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Introduction

Sexting denotes the digital exchange of personal sexualized text messages, photos, or videos (Mori et al., 2020).
Just like in-person sex requires safer sex behaviors (e.g., protection from diseases or unwanted pregnancies),
sexting requires safer sexting practices. Notably, exchanging sensitive data necessitates data privacy
management. For example, recipients could intentionally or inadvertently disseminate one’s intimate data to
unintended audiences (Mori et al., 2020). In addition, “interactions [in online networks] are often public by default,
private through effort” (boyd, 2014, p. 14). While people tend to attribute threat to strangers, privacy management
is also relevant when it comes to sexting with close others: The dissemination of sexts by resentful ex-partners is
particularly concerning (Setty & Dobson, 2024). Thus, managing privacy when sexting is an important topic, and
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researchers have recommended education about safe and ethical practices (Mori et al., 2022; Ojeda & Del Rey,
2022). Yet, educators still teach abstinence, and researchers investigate prevalence, instead of teaching and
researching safer sexting practices (Doéring, 2014; Woodley et al., 2024). In line with that, “the systematic study of
privacy management strategies for sexual materials remains to be carried out” (De Wolf, 2019, p. 1061). Holmes
and Babchishin (2024) asserted that “research has yet to examine the correlates of risky sexting, beyond
demographic variables” (p. 2).

We address the gap in safer sexting practices by developing a four-dimensional model of sexting privacy
management and the corresponding Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI). We distinguish between four
strategies of sexting-related privacy management: between behaviors individuals employ on their own or in
interaction with their sexting partner (personal vs. interpersonal) and between behaviors before or after sexting
(preventive vs. reactive). The main aims of the study were: (1) testing the new model and scale for sexting privacy
management, and (2) examining what predicts sexting privacy management.

As correlates, we tested privacy concerns (i.e., concerns about how apps handle data and concerns about the
sexting partner), romantic rejection sensitivity, and sexting frequency (i.e., asynchronous sending of storable files
and synchronous audio or video calls), in interaction with loneliness. Roughly, we hypothesized that greater
privacy concerns would be associated with more privacy management and that romantic rejection sensitivity
would be associated with less privacy management. Furthermore, since those experienced in sexting may be more
aware of privacy risks (Finkelhor et al., 2024; Zemmels & Khey, 2015), we expected higher sexting frequency to be
associated with greater privacy management. Moreover, we investigated whether loneliness moderated these
associations, as we assumed that in individuals with high loneliness, the need for intimacy may be more salient
(Mikulincer & Florian, 2000) than the need for privacy protection. We conducted a preregistered online survey of
young adult sexters in Germany to test these predictions.

In the present study, we focused on the volitional sending of self-produced sexualized messages. In contrast to
other researchers’ definitions (e.g., Mori et al., 2022), we did not include the reception of another’s sext or the
dissemination of third-party sexting material because definitions of sexting should not include nonconsensual
practices (Lebedikova et al., 2024). Receiving sexualized messages can be unsolicited, and third-party forwarding
is often nonconsensual. Just as sexual abuse should not be considered a way of sex but a form of abuse,
nonconsensual online practices are not a form of sexting but a form of online harassment (also termed image-
based sexual abuse or sextortion, Paradiso et al., 2024). Moreover, actively sharing self-produced sexts is the
definition most used in the literature (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017), and self-disclosure is most relevant for privacy
protection.

Sexting Privacy Management

Sexting Privacy Management Approaches

Many safer sexting approaches addressing different threats exist (Samper & Ferreira, 2025). The classic threat is
the recipient making unauthorized copies and disseminating them against the sender’s will or knowledge (a form
of image-based sexual abuse, Paradiso et al., 2024). Other threats are apps scanning the entire gallery, an attacker
using spyware (Samper & Ferreira, 2025), as well as inadvertent third-party exposure, for instance, when sexts are
viewed or created in physical spaces monitored by CCTV cameras (e.g., shared residential hallways), or when
a child or any bystander accesses an unlocked device. Examples of privacy management approaches are
watermarking (visible and digital), simultaneous unlocking, or detecting screen-camming (Samper & Ferreira,
2025).

Despite the availability of such technological solutions, few studies have directly asked sexters about their sexting-
related privacy strategies. Taken together, existing research suggests that individuals employ a range of content-
related, technical, and interpersonal approaches to manage privacy risks. Content-related strategies include
anonymizing sexting content to create plausible deniability, for example, by omitting one’s face or identifiable
body and background features (Holmes & Babchishin, 2024; Kirana & Hendriyani, 2023), as well as limiting content
explicitness by keeping sexting “fun” (Doring, 2014; Renfrow & Rollo, 2014).

Beyond content-related strategies, studies consistently document technical and social forms of protection. These
include the use of ephemeral messaging (Geeng et al., 2020) or protecting sexts with a password (Hasinoff



& Shepherd, 2014), as well as non-technical strategies such as trust in their partner (Geeng et al., 2020) or sexting
only with partners known personally (Rothmuller, 2025). Although not explicitly focusing on privacy management,
Holmes and Babchishin (2024) operationalized sexting risk through behaviors such as showing one's face, sexting
with strangers, sexting while intoxicated, posting one's sext to a website, and sexting before the age of 16.
Although these behaviors are not conceptualized as privacy management strategies, the authors implicitly indicate
which practices they consider risky, providing indirect insights into safer sexting.

Prior research also points to the importance of interpersonal privacy management. De Wolf (2019) found that
sexting adolescents not only use personal privacy management strategies such as controlling information, but
also interpersonal behaviors such as communicating and enforcing privacy boundaries with sexting partners.
Similarly, Rothmuller (2025) reported that negotiating boundaries is among the most frequently used strategies.

Measuring Sexting Privacy Management

Existing item pools (Holmes & Babchishin, 2024; Rothmduller, 2025) were developed with different research aims
and design choices. First, they used dichotomous response scales: Rothmuller (2025) asked participants if they
had used a precaution or not. Likewise, Holmes and Babchishin (2024) used dichotomous variables and compared
individuals who have ever engaged in high-risk sexting to individuals who had never sexted or engaged in safer
sexting. The use of dichotomous response formats allows comparisons between subsamples, and their findings
provide a valuable starting point. However, when the goal is to model gradations and continuous associations
between variables, we need continuous response scales that capture fine-grained individual variability. We build
on and complement prior dichotomous scales by conceptualizing privacy management as a continuous construct
and examining it exclusively among individuals who engage in sexting.

Second, prior research reported results of single items (e.g., Rothmdiller, 2025). Holmes and Babchishin (2024)
used a composite measure of five practices deemed risky, but these practices were extremely diverse (i.e., showing
the face, sexting with strangers, sexting while intoxicated, posting one’s sext to a website, sexting before the age
of 16). So, the authors suggested future research should investigate different dimensions of safer sexting
individually and their respective correlates.

Additionally, prior item pools included ‘not sexting with strangers’ as safer sexting (Holmes & Babchishin, 2024;
Rothmuller, 2025) although precautions are particularly needed against insider threats (Nigrini, 2025). Thus, prior
measures provided important insights into sexting privacy management. However, there is so far no continuous,
multidimensional scale to reliably assess sexting privacy strategies.

The Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI)

We present a multi-dimensional scale of sexting privacy management that distinguishes between personal and
interpersonal privacy behaviors. This distinction originally stems from Communication Privacy Management
theory (Petronio, 2002, 2015). Personal measures include behaviors that individuals perform on their own. The
most prominent example is controlling who can access their private information (Petronio, 2015). In contrast,
interactive privacy measures involving a communication partner are called interpersonal. After sharing information
with a confidant, information owners must engage in interpersonal boundary negotiations, that is, discuss which
data should be kept confidential and which can be public (Petronio, 2015). Applying the distinction between
personal and interpersonal, technical precautions fall under personal privacy management because sexters take
measures on their own. In contrast, interactively discussing and enforcing privacy with a sexting partner would fall
under interpersonal privacy management.

In addition to distinguishing between personal and interpersonal privacy management behaviors, we extend the
literature by adding a temporal dimension: We distinguish between measures taken before and after the
disclosure of information, that is, between preventive and reactive strategies. This additional dimension follows the
conceptualization of Noetzel and her colleagues (2025), who differentiated between preventive and reactive
behaviors in a context unrelated to sexting.” For the purpose of this study, we use the terms preventive and
reactive to distinguish between measures taken before or after sharing (sexual) information. An overview of the
two dimensions that lead to four sexting privacy strategies is presented in Table 1.



Thus, building on prior contributions, the present study aims to develop a multidimensional scale that explicitly
captures different sexting privacy management strategies and allows for graded responses, thereby
complementing and extending existing approaches. A complete list of items can be found in the Appendix.

Table 1. Examples for the Four Sexting Privacy Strategies.

Personal Interpersonal
Preventive “Used another profile or mobile number “Deleted sexy messages that | have sent
to disguise my identity” again afterward”
Reactive “Made agreements with the recipient “Asked the recipient afterward to remove
beforehand” my sexy messages from the device”

Predictors of Sexting Privacy Strategies

The psychological predictors of safer sexting strategies in general, and sexting privacy strategies in particular,
remain underexplored. Demographic factors such as age, ethnicity, or gender influence perceived sexting-related
risk, which may in turn influence privacy protection: For example, girls and women perceive more risk than boys
and men due to intersecting power relations (Ringrose et al., 2013) and because boys are more likely than girls to
engage in non-consensual sexting practices (Barroso et al., 2023). Yet, we lack (quantitative) research addressing
which psychological factors predict privacy protection behaviors (Holmes & Babchishin, 2024).

Holmes and Babchishin (2024) identified predictors of risky sexting such as sexual orientation, peer pressure,
positive perceptions of sexting, and impulsivity. Accordingly, we surveyed sexters between 16 and 40, as sexting
is more prevalent among individuals under 40 than among those over the age of 40 (Wysocki & Childers, 2011).
This age range also captures the developmental stage (18 to 40 years) in which navigating the conflict between
intimacy and isolation is the most important task, according to Erikson’s model of psychosocial development
(1968).

Privacy Concerns

First and foremost, predictors of privacy protection behaviors often include online privacy concerns (Chen & Chen,
2015; Chen et al., 2017; De Wolf, 2019; De Wolf et al., 2023; Dhir et al., 2017; Gruzd & Hernandez-Garcia, 2018;
Mamonov & Benbunan-Fich, 2018). These concerns are relevant across different relational contexts in which
sexting occurs. Conceptually, online privacy concerns can be differentiated into institutional (i.e., concerns about
the trustworthiness of the platform or app) and social (i.e.,, concerns about the trustworthiness of the
communication partner) privacy concerns (Lutz & Ranzini, 2017). Both dimensions are directly relevant for sexting,
as one may be concerned that intimate digital content may be misused by platforms (i.e., institutional privacy
concerns) or by sexting partners themselves (i.e., social privacy concerns). Research shows that institutional and
social privacy concerns are both positively related to the perceived risk of sexting (Kahlow, 2020), which, in turn,
has been associated with the use of more privacy management strategies (Kirana & Hendriyani, 2023). Privacy
concerns are also associated with a decreased willingness to sext (Thomas et al., 2022). However, despite this
evidence, it remains unclear whether privacy concerns are directly associated with the use of safer sexting
strategies (rather than only indirectly via perceived risk or reduced sexting willingness).

Importantly, social privacy concerns remain relevant across different relational contexts in which sexting occurs.
Although safeguarding a sexting partner's privacy is indeed less normative in shorter relationships (Hasinoff
& Shepherd, 2014), concerns about the trustworthiness of the communication partner remain salient even in
steady relationships. Although this risk is often underestimated in favor of a “stranger danger” narrative, the risk
of various privacy violations is particularly high in close relationships (insider threat; Nigrini, 2025). For example,
an 18-year-old interviewee expressed privacy concerns because his partner might want to disseminate sexts in
the future, “when we are no more together” (p. 489, Setty & Dobson, 2024). Apart from the recipient consciously
disseminating one’s sext, the recipient could also insufficiently protect one's intimate digital data from
(inadvertent) third-party exposure.

Taken together, these findings suggest that both institutional and social privacy concerns may motivate individuals
to adopt privacy management strategies when sexting. Since privacy concerns are predictors of privacy



management behaviors in other domains (e.g., Dhir et al., 2017), we expected higher levels of institutional (H1)
and social (H2) privacy concerns to be associated with higher employment of privacy strategies.

Romantic Rejection Sensitivity

As a third predictor of safer sexting strategies, we tested the personality trait rejection sensitivity. So far, only
impulsivity was established as a predictor of high-risk sexting (Holmes & Babchisin, 2024). Rejection sensitivity is
the tendency to expect, readily perceive, and overreact to rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Sensitivity to
rejection underlies attachment insecurity and arises from internalized early experiences of rejection (Feldman &
Downey, 1994). Rejection-sensitive individuals are sensitive to rejection in their close relationships and may
comply with their peers' or partners’ wishes out of fear of rejection (Hafen et al., 2014). They perceive little power
and control in their relationships and thus find it difficult to negotiate and protect their boundaries. A meta-
analysis found that individuals reporting higher rejection sensitivity exhibit higher levels of relationship concerns
but also engage in more self-silencing behaviors, indicating a failure to voice their concerns and protect their
interests (Mishra & Allen, 2023).

Those with insecure attachment more generally, or with rejection sensitivity specifically, fail to protect their
boundaries in sexual interactions as well. For example, those with higher attachment anxiety report more
condomless sex, according to a meta-analysis (Kim & Miller, 2020). Likewise, anxiously attached individuals, who
wanted to avoid an argument, complied with unwanted sexting (Drouin & Tobin, 2014). Relatedly, insecure
attachment has been associated with undesired psychological outcomes of sexting (Brenick et al., 2020; Galovan
et al., 2018; Weisskirch et al., 2017). Among others, one reason could be that these individuals experience
problems following sexting because they fail to protect their boundaries and less likely to engage in safer sexting
behaviors.

Albeit less researched than broader constructs surrounding attachment, the literature suggests that rejection
sensitivity predicts the failure to safeguard one’s boundaries even better than insecure attachment: Rejection
sensitivity predicts unprotected sex (Wang & Pachankis, 2016), (reactive) aggression and victimization (Gao et al.,
2021), giving in to unprotected sex against one’s will (Berenson et al., 2015; Edwards & Barber, 2010; Woerner
et al.,, 2016), unwanted sexting (Klettke et al., 2019), and unwanted online privacy intrusion by a partner (Bhogal
& Howman, 2018; Reed et al., 2016). Thus, rejection sensitivity is predictive of neglecting to protect one’s sexual
(and online) boundaries.

Since rejection sensitivity is related to decreased protection behaviors in several offline (e.g., Woerner et al., 2016)
and online (e.g., Drouin & Tobin, 2014) interactions, we presumed that individuals with higher rejection
sensitivity—specifically in the domain of romantic relationships—will trade off their boundary protection and
employ fewer safer sexting strategies. Thus, we expected romantic rejection sensitivity to be associated with
reduced protection behavior regarding sexting privacy (H3).

Sexting Frequency

We conceptualized sexting frequency to be associated with safer sexting strategies. As the present study examines
privacy protection, we limited ourselves to include only the active sending of self-produced sexts. Since sending
self-produced sexts can happen under pressure (Drouin & Tobin, 2014), we accounted for unwanted sext sending
as a control variable. Within self-produced sexts, we used a broad definition including both sexually suggestive
and explicit messages and including different media types ranging from text and voice messages over pictures
and videos to live phone- or video calls (camming) because privacy management is important to all these forms
of sexting. By including audio, our definition of active sext sending thus goes beyond the usual definition by Mori
and colleagues (2020), including only text, photos, and videos.

Researchers have asked whether sending more sexts is related to engaging in more privacy behaviors. Findings
are inconclusive: While there is evidence that social media users’ frequency of sharing information online is not
associated with more privacy-protective measures (Baruh et al., 2017), Baruh and colleagues (2017) did not
investigate sexting frequency. We theorize that those who report more frequent sexting also report more online
privacy protection behaviors for two reasons: First, more frequent sexters have had more opportunities to become
aware of the risks and remedies of sexting and potentially experienced more privacy breaches (Finkelhor et al.,
2024; Zemmels & Khey, 2015). Rates of image abuse are somewhat higher in those who have sexted more



frequently compared to occasionally (Finkelhor et al., 2024). In line with that, privacy concerns are greater in
women experienced in sexting compared to women who have never sexted (Zemmels & Khey, 2015). Second, as
privacy management requires digital literacy (Baruh et al., 2017), frequent sexters may report more privacy
management because they have a higher digital literacy and are more active online compared to those who sext
less (Delevi & Weisskirch, 2013; Galovan et al., 2018; McDaniel & Drouin, 2015).

However, many studies compare individuals with any sexting experience to individuals without sexting experience,
and we lack research testing whether, within sexters, higher sexting frequency relates to sexting privacy
management. Also, privacy concerns (Zemmels & Khey, 2015) need not translate into consequent behavior. To
address this gap, we investigated whether, within sexters, those who report more frequent sexting also report
more privacy precautions.

When measuring sexting, we distinguished between asynchronous and synchronous interactions in line with
privacy research (Jiang et al., 2013). Asynchronous sexting describes the exchange of (storable) photos, videos, or
audio files, while synchronous sexting refers to live interactions via (video-)call (Jiang et al., 2013). Although
a relationship between sexting frequency and sexting-related privacy management has not been established,
based on the available evidence (Finkelhor et al., 2024; Zemmels & Khey, 2015), we expected both asynchronous
and synchronous sexting frequency to predict greater privacy behaviors. Specifically, we expected more frequent
asynchronous (H4) and synchronous (H5) sexting to be associated with higher levels of sexting privacy
management.

Sexting Frequency and Loneliness

We theorized that the effect of sexting frequency would be further qualified by a psychological state. While we
expected more rigorous privacy management among frequent sexters, given their potentially greater awareness
of, experience with, and literacy in privacy-related issues, privacy decisions are not merely rational (Alashoor et al.,
2018; Dinev et al., 2015). Depending on emotional needs, (privacy) risks and benefits are evaluated differently.
Specifically, in a state of loneliness, the need for intimacy becomes more salient compared to the countervailing
need to protect one’s boundaries (Mikulincer & Florian, 2000).

Online privacy research showed that lonely individuals report fewer privacy concerns (Choi & Choi, 2023) and that
unprotected online self-disclosure has social benefits that can override privacy concerns (Chen & Kim, 2013).
Furthermore, there is experimental evidence indicating that mood states moderate privacy decisions (Alashoor
et al., 2018; Kehr et al., 2015). That is, perceptions of benefits and their effects on privacy behaviors depend on
how individuals feel (Alashoor et al., 2018). Thus, the positive effect of frequent sexting on safer sexting may
depend on how lonely people feel.

So far, we lack research on boundary protection during digital sexual interactions, but research on physical sex
shows that a stronger relationship motivation is associated with a lower willingness to use barrier protection
(Skakoon-Sparling & Cramer, 2020). A salient need for intimacy is related to unprotected sex in different
populations (Gebhardt et al., 2003; Murray et al., 2007). Analogue to the evidence from in-person safer sex, the
positive association between sexting frequency and safer sexting should be weakened by loneliness.

Intimate self-disclosure—even in virtual contexts (Luo & Hancock, 2020)—builds trust and deepens close
relationships (Amundsen, 2022; Derlega & Berg, 2013). Lonely individuals may sext to generate intimacy (Setty
& Dobson, 2024). Arguably, sexting with vulnerable self-disclosure is more intimate than sexting with precautions
such as a pixelated face. In lonely individuals, frequent sexting may be less closely related to privacy behaviors, as
they may willingly trade privacy for closeness (e.g., Chen & Kim, 2013). One study showed that those who felt more
socially isolated were more willing to sext, even in the presence of high privacy concerns (Thomas et al., 2022).
Thus, we hypothesized that the positive effects of asynchronous (H6) and synchronous (H7) sexting frequency on
sexting-related privacy behaviors will be weakened in lonelier individuals.



The Present Study

According to Erikson’s model of psychosocial development (1968), forming romantic relationships and thereby
navigating the conflict between intimacy and isolation is the most important task of young adulthood (18 to 40
years). There have been repeated calls for more sexting research in adults (McDaniel & Drouin, 2015; Wiederhold,
2011) because sexting is much more common among adults than adolescents, with a prevalence of around 50%
as compared to 10% in teens (Klettke et al., 2014). Empirically, those under 40 had high odds of having engaged in
sexting (Wysocki & Childers, 2011). Nevertheless, most sexting research focuses on adolescents only. The few
studies on adult sexting focus on emerging adults between 18 and 24 or 29 years old, so research on sexting in
adults over the age of 30 is extremely scarce. To address the gap of adult sexting research, we recruited a sample
between 16 and 40 years old with quotas not only based on the distribution of gender but also of age in Germany.
We started recruiting at 16 because among adolescents, studies consistently find that sexting prevalence increases
with age (Klettke et al., 2014; Mori et al., 2022), but studies in adults find no positive effect of age on sexting
frequency (Klettke et al., 2014). The peak of sexting frequency lies probably around late adolescence and early
adulthood but cannot be confirmed because many studies focus either on adolescents until 18 or on adults over
18. With our sample ranging from 16 to 40, we contribute to sexting studies that encompass wider age ranges, for
example, from 13 to 50 years old (Dhir et al., 2017). To capture variation in range, we included age as a control
variable.

Methods

The Institutional Review Board of University of Vienna's Department of Communication placed the study in the
category of minimal ethical risk (Approval ID: 20230113_002). All participants provided informed consent. Data
collection took place in early 2023.

Participants

A polling company recruited a quota-based sample based on the distribution of age and gender in Germany.
Individuals could only participate if they had ever sexted. In the screener (see the Appendix), we defined sexting
as sending sexy messages to romantic or sexual partners (“sexting” or “cybersex”), gave examples, and wrote “Any
interactive sexual activity counts, private or paid, via smartphone or computer. However, receiving or forwarding
sexy messages from others or watching porn does not count. The important point is that you have disclosed
something about yourself”.

After excluding 102 participants who failed both attention checks and an additional 24 speeders who finished
within one-third of the remaining sample’s median, we arrived at 557 young adults between the ages of 16 and 40
(M =28.97, SD = 6.67). Gender and age were balanced in the sample. Specifically, there were 49.7% self-identified
women (n = 278), 49.9% men (n = 277), and 0.4% others (n = 2). Fulfilling the German quotas, 14.7% were between
16 and 20, 40.8% were 21-30, and 44.5% 31-40. Education was diverse: Very few (2%) had no school degree; 11.1%
finished elementary or basic secondary school; 39.3% completed secondary school; 28.5% completed A-levels; and
19% held a college degree. The majority (90.8%) identified as (rather) heterosexual, 6.6% identified as (rather)
homosexual, and 2.5% preferred not to report their sexual orientation. Almost two-thirds (65.7%) reported being
partnered, and 34.3% being single.

Measures

A complete list of items can be found in the Appendix.

Dependent Variables

We developed the Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI), a self-report questionnaire for sexting-related
privacy management. We asked participants on a scale from 1 never to 7 very often: “How many times in your life

have you used the following privacy practices for sexy messages? Sexy messages include photos, videos, as well
as text and voice messages.” Personal preventive behaviors (four items, M =2.39, SD =1.48, w =.77) were, for



example, “used another profile or mobile number to disguise my identity”. Personal reactive behaviors (two items,
M=2.74, SD=1.87, Spearman’s p =.80) were items such as “deleted sexy messages that | have sent again
afterward”. For interpersonal preventive behaviors (five items, M = 3.86, SD = 1.84, w = .86), we asked, for instance,
whether participants ,made agreements with the recipient beforehand”. An example of interpersonal reactive
behaviors (four items, M =2.24, SD = 1.43, w = .83) was “only after sending asked the recipient to keep my sexy
messages confidential”. The complete list of 16 items can be found in the Appendix. Exploratory factor analysis
with the conventional principal axes factoring (PAF) extraction method and the oblique rotation method, which
allows the factors to correlate (Park et al., 2002), showed an acceptable to good model fit for the four-factor
solution: x%(51) = 157.24, p <.001, RMSEA =.06, 90% CI [.05, .07]. CFI =.97, TLI =.94. More information can be
found in the supplementary material on OSF at https://osf.io/vdztr.

Independent Variables

We used the privacy attitudes questionnaire (Stutzman et al., 2011), adapted by Lutz and Ranzini (2017), to assess
social and institutional privacy concerns. For institutional privacy concerns, participants were asked how
concerned they were about how platforms or apps handle personal data online (four items, M =3.11, SD = 1.14,
w =.92). For social privacy concerns, four items asked participants to indicate their concern about identity theft,
hacking, stalking, and nonconsensual dissemination of personal information (M = 2.95, SD = 1.09, w = .85).
Participants reported their level of concern on a 5-point Likert-scale.

To gauge romantic rejection sensitivity, we used ten items from the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire
(Downey & Feldman, 1996). We used the original introduction and selected five scenarios (ten items) focusing on
romantic relationships. An example of a scenario is: “You ask your partner if he/she wants to move in with you.”
We rephrased the original questions (“How concerned or anxious would you be...” and “l would expect that he/she
would willingly agree to...") into statements such as “l would be concerned or anxious if | asked my partner to move
in with me” and then “I think it is likely that he/she wants to move in with me."” to be rated on a scale from 1 (fully
disagree) to 6 (fully agree). We reversed each acceptance likelihood (to indicate rejection expectation) and multiplied
it by its respective level of concern. After averaging the five combinations, we arrived at a normally distributed
index ranging from 1 to 29 (M = 9.46, SD = 4.01). Reliability in our study was lower (w =.64) than in the original
study (a = .83; Downey & Feldman, 1996), most likely because we used only ten of 36 items. Reliability was not
improved by deleting an item.

We asked for the lifetime frequency of asynchronous sexting (M = 2.97, SD = 1.32, w = .84) with six items, such as
“sent a picture of themselves in underwear or swimwear” following prior research (Drouin et al., 2013; Schreurs
et al., 2020). The lifetime frequency of synchronous sexting (M = 1.91, SD = 1.24, w =.76) was measured with three
items (e.g., “Had live video sex [for example, masturbating together on camera]”) loosely based on Drouin et al.
(2013). Response options ranged from 1 = never to 7 = very often.

Moderator and Control Variables

The moderator loneliness was gauged using items from the revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell et al., 1980)
translated by Doring and Bortz (1993). Four items (M =2.74, SD = 1.40, w =.82), such as “| feel isolated from others”,
were rated on a scale from 1 = Does not apply to me at all and 7 = Fully applies to me.

We controlled for age in years (De Wolf, 2019; Zemmels & Khey, 2015), gender (De Wolf, 2019; Dhir et al., 2017;
Hasinoff, 2015; Youn & Hall, 2008) with the two dummies Female (as opposed to male and diverse) and Diverse
(as opposed to male and female), and relationship status (Dir et al., 2013; Drouin et al., 2013) with one dummy
Partnered (as opposed to single). Moreover, we included one item on unwanted sexting (“How many times in your
life have you agreed to send sexual content, for example sexy messages or pictures, although you actually did not
want to?”, M = 1.96, SD = 1.36), similar to Drouin and Tobin (2014), to be rated on a scale from 1 (never) to 6 (very
often).
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Preregistration and Deviations From Preregistration

The preregistration can be accessed here: https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=5PT_SG3. We preregistered
inclusion (age 16-40, having ever sexted) and exclusion criteria (failing both attention checks), and that we would
keep outliers. We preregistered the planned four-factorial structure and seven-point scale of the SPMI. We
preregistered all expected main and interaction effects (H7-H7), except for H3: While romantic rejection sensitivity
was only mentioned exploratively, we found enough evidence to formulate a hypothesis. In the preregistration,
age, gender, and unwanted sexting were conceptualized as predictors, but, for conciseness, we now treated them
as covariates. We added relationship status as a covariate. Regarding data analysis, we preregistered the mean-
centering of predictors in interactions and conducted separate regressions for each dependent variable. At the
time of preregistration, we did not specify procedures for testing regression assumptions.

Data Analysis

After mean-centering continuous predictors to interpret mean effects in the presence of significant interactions,
we conducted separate regressions for each dependent variable. We did not aggregate the four privacy strategies
into a single index: Conceptually, using more diverse strategies does not necessarily indicate better privacy
management; using a single or few strategies can suffice. Consistently using, for example, preventive measures
renders reactive measures redundant. Therefore, we treated each factor as a separate dependent variable. We
constructed indices for each of the four privacy behavior types and performed separate regression analyses for
each outcome.

We conducted ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses using the Im function from the stats package
(RStudio version 2022.07.2 for macOS; R Core Team, 2022). As control variables, we included age, gender (female),
gender (diverse), relationship status (partnered), and unwanted sexting.

We tested the homoscedasticity assumption (i.e., that the distributions of model residuals have equal variances)
with the studentized Breusch-Pagan test using the bptest function from Imtest (Zeileis & Hothorn, 2002). Model
residuals had significantly unequal variances in the model predicting personal preventive, BP(13) = 40.40, p <.001,
personal reactive, BP(13) = 30.54, p = .004, interpersonal preventive, BP(13) = 23.97, p = .031, as well as
interpersonal reactive, BP(13) = 46.77, p < .001 privacy behaviors. Therefore, we obtained heteroskedasticity-
robust coefficients using coeftest from the Imtest package (Zeileis & Hothorn, 2002) and the vcovHC function from
the sandwich package (Zeileis et al., 2020). The data and reproducible R script are available in the supplementary
material on OSF at https://osf.io/vdztr.

Results

All coefficients are presented in Tables 2 and 3. A correlation matrix can be found in the appendix. Note that the
tables are structured by outcome (i.e., four privacy strategies) because we calculated one regression per outcome.
Figures for each outcome are available in the Appendix. In the following section, we adhere to the hypotheses
structure and report results sorted by predictor.

Privacy Concerns

Institutional privacy concerns were unrelated to any of the four privacy management strategies, refuting H7. Social
privacy concerns predicted all four types of strategies (H2): They positively predicted personal preventive, personal
reactive, interpersonal preventive, and interpersonal reactive privacy strategies. Results are visualized in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Associations of Privacy Concerns (Institutional and Social) With Sexting Privacy Management.
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Rejection Sensitivity

Contrary to our expectations (H3), romantic rejection sensitivity did not predict decreased privacy management.
We found no effect of romantic rejection sensitivity on personal preventive, interpersonal preventive, or
interpersonal reactive strategies. Regarding personal reactive privacy behaviors, romantic rejection sensitivity was
a positive predictor (rather than a negative one). Results are visualized in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Associations of Romantic Rejection Sensitivity With Sexting Privacy Management.
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Sexting Frequency

Individuals who reported both more asynchronous sexting also reported more use of all four sexting privacy
management strategies (in line with H4). H5 was partially supported: Individuals who reported more frequent
synchronous sexting did report more personal preventive but not more personal preventive, interpersonal
preventive, or interpersonal reactive strategies. Results are visualized in Figure 3.

Sexting Frequency and Loneliness

There were no joint effects of sexting frequency (asynchronous, H6; synchronous, H7) and loneliness on any of the
four types of sexting privacy management. The positive effect on personal reactive privacy behaviors closely failed
to reach significance (p = .055). Results are visualized in Figure 3.



Figure 3. Associations of Sexting Frequency (Asynchronous and Synchronous) and Loneliness With Sexting Privacy Management.
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Table 2. Regression Analyses Predicting Sexting Privacy Management (Personal Strategies).

Personal Preventive
(robust coefficients)

Personal Reactive
(robust coefficients)

Predictor b SE t p b SE t p
Age -0.01 0.01 -1.07 .282 0.00 0.01 -0.43 .667
Gender (female) -0.20 0.12 -1.70 .090 0.06 0.14 0.44 .663
Gender (diverse) 0.37 0.74 0.50 .616 0.13 1.92 0.07 .946
Relationship Status (partnered) 0.04 0.13 0.28 776 0.30* 0.16 1.89 .060
Unwanted Sexting 0.24** 0.05 4.65 <.001 0.31" 0.07 4.68 <.001
Institutional Privacy Concerns 0.08 0.06 1.22 221 -0.05 0.09 -0.64 .519
Social Privacy Concerns 017" 0.07 2.57 .010 0.30"* 0.09 3.38 <.001
Romantic Rejection Sensitivity -0.01 0.02 -0.61 .541 0.05" 0.02 2.57 .01
Loneliness (centered) 0.04 0.04 0.94 .348 0.08 0.06 1.26 .209
Asynchronous Sexting (centered) 0.13" 0.06 2.23 .026 0.24* 0.07 3.15 .002
Synchronous Sexting (centered) 0.20* 0.06 3.15 .002 0.06 0.07 0.88 .378
EZQEE;Z&Z?QZ;M) XAsyncronous 45 004 -1.26 207 -0.09 005 -1.69  .092
Loneliness (centered) x Synchronous 0.04 004 087  .383 010" 005 192  .055

Sexting (centered)

adj. R2 = .18, A(13,543) = 10.34, p < .001

adj. R? = .17, F(13,543) = 9.85, p < .001

Note. N =557, *p <.07,"p <.05, "p <.01, ™p <.001.



Table 3. Regression Analyses Predicting Sexting Privacy Management (Interpersonal Strategies).
Interpersonal Reactive Behaviors
(robust coefficients)

Interpersonal Preventive Behaviors

Predictor b SE t p b SE t P
Age -0.01 0.01 -0.80 421 0.00 0.01 -0.54 .586
Gender (female) 0.47*" 0.15 3.04 .002 -0.20* 0.11 -1.84 .066
Gender (diverse) 1.88™" 0.21 8.89 <.001 -1.88"" 0.24 -7.80 <.001
Relationship Status (partnered) 0.18 0.16 1.16 .246 0.00 0.12 -0.02 .981
Unwanted Sexting 0.11% 0.05 2.00 .046 0.33"™ 0.05 6.64 <.001
Institutional Privacy Concerns 0.12 0.09 1.32 189 0.01 0.06 0.18 .857
Social Privacy Concerns 0.19* 0.10 1.99 .047 0.27* 0.07 3.98 <.001
Romantic Rejection Sensitivity 0.01 0.02 0.25 .804 0.02 0.01 1.53 127
Loneliness (centered) -0.13" 0.06 -2.22 .027 0.04 0.04 0.96 .336
Asynchronous Sexting (centered) 0.37" 0.07 5.26 <.001 0.13" 0.05 241 .016
Synchronous Sexting (centered) 0.09 0.07 1.37 172 0.09 0.05 1.63 .105
i X
;ng'c'gf;;;i”;;fﬂ; (centered) -0.07 005 -138  .169 0.07 0.04 177 078
i x
;;’gfr']':‘:;;f:;;i? centered) 001 005 -025  .806 0.05 0.04 131 192
adj. R? = .14, A(13,543) = 7.96, p < .001. adj. R? = .27, [(13,543) = 16.59, p < .001.

Note. N =557, *p < .07, “p <.05, "p <.01, ™ p <.001.

Moderator and Control Variables

We found a negative main effect of the moderator loneliness on interpersonal preventive behaviors, indicating
that lonelier individuals were reluctant to discuss privacy in advance. Age and relationship status were unrelated
to all four privacy strategies. Female gender was only associated with interpersonal preventive behaviors. Gender
was unrelated to the other three privacy behaviors. We refrain from interpreting effects of diverse gender because
these effects are based on only two individuals. Unwanted sexting significantly predicted all four sexting privacy
behaviors (all p <.001).

Discussion

Our research focused on safer sexting strategies because the highly sensitive data exchanged during sexting can
be misused by untrustworthy sexting partners (Mori et al., 2020) or accessed by apps or hackers. We examined
who takes privacy precautions and how sexters protect themselves. To understand who, we tested the predictors
of social and institutional privacy concerns, rejection sensitivity, asynchronous and synchronous sexting, and their
interactions with participants’ level of loneliness. To understand how sexters manage their privacy, we developed
the Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI). Building on prior conceptualizations of sexting-related
precautions, the SPMI distinguishes four types of sexting-related privacy behaviors: personal preventive, personal
reactive, interpersonal preventive, and interpersonal reactive. Our model of four privacy strategies (personal
preventive, personal reactive, interpersonal preventive, and interpersonal reactive) was successful and reliable.
Therefore, the factors in the SPMI should not be aggregated. This multidimensional approach complements and
extends previous work. Rothmuller (2025) distinguished between concealment, social, and technical precautions
and noted that individuals deploy these strategies across different contexts (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic). In that
regard, the SPMI adds value by capturing graded use of strategies and by further differentiating between personal
versus interpersonal and preventive versus reactive behaviors. Similarly, Holmes and Babchishin (2024) focused
on identifying high-risk sexters rather than measuring privacy strategies directly. Their findings indirectly highlight
practices considered safer, thereby providing useful context for interpreting the SPMI's explicit or implicit strategy
measures.



Descriptively, we found that the most common privacy strategy was interpersonal preventive. That is, before
sexting, individuals selected only sexting partners they trusted to abide by agreements or asked them to keep
data confidential. The use of the three other privacy strategies was generally low.

Practically, the Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI) is proposed as a tool for use in research and practice
and requires validation in diverse populations (e.g., in digital sex workers for whom sexting privacy is of utmost
importance). The SPMI provides a standardized way to measure how individuals manage privacy when sexting
and is intended to facilitate systematic research on sexting privacy management. The SPMI can be used to identify
safer and risky privacy strategies in digital sexual communication. It allows researchers to compare sexting privacy
management across individuals and investigate associated correlates. The measure may also help evaluate
interventions aimed at improving digital sexual literacy. Findings on safer sexting can valuably inform the
theoretical debate around desired and undesired sexting consequences.

Distinguishing between four privacy strategies can be a theoretical contribution to other areas of privacy
management. Sharing data of our partner, child, or colleague is a crucial and timely topic. For sexualized data, it
is obvious that public posting denotes a privacy violation. Yet, for other data, it may just as well be.

Privacy Concerns

Based on previous research (De Wolf, 2019), we expected more privacy management in case of higher privacy
concerns. On the one hand, institutional privacy concerns did not predict any privacy strategy. That is, sexters
concerned about the trustworthiness of platforms or apps did not resort to more privacy behaviors. Discrepancies
between privacy attitudes and behaviors are found in many studies (Barth & de Jong, 2017; Gerber et al., 2018),
which has been termed the privacy paradox (Norberg et al., 2007). One of the reasons why concerns do not lead
to protection behaviors could be privacy fatigue. De Wolf (2019) found that adolescents feel fatalistic about
(sexting) privacy. The finding that institutional privacy concerns are unrelated to safer sexting practices practically
implies that sexters lack agency in protecting their privacy. For personal strategies, that would be technical
knowledge and skills (e.g., in choosing trustworthy apps). For interpersonal strategies, that would be negotiation
skills (with apps and institutions).

Our differential findings across types of privacy concerns refine the debate over the privacy paradox. Future
studies could yield even more refined results if they measured not only individuals’ concerns about a potential
privacy violation but also their perceived likelihood of this violation (comparable to the rejection sensitivity scale,
which multiplies the level of concern by expectation; Downey & Feldman, 1996).

Social privacy concerns, on the other hand, predicted all four privacy behaviors. Thus, sexters concerned about
untrustworthy sexting partners did indeed take more privacy precautions of all kinds. Clearly, our results show
that concerns about the sexting partner seem more influential in privacy decisions than concerns about apps.
While De Wolf (2019) showed that adolescent sexters engage more in interpersonal than personal privacy
behaviors, we found that social privacy concerns had its strongest effect on personal reactive behaviors (i.e.,
deleting the sext again afterward). A possible reason is that De Wolf (2019) surveyed younger participants, aged
11-21 (M =14.94, SD = 1.85), whereas our sample ranged from 16 to 40 (M = 28.97, SD = 6.67). Perhaps
interpersonal measures are more important in adolescents, and personal measures become important in late
adolescence and adulthood.

The intuitive finding that social privacy concerns predict privacy management also means that sexters employ
fewer protective behaviors with trusted partners. People who self-disclose (online) tend to protect their privacy
with strangers but not with close relationships (Berridge & Wetle, 2020; Levy & Schneier, 2020). Trusting one’s
sexting partner thus denotes a risk factor for high-risk sexting. On the one hand, this is justified because
safeguarding privacy is less normative in shorter, more casual relationships (Hasinoff & Shepherd, 2014). On the
other hand, it is a dangerous myth (“stranger danger”) that privacy will only be violated by strangers but will be
respected in close relationships.

Privacy management in close relationships is necessary for several reasons. First, even trustworthy individuals
may lack the knowledge or control that is necessary to safeguard privacy. That is, sensitive data could get accessed
by apps or hackers. Second, close relationships could unintentionally violate another’s privacy because their
closeness (and power dynamic) makes them feel entitled to decide what information can and cannot be shared
(cf. sharenting, i.e., parents disclosing information about their children online). The risk of different privacy



violations, ranging from the dissemination over sensitive data to stalking to gender-based (sexual) violence, is
highest in the closest of relationships (Levy & Schneier, 2020). For example, partner idealization is a risk factor for
gender-based violence (Jiménez-Picon et al., 2023). Thus, relationship length or relationship intimacy are not
necessarily protective; closeness can also be a risk factor. Third, alliances can end. The greatest privacy risk to
communities is not strangers but (banished) former members (see insider threats, e.g., Nigrini, 2025). In line with
that, people primarily fear the dissemination of sexual information by resentful ex-partners (Setty & Dobson,
2024).

For these reasons, unprotected sexting with trusted partners is far from trivial and warrants future investigation.
Unprotected sexting could, for example, influence stay-or-leave decisions only to prevent a resentful ex-partner
situation. Practically, this means that privacy protection during sexting should become a habit with everyone, just
like using safety belts, no matter how much one trusts the driver.

Romantic Rejection Sensitivity

We hypothesized that individuals reporting high romantic rejection sensitivity would engage in less sexting privacy
management because, driven by fear of rejection, rejection-sensitive individuals also employ fewer protection
behaviors in other romantic areas (Drouin & Tobin, 2014; Klettke et al., 2019). However, contrary to expectations,
individuals with higher romantic rejection sensitivity did not report significantly less privacy behaviors. This
predictor was unrelated to most privacy behaviors and, surprisingly, even positively related to personal reactive
behaviors (i.e., deleting the sext again). Thus, higher romantic rejection sensitivity was not associated with
a general reluctance to engage in sexting privacy management. Rather than functioning as a barrier, rejection
sensitivity may relate selectively to certain reactive strategies, a pattern that warrants further investigation.

Several explanations are possible for the nonsignificant associations between rejection sensitivity and the other
three privacy management strategies. Methodologically, it could be that an effect of rejection sensitivity was
hidden by controlling for unwanted sexting. Theoretically, individuals with high romantic rejection sensitivity may
also be highly sensitive to a data leak because they perceive the potential reputational damage as detrimental
(Romero-Canyas & Downey, 2013) and thus engage in privacy behavior despite the difficulty. Furthermore, they
may fear being negatively evaluated not for setting privacy boundaries but already for their sexts as such and
therefore delete them immediately after sending them. For the case of deleting a sext after sending it, setting
privacy boundaries is invisible and gives less reason to fear rejection. Future research could test if the use of the
visible “view once” - function is similarly related to rejection sensitivity.

Importantly, the items on romantic rejection sensitivity assessed sensitivity to rejection by a romantic partner,
while a sexting partner could be anyone from a committed partner to a casual flirt, or a dating app match (Schreurs
et al., 2020). So, future research should investigate the relationship with the sexting partner. Perhaps rejection
sensitivity affects privacy protection in more casual relationships. Since we found an effect of our moderator
loneliness (i.e., lonelier sexters were reluctant to discuss privacy in advance), future research may further examine
loneliness as a predictor of sexting privacy management.

Sexting Frequency

Our sample of sexters allowed us to assess sexting behavior (not hypothetical willingness or intention). Based on
prior research revealing higher privacy concerns in more frequent sexters (Zemmels & Khey, 2015), we had
expected more privacy management in more frequent sexters. Indeed, those who more frequently
asynchronously exchanged sexy photos or other files also reported more privacy precautions. Within sexters,
more frequently sending storable sexting files seems to increase risk awareness, expert knowledge, and
protection behaviors, and thereby have beneficial consequences compared to infrequent sexting. Other
researchers have found that infrequent sexters do not report much less abuse than frequent sexters (Finkelhor
et al.,, 2024). These findings imply that sexting interventions should target those who infrequently sext
asynchronously. As we consider safer sexting a desired outcome, the present study denotes one of the few cases
reporting on beneficial outcomes of sexting more frequently (Klettke et al., 2018).

Yet, for synchronous sexting, we found different associations with privacy behaviors than for asynchronous
sexting. Specifically, our results showed that only personal preventive behaviors (e.g., de-identification by hiding
individual characteristics or by app choice) were predicted by both asynchronous and synchronous sexting.



Synchronous sexting frequency did not affect the three other privacy strategies. An explanation for the differential
effects of asynchronous and synchronous sexting could be that, in the case of live (video-)calls, it is much less
apparent how files can be stored and disseminated after the interaction, which is why sexters may think of
synchronous interactions as being inherently more private compared to asynchronous interactions. When
exchanging data in the form of storable files it is obvious that these files could be forwarded to others. Also, in
asynchronous interactions, individuals have time to edit messages after sending them and can seek third-party
advice, whereas in synchronous interactions, privacy decisions must be made immediately (Jiang et al., 2013). In
addition, synchronous interactions are conceptualized as requiring less privacy management because sexting
partners see each other’'s immediate reactions, thereby reducing online disinhibition (Walrave et al., 2018). To the
best of our knowledge, this is the first study to distinguish between asynchronous and synchronous sexting (Jiang
et al., 2013), and this distinction was very useful for understanding sexting-related privacy management.

Synchronous sexting frequency had no effect on any reactive behaviors (i.e., deleting data or negotiating privacy
afterward), possibly because the real-time nature of synchronous sexting makes reactive actions after sexting
difficult, as it is unclear which (if any) data the sexting partner (or the app) has intentionally and unintentionally
stored on their device. Although interpersonal preventive behaviors were the most common type of privacy
behavior overall, synchronous sexting frequency did not affect them either. An explanation could be that it is easy
to hide one’s identifying characteristics, while it is socially confronting to start a discussion, and therefore, frequent
live sexters may engage in personal preventive but not interpersonal behaviors.

Sexting Frequency and Loneliness

Effects of asynchronous and synchronous sexting frequency on privacy behaviors were independent of
participants’ loneliness. We had expected that effects would be weaker in individuals hungry for social connection
(Chen & Kim, 2013; Gebhardt et al., 2003; Skakoon-Sparling & Cramer, 2020). Instead, we found only a direct effect:
Lonelier sexters engaged in fewer interpersonal preventive behaviors (e.g., discussing boundaries before sexting).
We conclude that affective states can play a role in interpersonal preventive privacy decisions—but not in
interaction with sexting frequency. The need for connection has a direct negative effect on the most common type
of privacy boundary protection, independent of how frequently individuals sext. Asynchronous sexting had
a positive effect on all privacy behaviors, and these effects were not moderated.

An explanation for why loneliness did not attenuate the effect of sexting frequency could be that loneliness is
an unpleasant mood state, and experimental research has shown that social media users are more risk-averse in
a negative mood (Alashoor et al., 2018). According to this argument, loneliness (as a negative mood) should be
associated with a greater perception of risk. Yet, it would still be unclear whether this, in turn, leads to more
rigorous privacy management. Future research should keep investigating the direct and interaction effects of
loneliness on privacy behavior. Especially the marginally significant (b = 0.10, p = .054)—and unexpectedly
positive—interaction between synchronous sexting and loneliness on personal reactive behaviors deserves future
scholarly attention. To test the effects of loneliness, we need experimental research manipulating loneliness and
measuring sexting privacy decisions. A convenient and ethical way to measure sexting privacy decisions would be
a vignette experiment with merely hypothetical choices. Longitudinal research with three or more waves could
shed light on the mediating mechanisms of sexting privacy management. Alternative moderators could be sexting
motivation or relational context. In casual relationships, one might expect greater precautions because
confidentiality is less normative. We would expect less privacy management in close relationships due to lower
privacy concerns.

Moderator and Control Variables

While rejection sensitivity was not negatively associated with any of the safer sexting strategies, we found that
loneliness was negatively related to interpersonal preventive behaviors. That is, lonelier sexters were reluctant to
interpersonally discuss sexting privacy in advance. This is in line with the phenomenon that lonely individuals
avoid interactions with others (Eronen & Nurmi, 2001) or interact in more avoidant ways (Vanhalst et al., 2015),
which not only maintains their loneliness but, as we show here, puts them at risk when they are reluctant to
discuss privacy.



Concerning demographic control variables, age (16-40 in our sample) was unrelated to sexting privacy
management. Future research could further examine whether age interacts with predictors of safer sexting. We
found women to report more interpersonal preventive privacy behaviors (i.e., carefully choosing the sexting
partner and negotiating boundaries before sexting) compared to sexters of male and diverse genders. Women
and girls are found to employ more privacy protective measures than men (Baruh et al., 2017; De Wolf, 2019). In
cases of sexting privacy violations, popular discourse often made women responsible and blamed the female
victim rather than the male perpetrator (Hasinoff, 2015). Due to sexual double standards, women fear more
serious reputational damage than men in case of a disseminated sext (Ringrose et al., 2013), which further explains
the importance of sexting privacy management for women. Interestingly, women did not employ more personal
privacy behaviors that require technical skills.

Whether young adults were single or in a relationship was not related to any of the privacy behaviors. As already
mentioned, future research should account for the relational context of sexting. For adolescents' (Van Ouytsel
et al., 2017) as well as for emerging adults’' (Hasinoff & Shepherd, 2014) privacy norms, it mattered whether one
sexts with a committed partner or with a casual hook-up. As a result, the relationship with the sexting partner may
influence social privacy concerns and sexting privacy management. Hence, we need more research on the effect
of relational context on safer sexting strategies.

Moreover, beyond the dyadic relationship between the recipient and the sender, future research may examine
the bystander context. Image-based sexual abuse resembles bullying (more than dyadic in-person sexual abuse)
because bullying and exposing someone’s intimate files to third parties require an audience of bystanders.
Concerns and precautions may be higher if the sender and recipient share the same school, work, or other
environment.

We further conclude that the control variable unwanted sexting, that is, how often participants had complied to
send sexts despite not really wanting to, should be included when researching safer sexting (Drouin & Tobin, 2014)
because unwanted sexting was significant for all privacy behaviors. Future research may additionally control for
sexual orientation because identifying as non-heterosexual or transgender have been associated with high-risk
sexting (Holmes & Babchishin, 2024).

Limitations

The first limitation of the present study is its cross-sectional design, which prevents conclusions about the causal
order of relationships. This design does not allow us to observe dynamics over time, for instance, how privacy
concerns are transformed and disrupted (Moéller, 2024). Second, the SPMI we developed to measure sexting
privacy strategies contains 16 items, but it is not exhaustive. One could think of more dimensions beyond personal
vs. interpersonal and preventive vs. reactive, and perhaps more than the currently only two items to assess
personal reactive behaviors. The personal preventive factor now consists of items about masking identity.
Different personal and preventive behaviors are possible, for example, ephemeral messaging and screenshot-
blocking features. So, one could add items such as “used apps with a ‘view once’ function/ self-deleting messages”.

Future qualitative research should inventory the various privacy behaviors individuals employ in the context of
sexting to expand the scale. Third, we collected our data online because it allows large sample sizes even for taboo
subjects like sexuality. However, online data collection is often accused of poor data quality. To detect insufficient
effort responding, we had implemented two attention checks and deleted 102 individuals who failed them, and
additionally 24 speeders.

Lastly, individuals across different age groups are likely embedded in distinct social, relational, and technological
contexts and may differ in their lived experiences and realities of sexting. Although age was included as a predictor
and was not significantly related to sexting privacy strategies, contextual age-related differences may not be
captured in the present analyses and should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings. Future research
could examine age-specific patterns of privacy management more explicitly.

Future Research on Safer Sexting

We focused on protecting the privacy of the sender’s self-produced sexts from threats posed by the recipient or
third parties. Research and education tend to focus on precautions that potential victims of (image-based) sexual



abuse can take to prevent being victimized. However, sexting privacy management also includes safely handling
sensitive data produced by a sexting partner. Future research and education could focus on precautions against
perpetration. Data breaches are not always intentional, so teaching sexual ethics may not suffice. For example,
one may send a picture to the wrong recipient by mistake or unwittingly have one’s screen captured by nearby
people, their phones, or CCTV cameras. Precautions include storing sexts in a locked (and hidden) album and
shielding the phone with a screen protector.

Data privacy is only one domain of safer sexting. Another domain would be consent. Future research should focus
on the precautions individuals take to prevent unsolicited sexting (see “cyberflashing” or unsolicited dick pics) or
sending the wrong picture by mistake. Other domains of safer sexting would be detection of inauthentic sexting
(e.g., deepfakes) and precautions against legal prosecution of minor or LGBTQ sexting (Samper & Ferreira, 2025).

Conclusion

Approaching consensual sexting as a risky but not inherently harmful behavior, we investigated sexting privacy
management. To understand how sexters protect their privacy, we developed a four-dimensional model of
strategies and the Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI), the first reliable scale to assess sexting privacy
management. To understand who cares about sexting privacy management, we tested associations with
attitudinal (social and institutional privacy concerns), personality (rejection sensitivity, loneliness), and behavioral
(frequency of asynchronous and synchronous sexting) predictors. Controlling for unwanted sexting, we found
differential effects across types of sexting-related privacy behaviors: On the one hand, sexters who were
concerned that institutions such as platforms or apps did not protect their privacy did not take additional privacy
measures (perhaps due to privacy fatigue or a lack of technical or negotiation skills). On the other hand, sexters
who were concerned that their sexting partners would not guard their privacy did indeed report more sexting
privacy management. We discussed the reasons why unprotected sexting with trusted partners is not a trivial
finding. Privacy protection should become a habit, just like the use of safety belts, no matter how much one trusts
the driver.

Unexpectedly, higher rejection sensitivity was not linked to fewer privacy behaviors (surprisingly, even more
personal reactive behaviors). Unwanted sexting and asynchronous sexting frequency predicted all privacy
behaviors, whereas synchronous sexting frequency predicted only personal preventive behaviors. Loneliness did
not moderate any effects of sexting frequency on privacy behaviors. So, unprotected sexting was reported with
trusted partners and by infrequent sexters. Differentiating between personal and interpersonal privacy behaviors,
as well as between preventive and reactive measures, seems useful for understanding how sexters manage their
privacy. The four-dimensional model developed in the context of sexting could be useful for other domains of
privacy management.

Footnotes

" Noetzel et al. (2025) distinguished between preventive and reactive behaviors in the context of avoiding targeted
political advertising.

2The three items read: ,changed my appearance after | sent sexy messages so as not to be recognized anymore”
(personal reactive), “deleted my profile or changed my phone number after having sent sexy messages” (personal
reactive) and “after sending broke off contact with the person that | sent sexy messages to” (interpersonal
reactive).
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Appendix

Find hereunder details on measurements and correlations of all variables (Table A2), and all results reported per
privacy management strategy.

Measures

Screener

To screen who was eligible to participate in our sexting survey, we used the following wording: “Digital media are
not only suitable for keeping in touch with friends, but also for sending sexy messages to romantic or sexual
partners (“sexting” or “cybersex”). Nowadays, half of all young adults report to have used digital media to exchange
sexy messages with a partner (source: meta-analysis by Mori et al., 2020).

Have you ever done this? Examples include:

- sending sexy text or voice messages,

- sending photos or videos of yourself in lingerie or naked,
- phone sex or camming.

Any interactive sexual activity counts, private or paid, via smartphone or computer. However, receiving or
forwarding sexy messages from others or watching porn does not count. The important point is that you have
disclosed something about yourself.” This question could be answered with either “Yes, | have done at least one
of these activities.” or “No, | have never done any of these.” Only those who said yes could participate.

Privacy Concerns (Institutional and Social)

For both institutional and social privacy concerns (Stutzman et al., 2011 as adapted by Lutz & Ranzini, 2017), we
asked “How concerned are you about the following potential privacy risks that may occur when you share or send
your personal information online?” (1 = no concern at all, 2 = low concern, 3 = moderate concern, 4 = high concern,
5 =very high concern). For institutional privacy concerns, we provided the following four situations: “Online
platforms/apps do not sufficiently protect personal data.”, “Online platforms/apps track and analyse personal
data.”, “Online platforms/apps sell personal data to third parties.”, “Online platforms/apps share personal data
with government agencies.”

For social privacy concerns, we asked about the following four situations for concern: “the use of my identity by
other persons,” “other people hacking my profile/data,” “stalking by other persons,” “other people disclosing my
personal information without my consent”.

" u nmau

Romantic Rejection Sensitivity

We used the original introduction (Downey & Feldman, 1996): “The questions below describe different situations
in which you yourself bring a concern to another person or persons. For each question, please imagine what it
would be like if you were personally in that situation and then tick how you would feel about it.” We selected the
following five scenarios (ten items) focusing on romantic relationships to be rated on a scale from 1 (fully disagree)
to 6 (fully agree). Scenario 1: “Your partner is planning to go out with friends tonight. However, you would like
him/her to spend the evening with you and you tell him/her this. | would be concerned or anxious in this situation,
waiting to see if my partner will stay home or not.” and “It is very likely that my partner will listen to my concerns.”
Scenario 2: “After a heated argument the day before, call your partner and tell him/her that you want to meet.
| would be concerned or anxious in this situation, thinking about whether my partner wants to see me or not.” and
“I think it is likely that he/she wants to see me.” Scenario 3: “You ask your partner, with whom you have not been
together very long, if he/she wants to meet your parents. | would be concerned or anxious in this situation, asking
whether or not he/she wants to meet your parents.” and “I think it is likely that my partner would like to meet my
parents”. Scenario 4:,You ask your partner to move in with you. | would be concerned or anxious in this situation
awaiting my partner's reaction.” and “I think it is likely that he/she wants to move in with me.” Scenario 5: “You



have done or said something that has hurt your partner quite a bit. Now you turn back to him/her. | would be
concerned or anxious in this situation, thinking whether he/she will talk to me or not.” and “I think it is likely that
he/she will want to talk to me again to sort the matter out.”

Sexting Frequency (Synchronous and Synchronous)

We introduced with: “The following questions deal with sending sexy messages (“sexting” or “cybersex”). By sexy
messages we mean all formats, including photos, videos, text and voice messages. Nowadays, half of all young
adults report having ever used digital media to exchange sexy messages with someone (source: meta-analysis by
Mori et al., 2020). How often in your life have you done the following activities online?” to be answered on a scale
from 1 = never to 7 = very often.

For asynchronous sexting, we followed Thomas et al. (2022), participants rated the following six items: “sent sexy
text messages,” “sent sexy audio messages,” “sent a photo of myself in underwear or swimwear,” “sent a naked
photo of myself,” “sent a video of myself in underwear or swimwear,” and “sent a video in which | am naked". For
synchronous sexting, we had three items: “had live phone sex”, “had live video sex (e.g., masturbating together on
camera)”, and “cammed live for someone else (e.g., on OnlyFans, Chaturbate, etc.)".

Loneliness

On a scale from 1 = Does not apply to me at all to 7 = Fully applies to me, we asked ,Now we want to know if you feel
lonely. To what extent do the following statements generally apply to you?" We used the following four items
(Russell et al., 1980) from the revised UCLA Loneliness Scale, from the factor feelings of loneliness (D6ring & Bortz,
1993): “I feel isolated from others,” “I feel alone”, “There is no one | can turn to,” and “l spend too much time alone”.

Attention Checks

We used two attention check items: “My birthday is on February 30" and “l have never used a computer”. Those
who correctly fully disagreed with at least one of those items were considered attentive. Participants who failed
to fully disagree (1 = fully disagree to 7 = fully agree) with both statements were screened out.

Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI)

In the Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI), we asked participants on a scale from 1 = never to 7 = very
often: “How many times in your life have you used the following privacy measures for sexy messages? Sexy
messages include photos, videos as well as text and voice messages.”

We first tested if the Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI) fit the presumed four-factor structure. To do
that, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) using the function fa from the package psych (Revelle,
2022) with the conventional principal axes factoring (PAF) extraction method and the oblique rotation method
which allows the factors to correlate (Park et al., 2002). After omitting three items with low loadings and high cross-
loadings?, exploratory factor analysis with the principal axes factoring method showed an acceptable to good
model fit for the four-factor solution including 16 items: x3(51) = 157.24, p < .001, RMSEA = .06, 90% ClI [.05, .07].
CFl = .97, TLI = .94. Although chi-square test was significant (which is common in larger samples), the model
demonstrated an adequate to strong fit (indicated by an acceptable RMSEA, an excellent CFl and acceptable to
good TLI).

The complete list of 16 privacy management strategies can be found in Table A1. The (second) factor interpersonal
preventive explained 18%, the (first) factor interpersonal reactive 15%, the (third) factor personal preventive 13%
and personal reactive 10% of variance. This shows that interpersonal strategies explain more of the total variance
than personal privacy management strategies (see Figure A1).



Figure A1. Factor Model of the Sexting Privacy Management Inventory (SPMI).
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Note. The four-factor model with items sorted by loading shows that interpersonal strategies explain more variance
than personal strategies. Moderate correlations among factors indicate a unique contribution of each factor.

Table A1. Results From Exploratory Factor Analysis.

Factor loading

Item
1 2 3
Factor 3: Personal preventive strategy (4 items)
Individual features (e.g., tattoos, moles, scars) hidden to avoid recognition. .70
Made sure no one recognizes where | am. .63
Used another profile or mobile number to disguise my identity. .70
Used apps that automatically mask my identity (e.g., pixelate face, delete metadata). .62
Factor 4: Personal reactive strategy (2 items)
Deleted sexy messages that | have sent again afterward.
Taken sexy messages that | have sent offline again.
Factor 2: Interpersonal preventive strategy (5 items)
Agreed beforehand that my sexy messages should not be saved. .69
Asked the recipient beforehand to keep my sexy messages between us. 77
Made agreements with the recipient beforehand. .81
Discussed with the recipient beforehand what can and cannot be disseminated. 77
From the outset only selected people with whom | can rely on agreements. .60
Factor 1: Interpersonal reactive strategy (4 items)
Asked the recipient afterward to remove my sexy messages from the device. .73
Asked the recipient to keep my sexy messages confidential after sending them. .58
Only after sending threatened them with consequences (e.g., publishing his/her intimate &7
messages or legal consequences) in case they disseminated my sexy messages.
Forced the recipient to delete sexy messages from the device after | sent them. 77

Note. N = 547. Exploratory factor analysis testing four factors using the principal axes factoring method and oblique rotation method.



Table A2. Zero-Order Correlations.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15
1.Personal Preventive 1
2.Personal Reactive /N 1
3. Interpersonal Preventive 287 36™ 1
4. Interpersonal Reactive 427 BT 27
5. Institutional Privacy Concerns g6t ettt a7 1
6. Social Privacy Concerns 97207 A7 26" .65 1
7. Romantic Rejection Sensitivity .06 A7 020 A7 090 A7 1
8. Asynchronous Sexting (centered) 277 257 30" 26" .05 -.02 .03 1
9. Synchronous Sexting (centered) 30720 20 247 .02 .02 .07 57 1
10. Loneliness (centered) 147 8™ -03 .18 09" 147 33" .06 10" 1
11. Age -.06 -.04 .00 -.07 .02 .01 -.09" .07 .03 -17 1
12. Gender (female) -.08 .03 A1 -.04 .04 107 -.02 -08 -19"  -.01 -.02 1
13. Gender (diverse) .05 .02 .06 -.05 -.01 -.02 .05 .04 a2 .04 .06 -.06 1
14. Relationship Status (partnered) -.07 -.02 .05 -.09* -08 -.11" -29* .05 -.08 =217 12" A3 -.08" 1
15. Unwanted sexting 31 337 167 427 .05 A5 et 25T 22" 247 - 15 09F .02 o 1

Note. "p < .05, ™p <.01, ™p <.001.



Results Per Outcome

We hereunder present results per outcome. Theoretically, using more different strategies does not necessarily
indicate better privacy management. Consistently using, for example, preventive measures renders reactive
measures redundant. Empirically, the four-factor solution worked and correlations between the strategies were
moderate.

Personal Preventive Privacy Strategy

We tested predictors of personal preventive behaviors, adj. R? = 0.18, F(13,543) = 10.34, p < .001. The model
residuals had unequal variances (i.e., were hetereoskedastic), BP(13) = 40.40, p < .001, therefore we report
heteroskedasticity-robust coefficients. All coefficients can be found in Table 2. Results are visualized in Figure A2.
While institutional privacy concerns (b = 0.08, p = .221; H1a) were unrelated to personal preventive behaviors,
social privacy concerns (b = 0.17, p = .010; H2a) positively predicted them. Rejecting H3a, we found no effect of
romantic rejection sensitivity on personal preventive behaviors (b = -0.01, p =.541). Individuals who reported both
more asynchronous (b = 0.13, p = .026; H4a) as well as more synchronous sexting (b = 0.20, p = .002; H5a) also
reported more personal preventive behaviors. Loneliness moderated neither the effect of asynchronous
(b =-0.05, p =.207; H6a), nor of synchronous (b = 0.04, p = .383; H7a) sexting on personal preventive behaviors.

Figure A2. Associations With Personal Preventive Privacy Strategy.
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Personal Reactive Privacy Strategy

Associations with personal reactive privacy behaviors are visualized in Figure A3. The model was significant, adj.
R?=0.17, F(13,543) = 9.85, p <.001. To account for heteroscedasticity, BP(13) = 30.54, p = .004, we report robust
coefficients (cf. Table 2). Personal reactive behaviors were positively predicted by social (b = 0.30, p <.001; H2b)
but not by institutional (b = —0.05, p = .519; H1b) privacy concerns. Contrary to our expectation (H3b), romantic
rejection sensitivity was positively (instead of negatively) associated with personal reactive behaviors
(b =0.05; p =.010). Asynchronous (b = 0.24, p = .002; H4b) but not synchronous (b = 0.06, p = .378; H5b) sexting
frequency predicted personal reactive behaviors. There was no joint effect of loneliness and asynchronous
(b=-0.09, p =.092; H6b) or loneliness and synchronous (b = 0.10, p = .055; H7b) sexting frequency on predicted
personal reactive behaviors.



Figure A3. Associations With Personal Reactive Privacy Strategy.
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The overall model predicting interpersonal preventive privacy behaviors was significant, adj. R?=0.14,
F(13,543) =7.96, p < .001. We report robust coefficients in Table 3 due to heteroskedasticity, BP(13) = 23.97,
p =.031). Not institutional (b = 0.12, p = .188; H1¢) but social privacy concerns (b = 0.19, p = .047; H2c) predicted
interpersonal preventive behaviors. Contrary to hypothesis 3¢, romantic rejection sensitivity (b = 0.00, p = .804;
H3c) had no effect on interpersonal preventive behaviors. Interpersonal preventive behaviors were related to
more frequent asynchronous (b = 0.37, p <.001; H4c) but not synchronous sexting (b = 0.10, p = .172; H5c). There
was no interaction of loneliness with asynchronous (b = —-0.07, p = .169; H6c) or synchronous sexting (b = -0.01,
p =.806; H7¢). We found a negative main effect of loneliness (b =-0.13, p =.027) indicating that lonelier individuals
engaged in less interpersonal preventive behaviors.

Figure A4. Associations With Interpersonal Preventive Privacy Strategy.
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Our predictors explained a high proportion of variance in interpersonal reactive behaviors, adj. R?=0.27,
F(13,543) =16.59, p <.001. We report heteroskedasticity-robust coefficients (see Table 3) because the model
residuals had unequal variances, BP(13) = 46.77, p < .001. We found no effect of institutional (b = 0.01, p =.857;
H1d) but a positive effect of social privacy concerns (b = 0.27, p < .001; H2d) on interpersonal reactive privacy
management. Romantic rejection sensitivity was unrelated to interpersonal reactive behaviors (b = 0.02, p =.127;
H3d). Regression analysis revealed a significant positive effect of asynchronous (b = 0.13, p = .016; H4d) but not
synchronous (b = 0.09, p =.105; H5d) sexting frequency on interpersonal reactive behaviors. The interactions



between loneliness and asynchronous (b = 0.07, p =.078; H6d) as well as with synchronous sexting frequency were
non-significant (b = 0.05, p = .193; H7d).

Figure A5. Associations With Interpersonal Reactive Privacy Strategy.
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