providing a validated 
instrument with good psychometrics properties.  The instrument could be used in educational and 
clinical settings to improve the efficacy of prevention programmes for adolescents. 
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Appendix 

Original Italian version of the Sexting Motivations Questionnaire (SMQ) 

Il sexting può essere definito come: inviare o ricevere messaggi/foto/video a sfondo sessuale o provocanti tramite 
telefono cellulare, Facebook o altri social network.  Per favore, leggi attentamente le seguenti affermazioni sul “sexting” 
ed indica quanto corrispondono alle tue esperienze. 

Per rispondere alle domande utilizza la seguente scala: 

1= Mai 2= Raramente  3= A volte  4=Spesso   5= Sempre 

Mi capita di inviare sexts … 

1- … per capire se il mio corpo va bene 

2- … per vedere se sono abbastanza carino/a

3- … per provare se sono attraente sessualmente

4- … per sentirmi desiderato 

5- … per sentirmi eccitato 

6- … per flirtare o rimorchiare 

7- … per aumentare l’intimità nella relazione di coppia

8- … per aumentare la passione nella relazione di coppia

9- … in cambio di qualcosa che mi serve 

10- … per ottenere piccoli favori dagli altri

11- … in cambio di soldi o regali 

12- … per ferire o far del male a qualcuno 

13- … perché sono obbligato da qualcuno
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