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Abstract Sexting is defined as the exchange of provocative
or sexually explicit content via smartphone, Internet, or social
networks. Previous studies found a relationship between cyber
pornography and sexting. The present study aimed to investi-
gate the relationships between sexting, cyber pornography,
and alcohol consumption. Previous evidence underlined the
disinhibitory effect of alcohol on sexual responsiveness.
Therefore, the possible moderating role of alcohol consump-
tion was investigated in the relationship between cyber por-
nography addiction and sexting. The Sexting Behaviors
Questionnaire, the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification
Test, and the Cyber Pornography Use Inventory were admin-
istered to 610 adolescents (63 % females; mean age=16.8).
Boys reported significantly more sexting, alcohol consump-
tion, and cyber pornography addiction than girls. As expected,
sexting was robustly correlated with alcohol consumption and
cyber pornography. In line with these expectations, we found
that the relationship between cyber pornography and sexting
was moderated by different level of alcohol consumption. In
those who reported low levels of alcohol consumption, the
relationship between cyber pornography and sexting was not
significant. On the contrary, in those who reported high alco-
hol consumption, this relationship was stronger and signifi-
cant. Thus, the results suggest that alcohol restraint could rep-
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resent a protective factor against engaging in sexting, even in
the presence of high cyber pornography addiction.

Keywords Sexting - Cyber pornography - Alcohol use -
Adolescence - Moderation analysis

Over the last several years, sexting has become increasingly
popular among adolescents. The word “sexting,” which en-
tered the Oxford Dictionary in 2011, is a neologism that
merges the word “sex” and “texting” and can be defined as
the exchange of provocative or sexually explicit content (text
messages, photos, and/or videos) via smartphone, Internet, or
social networks (Chalfen 2009). Studies about the prevalence
of sexting behaviors among adolescents have shown inconsis-
tent results due to different measures and definitions of
sexting. One of the most popular reports in the USA—a sur-
vey conducted by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and
Unplanned Pregnancy and CosmoGirl.com (2008)—observed
that 20 % of teens and 33 % of young adults have sent or
posted nude/seminude pictures or videos of themselves. A
recent report published by the Pew Research Center (2014)
found that sexting (defined as “receiving, sending, or
forwarding sexually suggestive photos or videos via cell
phones”) is more popular among those aged 18 to 24: This
proportion of adolescents and young adults who reported to
have received sexts jumped to 44 % in 2014, from the low
point of 26 % in the 2012 (Pew Research 2012). In Italy,
where the present study was conducted, a similar survey run
by Eurispes and Telefono Azzurro (2012) found that 26 % of
adolescents have received sexts (defined as “receiving or
sending sexually suggestive messages, photos, or videos”)
and 12 % have sent sexts. In only 1 year, these percentages
had almost doubled, compared to a previous study conducted
in 2011 (Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro 2011). This result can
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be partially explained by the rapid spread of smartphones
within Italian society.

Many authors have revealed similar findings regarding
sexting patterns. For instance, sexting behaviors are more fre-
quently reported by adolescents and young adults (Dake et al.
2012; Kopecky 2012; Strassberg et al. 2013; Temple et al.
2012). Therefore, the literature suggests that sexting could
continue to increase in popularity, as technology will become
increasingly available among teenagers (Samimi and
Alderson 2014).

Sexting should not always be considered as a problematic
behavior as it could also represent a normal expression of
sexuality among young people, as suggested by Levine
(2013). In fact, according to this author, some studies found
that sexting was not related to psychological distress (Hudson
2011; O’Sullivan 2014; Temple et al. 2014). On the contrary,
many other investigations underlined the relationship between
sexting and problematic behaviors: Sexting was found to cor-
relate with impulsive personality traits like sensation seeking
and negative urgency (Dir et al. 2013a) and aggressive behav-
iors such as dating violence or online victimization (Dake et
al. 2012; Drouin et al. 2015; Gamez-Guadix et al. 2015;
Morelli et al. 2016a). In line with these results, other authors
found that sexting behaviors are strongly associated with sev-
eral risky behaviors, like high-risk sexual behaviors, alcohol
and substance use (Benotsch et al. 2013; Dake et al. 2012;
Ferguson 2011; Temple et al. 2014). In particular, several
studies found that sexting and alcohol consumption are signif-
icantly related (Benotsch et al. 2013; Bonomi et al. 2013;
Dake et al. 2012; Dir et al. 2013a; Temple et al. 2012,
2014). Dir et al. (2013a) found that sexting is a mediator in
the relationship between alcohol consumption and sexual
hookups. They also observed that both sexting and alcohol
use were predicted by the personality traits of sensation seek-
ing and negative urgency. A recent review underlined that
risky sexual behaviors are more frequent among adolescents
exposed to cyber pornography (Owens et al. 2012). Regarding
adolescents, Brown and L’Engle (2009) found that exposure
to sexually explicit content in the media could affect sexual
habits and attitudes. As suggested by Brown and L’Engle
(2009), sexual socialization theory (Aubrey et al. 2003) and
social learning theory (Bandura 1986, 2001) could account for
this relationship. Provocative and sexualized models proposed
by the media affect the building of behavioral scripts of how
males and females are supposed to be, and to behave, in a
sexual context. In line with this perspective, recent studies
from the USA (Crimmins and Seigfried-Spellar 2014) and
Europe (Van Ouytsel et al. 2014) confirmed that cyber por-
nography is strongly associated with sexting behaviors.
Specifically, Crimmins and Seigfried-Spellar (2014) reported
that young adults who use adult pornography are four times
more likely to engage in sexting. Nevertheless, a recent study
found no direct relationship between exposure to Internet
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pornography and sexual self-presentation on social media
among adolescents, suggesting that there could be some fac-
tors that affect this link (Vandenbosch et al. 2015). In line with
this evidence, and due to inconsistent results found in the
scientific literature, we aimed to investigate the relationship
between cyber pornography addiction and sexting, also con-
sidering the disinhibitory effect of alcohol use on sexual re-
sponsiveness that has received significant attention in the past
years (Justus et al. 2000). Several studies showed that alcohol
intoxication can lead to more risky sexual behaviors
(MacDonald et al. 1998) and this has been explained by the
role of alcohol in decreasing the capacity to inhibit sexual
responses (Wilson and Niaura 1984). These patterns of results
were found both in global association studies (i.e., measuring
habitual alcohol consumption) and in situational association
studies (i.e., measuring alcohol consumption during sexual
activities) (Leigh and Stall 1993), suggesting that there could
be an underlying relationship between alcohol consumption
and risky sexual behaviors. Thus, in line with this perspective,
we hypothesized that the relationship between cyber pornog-
raphy addiction and sexting can be moderated by the level of
alcohol consumption.

Aims and Hypotheses of the Study

The first purpose of our study was to investigate how sexting
behaviors were distributed among Italian adolescents, by
studying gender and age differences. Specifically, building
upon evidence from previous studies (AP-MTV 2009; Cox
2009; National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned
Pregnancy and CosmoGirl.com 2008; Strassberg et al. 2013;
Strohmaier et al. 2014), we expected that receiving sexts
would be more frequently reported than sending sexts (Dir
et al. 2013b) and that sexting behaviors increase with age
(Dake et al. 2012; Lenhart 2009; Strassberg et al. 2013;
Temple et al. 2012). Further, we investigated the relationship
between sexting behaviors and other risky behaviors, specifi-
cally cyber pornography addiction and alcohol consumption.
In particular, we hypothesized that sexting behaviors were
positively related to alcohol consumption (Benotsch et al.
2013; Dake et al. 2012; Dir et al. 2013a; Temple et al. 2014)
and to cyber pornography addiction (Crimmins and Seigfried-
Spellar 2014; Van Ouytsel et al. 2014). Many studies have
underlined gender differences in risky behaviors among ado-
lescents (for a review, see Dir et al. 2014). Teen boys generally
show more impulsivity traits and engage more often in multi-
ple risky sexual behaviors than girls (Bongers et al. 2003;
Eysenck et al. 1984; Grunbaum et al. 2002, 2004; Kotchick
et al. 2001; Newman and Zimmerman 2000; Romer and
Hennessy 2007). Therefore, we expected that the three risky
behaviors considered in the present study (i.e., sexting behav-
iors, alcohol consumption, and cyber pornography addiction)
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were practiced more by boys than girls. Regarding gender
differences in sexting behaviors, since the evidence appears
inconsistent (Cox 2009; Dir et al. 2013b; Gordon-Messer et al.
2013; Strassberg et al. 2013; AP-MTV 2009), we explored
how receiving, sending, and posting sexts may be different
for boys and girls. Finally, we tested the possible moderating
role of alcohol consumption in the relationship between cyber
pornography addiction and sexting behavior, because litera-
ture showed a disinhibitory effect of alcohol consumption on
sexual responsiveness (Justus et al. 2000; MacDonald et al.
1998; Wilson and Niaura 1984). In this sense, it is plausible to
expect that alcohol consumption would facilitate a link be-
tween cyber pornography and sexting. In other terms, the as-
sociation between cyber pornography and sexting behavior
would be moderated by alcohol consumption levels (see
Fig. 1). Therefore, we expected that, at higher levels of cyber
pornography addiction, those who have higher alcohol con-
sumption would show more sexting behaviors as compared to
those that have a lower alcohol consumption. In fact, at lower
levels of alcohol consumption, we expected that cyber por-
nography addiction would be less associated with sexting be-
haviors. To our knowledge, this hypothesis has never been
tested before.

Method
Participants and Procedure

The participants were 610 adolescents aged 13 to
20 years (M,p,=16.8; SD,,.=1.63; 385 females,
63.1 %). Data were collected by a paper and pencil
questionnaire. Participants were recruited from Italian
public schools and universities. Written informed con-
sent was obtained by parents on behalf of minor partic-
ipants. Adult participants were asked to provide a writ-
ten consent to participate to the study. The majority of
participants lived with both parents (78.9 %), or with
only one parent (14 %). The parents’ educational levels
were as follows: 34.7 % of fathers and 28.4 % of
mothers had a middle school degree, 44.7 % of fathers
and 51.4 % of mothers had a high school degree, and
20.4 % of fathers and 20.3 % of mothers had a univer-
sity degree or post-university education. This study and
its procedure for data collection were approved by the
Ethics Committee of the Department of Dynamic and
Clinical Psychology of Sapienza University of Rome.

Fig. 1 Tested moderation model

Measures

Sociodemographic Data The participants were initially
asked about some personal data, as well as family composition
and further information about sociodemographics.

Sexting Behaviors Sexting behaviors were assessed through
the Sexting Behaviors Questionnaire (SBQ; Morelli et al.
2016b), an instrument inspired by the Sexting Behaviors
Scale (Dir 2012). The scale was composed of 29 items that
evaluated the frequency of different sexting behaviors on a
five-point Likert scale, from 1 (never) to 5 (frequently or
daily). Sexting was defined as the exchange of provocative
or sexually suggestive messages, pictures, or videos via
smartphone, Internet, or social networks (a sample item is
“How often have you received provocative or sexually sug-
gestive pictures, messages or videos over the Internet (i.e.,
Facebook, e-mail, Myspace)?”). The strength of this scale is
the deeper assessment of the three subdimensions of sexting:
receiving, sending, and publicly posting. For a more detailed
description of the scale, see Morelli et al. (2016b). The scale
reached a Cronbach alpha of 0.92. The three subdimensions
showed good reliability as well: the receiving subscale exhib-
ited a Cronbach alpha of 0.85, with the sending subscale
showing 0.84 and the posting subscale showing 0.94.

Alcohol Consumption Alcohol consumption was assessed
with the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT)
(Babor et al. 2001). This scale was developed by the World
Health Organization to evaluate alcohol-related problems and
the possible risk for individual health. The scale assesses the
amount and frequency of drinking, the alcohol addiction, and
the problems related to alcohol abuse. In our scale, the partic-
ipants had to rate eight items on a five-point scale, ranging from
0 (never) to 4 (frequently or daily). A total score for alcohol
consumption based on these items was used in this study. In
this sample, the scale reached a Cronbach alpha of 0.76.

Cyber Pornography Addiction The perceived addiction to
cyber pornography was assessed through the nine-item short
form of the Cyber Pornography Use Inventory (CPUI-9;
Grubbs et al. 2013). Cyber pornography was defined as any
sexually explicit material whose primary purpose is to cause a
sexual arousal (McManus 1986) researched via the use of the
Internet (Owens et al. 2012). This scale evaluated the per-
ceived cyber pornography addiction, taking into account three
dimensions: perceived compulsivity (a sample item is “I

Cyber Pornography

Sexting

7

Alcohol
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believe I am addicted to Internet pornography”), access efforts
(a sample item is “At times, I try to arrange my schedule so
that I will be able to be alone to view pornography”), and
emotional distress (a sample item is “I feel ashamed after
viewing pornography online”). This scale was rated on a
seven-point Likert scale from 1 (disagree) to 7 (agree). In this
study, the total score of cyber pornography addiction was used
and the scale exhibited a Cronbach alpha of 0.80.

Data Analysis

We initially measured the frequencies of sexting behaviors for
the total score and the three subdimensions: receiving, send-
ing, and posting. Afterward, the correlations between age,
total sexting behaviors score, the three subdimensions of
sexting (i.e., receiving, sending and posting), alcohol con-
sumption, and cyber pornography addiction were computed.

A multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was
performed to test for gender differences in cyber pornography
addiction, alcohol consumption, and sexting behaviors, con-
trolling for age (introduced as a covariate). Likewise, a
MANCOVA was also performed to assess gender differences
in the three sexting dimensions (i.e., receiving, sending, and
posting), controlling for age. The use of multivariate analysis
of variance and covariance is strongly recommended where
there are several dependent measures, since it protects against
inflated type I error stemming from multiple tests of related
dependent measures (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013).

Finally, a moderation regression analysis was performed,
following the suggestions of Aiken and West (1991). In order
to have a complete standardized solution, all of the variables
were standardized in advance (z-scores). Afterward, the stan-
dardized scores of cyber pornography addiction and alcohol
consumption were multiplied to form the interaction term. The
moderation effect was then tested in different steps using hi-
erarchical regression analysis. In the first step,
sociodemographic variables such as gender and age were in-
cluded as covariates. In the second step, cyber pornography
addiction and alcohol consumption were regressed on the cri-
terion. In the third step, the interaction term (i.e., cyber por-
nography addiction X alcohol consumption) was included in
the regression equation.

Results

Descriptive Analyses

We initially wanted to analyze the occurrence of sexting be-
havior among our participants. Regarding sexting behaviors,
487 participants (79.8 %) reported to have exchanged sexts

(received, sent, or posted) at least once. Regarding the three
subdimensions of sexting, 471 participants (77.2 %) reported
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to have received a sext at least once and 334 participants
(54.8 %) reported to have sent a sext at least once, while 52
participants (8.5 %) declared to have posted a sext at least
once on social networks.

Correlations Between Age, Sexting, Alcohol
Consumption, and Cyber Pornography Addiction

The correlations among age, sexting behaviors, alcohol con-
sumption, and cyber pornography addiction are reported in
Table 1. Age was not correlated with cyber pornography ad-
diction; however, it was positively but modestly correlated
with sexting and alcohol consumption. Sexting was signifi-
cantly and robustly correlated with alcohol consumption and
cyber pornography addiction, which were also moderately but
significantly related to each other.

The correlations among the subdimensions of sexting and
age, alcohol consumption, and cyber pornography addiction
are reported in Table 2. Receiving and sending sexts were
significantly, although modestly, correlated with age.
Receiving, sending, and posting were all substantially related
to both alcohol consumption and cyber pornography addiction
(rs between 0.22 and 0.34).

Gender Differences Between Sexting, Alcohol
Consumption, and Cyber Pornography Addiction

In order to test the gender differences in sexting, alcohol con-
sumption, and cyber pornography addiction, a MANCOVA
was applied, with gender as the between-group variable;
sexting, alcohol consumption, and cyber pornography addic-
tion as dependent variables, and age as the covariate (see
Table 3). The multivariate effect was significant, Wilks’s
lambda=0.89, F(3, 605)=25.55, p=0.000, showing an over-
all significant effect of gender on the dependent variables.
Moreover, age was a significant covariate, Wilks’s
lambda=0.94, F(3, 605)=13.75, p=0.000. In fact, as noted

Table 1 Intercorrelations among age, sexting total score, alcohol
consumption, and cyber pornography addiction (n=610)

1 2 3 4 M SD
1. Age 1 16.78 1.63
2. Sexting total score 0.15%* 1 126 035
3. Alcohol consumption 0.23%% 0.34%* 1 3.74 394

4. Cyber pornography -0.03  0.36** 0.13** 1 138 0.70

addiction

#p<0.05; #p <0.01

*The mean of our sample, when converted in standard AUDIT score,
corresponded to a score of 4.67, indicating a low-risk level of alcohol
consumption. Participants who reached a score of 1 standard deviation
above the mean, corresponded to a standard AUDIT score of 9.6, indi-
cating a risky or hazardous level of alcohol consumption
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Table 2  Intercorrelations among age, sexting subdimensions, alcohol consumption, and cyber pornography addiction (n=610)
1 2 3 4 5 6 M SD

1. Age 1 16.78 1.63
2. Receiving sexts 0.14%* 1 1.45 0.53
3. Sending sexts 0.16%* 0.77%* 1 1.20 0.32
4. Posting sexts 0.02 0.42%* 0.56%* 1 1.05 0.28
5. Alcohol consumption 0.23%* 0.33%* 0.29%* 0.22%* 1 3.74 3.94
6. Cyber pornography addiction -0.03 0.30%* 0.34%# 0.327%* 0.13%%* 1 1.38 0.70

9 <0.05; *p <0.01

in Table 1, there was a positive correlation of age with sexting
and alcohol consumption. However, the MANCOVA showed
that the multivariate effect of gender also remains significant
when controlling for age.

In order to interpret the effect of gender, a set of univariate
ANOVAs were conducted for each of the dependent variables
(see Table 3 for the means and standard deviations). Male
participants showed a significantly higher mean than female
regarding sexting behaviors, F(1, 609)=47.71, p=0.000, al-
cohol consumption, F(1, 609)=7.68, p=0.006, and cyber
pornography addiction, F(1, 609)=52.74, p=0.000.

Since the variables (sexting, alcohol consumption, and cy-
ber pornography addiction) were not normally distributed, we
also tested for gender differences employing nonparametric
statistical analyses, in particular males and females distribu-
tions were compared using the Mann—Whitney U test. As
reported in Table 4, results were confirmed as males and fe-
males were significantly different in each variable.

Gender Differences Between the Three Subdimensions
of Sexting: Receiving, Sending, and Posting Sexts

A MANCOVA was applied to test the gender differences be-
tween three sexting subdimensions (i.e., receiving, sending,
and posting sexts), with gender as the between-group variable;
age as the covariate; and receiving, sending, and posting sexts
as the dependent variables (see Table 5). The multivariate
effect was significant, Wilks’s lambda=0.92, F(3,
605)=18.37, p=0.000, showing an overall significant effect
of gender on the dependent variables, when controlling for
age, which was a significant covariate, Wilks’s lambda=0.97,

Table 3 Means of sexting, alcohol consumption, and cyber
pornography addiction in function of gender (standard deviations
between brackets)

Dependent variables Males M (SD) Females M (SD)
Sexting total score 1.38 (0.45) 1.19 (0.24)
Alcohol consumption 4.33 (4.37) 3.39 (3.62)
Cyber pornography addiction 1.64 (0.80) 1.23 (0.59)

F(3, 605)=6.61, p=0.000. In order to interpret the direction
of this effect, a set of univariate ANOVAs were conducted for
each of the dependent variables (see Table 5 for the means and
standard deviations). Males showed a significantly higher
mean than females for receiving sexts, F(1, 609)=55.08,
p=0.000, sending sexts, F(1, 609)=32.73, p=0.000, and
posting sexts, F(1, 609)=11.66, p=0.001.

As reported above, these variables were also not normally
distributed. Thus, we conducted nonparametric statistical
analyses in order to test for gender differences: male and fe-
male distributions on sexting subdimensions were compared
using the Mann—Whitney U test. As shown in Table 4, results
were confirmed as males and females were significantly dif-
ferent in each variable.

Moderating Effect of Alcohol Consumption
in the Relationship Between Cyber Pornography
Addiction and Sexting Behaviors

Regarding moderation analysis, a hierarchic regression
analysis was conducted following the previously described
procedure. Alcohol consumption was expected to amplify
the effect of cyber pornography addiction on sexting, con-
trolling for sociodemographic variables such as gender and
age. The sociodemographic variables were entered in the
first step as covariates. Altogether, they accounted for
9.3 % of the variance, R=0.31, p=0.000. Gender emerged
as significant predictor, B=—.55, p=0.000, with males

Table 4  Test of Mann—Whitney U for gender differences

Dependent variables Mann—Whitney U z

Sexting total score 29,895.00 —6.42%%
Receiving sexts 29,602.00 —6.58%*
Sending sexts 33,404.50 —4.96%*
Posting sexts 39,339.00 —3.90**
Alcohol consumption 38,073.50 -2.51%

Cyber pornography addiction 24,391.50 —10.15%*

n=610

#p<0.05; #p <0.01
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reporting more sexting, as did age, B=0.14, p=0.000,
with older participants reporting more sexting.

In the second step, in which cyber pornography ad-
diction and alcohol consumption were added to the
equation, 24.6 % of the variance was accounted for,
R=0.50, with a significant increment of 15.3 % in the
explained variance, AF(2, 605)=61.20, p=0.000. Both
cyber pornography addiction, B=0.28, p=0.000, and
alcohol consumption, B=0.26, p=0.000, were signifi-
cant predictors of sexting. Finally, in the third step,
the interaction term between cyber pornography addic-
tion and alcohol consumption was added to the model.
The interaction was significant, B=0.14, p=0.000,
adding a significant 3.8 % to the explained variance,
AF(1, 604)=31.91, p=0.000. Overall, the final model
explained 28.3 % of the variance, R=0.53, p=0.000.
Full statistics of the final model (third step) are reported
in Table 6. Both cyber pornography addiction and alco-
hol consumption were still significant predictors of
sexting. More interestingly, the interaction term between
cyber pornography addiction and alcohol consumption
was significant, suggesting a moderating effect of alco-
hol consumption on sexting, as hypothesized (Table 6).'

In order to interpret the direction of the interaction, a
slope examination was conducted by plotting the pre-
dicted values of sexting as a function of cyber pornog-
raphy addiction and two different levels of alcohol con-
sumption (see Fig. 2): low (i.e., one standard deviation
below the mean) and high (i.e., one standard deviation
above the mean; in our sample, it would correspond to
AUDIT score of 9.6 that indicates a risky or hazardous
alcohol consumption). There was a positive relationship
between cyber pornography addiction and sexting,
B=0.38, p=0.000 in those that reported a high alcohol
consumption, whereas the impact of cyber pornography
addiction on sexting decreased dramatically in those that
reported a low alcohol consumption, B=0.10, n.s. Thus,
it appears that alcohol consumption amplifies and facil-
itates the relationship between cyber pornography addic-
tion and sexting, whereas on the other hand, alcohol
restraint moderates the impact of cyber pornography ad-
diction on sexting.

! In regression analysis, a common method to address the nonnormality
distribution of variables is to apply linear transformations, such as loga-
rithmic or square root transformations when appropriate (see Tabachnick
and Fidell 2013). Logarithmic transformation was used as regards cyber
pornography and sexting, while a square root transformation was used for
AUDIT (since AUDIT scores include zero as value therefore a logarith-
mic transformation would not be appropriate). The patterns of results of
regression moderation analysis did not change substantially. The main
effects of cyber pornography, B=0.21, p=0.000, and alcohol, B=0.25,
p=0.000, although slightly reduced, remained significant. More interest-
ingly, also the interaction term remained statistically significant, B=0.09,
p=0.000, although slightly reduced.
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Table 5 Means of the three dimensions of sexting: receiving, sending,
and posting (standard deviations between brackets)

Dependent variables Males M (SD) Females M (SD)
Receiving sexts 1.65 (0.66) 1.34 (0.39)
Sending sexts 1.29 (0.41) 1.14 (0.24)
Posting sexts 1.10 (0.43) 1.02 (0.11)

n=610

Discussion

In the past decade, technology has altered the ways in which
adolescents and young adults communicate and interact with
their peers: Sexting is one of these new types of communi-
cation. The majority of studies reveal that sexting has been
found to be prevalent among adolescents and young adults
(AP-MTV 2009; Temple et al. 2012). Therefore, we aimed
to evaluate the incidence of sexting in a sample of Italian
adolescents. Our results showed a high frequency of sexting
behaviors: 77.2 % of the participants reported to have re-
ceived a sext at least once, 54.8 % to have sent a sext at
least once, while 8.5 % declared to have posted a sext at
least once on social networks. A previous study on adoles-
cents in Italy (Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro 2012) found
that 26 % of the participants received sexts and 12 % sent
sexts. However, the prevalence found in 2012 had almost
doubled compared to the prevalence found only 1 year be-
fore (Eurispes & Telefono Azzurro 2011). Finally, our re-
sults were similar to those of previous studies conducted in
Italy (Morelli et al. 2016b) and to studies that employed the
Sexting Behaviors Scale (Dir et al. 2013b), from which our
instrument was inspired.

As we hypothesized, gender differences were found for the
three sexting subdimensions (i.e., receiving, sending, and
posting sexts): Males were more likely to send, receive, and
post sexts. These results may be explained by referring to the
Italian cultural context. Previous studies found that Italian
male adolescents are more likely than females to report that

Table 6 Regression moderation analysis (step 3)

Predictors Sexting behaviors
B

Age 0.10*

Gender —0.36%*

Cyber pornography addiction 0.24%*

Alcohol consumption 0.227%%

Pornography % alcohol 0.14%#%

R’ 0.28

Gender was coded as 0 =males and 1 = females
*p<0.01; *#p<0.001
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Sexting behaviors
\'

—+—Low Alcohol
---#---High Alcohol

Cyber Pornography

Fig. 2 The moderating effect of alcohol consumption in the relationship
between cyber pornography and sexting

they find erotic materials enjoyable and arousing, and reported
stronger positive expectancies about receiving sexts (Eurispes
& Telefono Azzurro 2012).

Consistent with previous studies exploring the correlations
between risky behaviors and sexting (Dir et al. 2013a), our
study provided information pertaining to the relationships be-
tween cyber pornography addiction, alcohol consumption,
and sexting. Nevertheless, results from the moderation analy-
sis suggested that the relationship between cyber pornography
addiction and sexting is stronger in those who have a high
alcohol consumption. Conversely, alcohol restraint could rep-
resent a protective factor against engaging in sexting even in
the presence of high cyber pornography addiction. Therefore,
we suggest that the tendency to reenact the contents viewed in
cyber pornography sites appear to be facilitated by the disin-
hibition effect of alcohol consumption. To our knowledge, this
hypothesis was never been tested before and is in need of
support among different age groups and cultural contexts.
However, our results suggest that cyber pornography is not a
predictor of sexting per se, because its relationship with
sexting becomes weak in those who have a lower alcohol
consumption. Thus, these results could be explained by the
presence of a factor underlying all assessed dimensions (i.e.,
cyber pornography, alcohol, and sexting): as suggested by
Krueger et al. (2005), there could be a common ethiological
pattern for externalizing behaviors that involves both antiso-
cial behaviors, substance use, and personality traits. Future
research should investigate the relationship between cyber
pornography and sexting in line with this perspective.
Furthermore, our study may have research implications be-
yond clinical implications. Results could shed light on how
to investigate sexting predictors and suggest that researchers
should be careful in studying sexting antecedents. There seem
to be other possible factors that condition (moderate) the rela-
tionship between these antecedents and sexting. In fact, the
literature had shown inconsistent results regarding the link
between cyber pornography and sexting (Crimmins and
Seigfried-Spellar 2014; Vandenbosch et al. 2015; Van

Ouytsel et al. 2014). To our knowledge, this is one of the first
studies that investigated not only the linear relationships but
also the interaction effects between the antecedents of sexting.
This could also help to precisely identify factors that lead to
sexting and to project more effective prevention programs.

Limitations and Future Research

There were important limitations to our study. First, we
used a convenience sample and we did not consider how
social class or ethnicity might interrelate with sexting be-
haviors. Second, the study was conducted in Italy, and
these findings may not apply to adolescents living in other
countries. Third, there was a possible effect of social de-
sirability, as there always is when data are collected using
self-report questionnaires. Additionally, using qualitative
methods to further analyze the ways in which sexting
behavior is placed in a context of adolescent impulsivity,
sensation seeking, and problematic alcohol and drug abuse
would also be of interest. Moreover, it would be useful to
study the direct and indirect effects of sexting on adoles-
cents’ development and provide suggestions for future pol-
icies and research.

Even if sexting could be considered a normal expres-
sion of sexuality among adolescents (Dake et al. 2012;
Levine 2013), some characteristics of sexting—such as
the mass dissemination of explicit images, cyberbullying, so-
cial humiliation, psychological distress, and legal issues—re-
quire significant preventive interventions through law en-
forcement and education for adolescents, parents, and educa-
tors, as previously suggested by Martinez-Prather and
Vandiver (2014). In particular, it is critical to understand the
beliefs, attitudes, and risky behaviors associated with sexting
and, consequently, to provide adequate sexual education to
adolescents. In Italy, negative attitudes toward sexual educa-
tion persist; hence, prevention programs should be developed
to deconstruct stereotypes regarding sexuality during adoles-
cence. It is our hope that this paper will contribute to the
scientific understanding and promotion of psychological
well-being for adolescents.
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