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Abstract 

This study examines the relationship of parental concerns and attitudes toward 

restriction strategies with the implementation of parental mediation strategies and 

parental awareness of their children’s involvement in sexting. The research involved 710 

German adolescents aged between 12 and 17 years old, along with one parent from 

each family (569 mothers and 141 fathers). Data for this research was collected in 2019 

as part of the EU Kids Online project. Multigroup structural equation modelling was 

used to analyse relationships between parental concerns, positive attitudes toward 

restrictions, mediation strategies and parental awareness across two age groups (12–

14 and 15–17 years old). Results indicate that parents have equal concerns for younger 

and older children, but have more concerns for girls than boys. Regarding younger 

children, parental concerns are positively related to monitoring strategies while 

negatively associated with the use of restrictive strategies. Concerns about online 

activities have been found to predict the use of monitoring and active strategies for 

older children. Parental positive attitudes towards restrictions are also a predictor of 

the use of different strategies, with a positive relationship with restrictive, active and 

monitoring strategies in both age groups. Restrictive mediation is positively correlated 

with parental awareness about a child’s online sexual experiences in the younger group, 

while active mediation is positively correlated with parental awareness about a child’s 

online sexual experiences in the older group. In both age groups, monitoring strategies 

are negatively correlated with parental awareness about a child’s online sexual 

experiences. These findings contribute valuable insights into age-appropriate strategies 

when it comes to addressing sexting experiences. 
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Introduction 

Parental awareness of children’s online experiences can be important for adapting parenting practices (Kuldas et 

al., 2023). Without this awareness, parents cannot effectively discuss and help children cope with negative 

experiences (Caivano et al., 2020). Studies show that parents are aware of children’s less risky experiences, but 

they are less informed about potentially harmful experiences like cyber victimisation and sexting (Geržičáková et 

al., 2023; Livingstone & Görzig, 2014). For instance, only 21% of parents know about their child’s exposure to 
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sexting (Livingstone & Görzig, 2014). This is concerning as parents’ primary worries often involve child exposure 

to online sexual content and messages (eSafety, 2022; Gelles-Watnick, 2022). 

Previous studies showed that parental awareness of child online experiences could be enhanced by applying 

mediation strategies (Byrne et al., 2014; Cerna et al., 2015; Cuccì et al., 2023; Kuldas et al., 2023; Santa Maria et al., 

2014). Results vary from restrictive mediation increasing parental awareness by reducing the possibility of 

exposure to online risks (Caivano et al., 2020; Kuldas et al., 2023), to active mediation through which parents 

encourage conversations with their children, and children share their experiences with their parents (Byrne et al., 

2014; Cerna et al., 2015; Geržičáková et al., 2023; Symons et al., 2017). However, when it comes to sexual matters 

children are reluctant to talk about sexual experiences to parents (Rote & Smetana, 2016). In the study by Widman 

et al. (2021), only 9% of adolescents talked to their parents about online sexual behaviours. In the research by 

Dolev-Cohen and Ricon (2020), more than half of the study participants told no one about being asked to send 

sexual messages or images, and only a few chose to tell an adult.  

Previous studies showed that parental concerns about child’s online experiences are related to the use of 

mediation strategies (Hwang & Jeong, 2015; Hwang et al., 2017). However, previous studies did not specifically 

examine the relationship between parental concerns about children’s online sexual experiences and the use of 

mediation strategies. Nor have they examined the relationship between mediation strategies and parental 

awareness of the child’s receipt of sexual messages. This is important as parents express concerns about online 

sexual experiences, and children are reluctant to share their sexual experiences with their parents, which 

sometimes could be risky (Rote & Smetana, 2016).  

Further, as growing older, children seek more privacy and autonomy, thus perceiving that parents have less 

legitimacy to impose restrictions than younger children (Kuhn & Laird, 2011). In addition, parents may hold 

negative attitudes towards restrictions and monitoring as it could interfere with child ’s privacy at a certain age, 

therefore not using restrictive and monitoring strategies, even if they are concerned (Hernandez et al., 2024). The 

aforementioned attitudes may be linked to the use of active mediation, as parents might perceive it as more 

appropriate when taking the child’s privacy into account (Lopez-De-Ayala et al., 2019). However, previous research 

did not examine how the relationship between parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences, the 

use of mediation strategies and parental awareness of the child’s receipt of sexual messages may differ due to 

the child’s age. In addition, studies that examined parental perceptions of mediation strategies and their use were 

mostly qualitative (e.g., Jeffery, 2020; Lopez-De-Ayala et al., 2019).  

Furthermore, there are some methodological limitations of previous studies that examined parental awareness 

of child online experiences. Prior studies have used composite variables of parental and child reports on the 

frequency of events as a measure of parental awareness. It has been found that such measures are not the best 

indicators because both parents and children can overestimate or underestimate the frequency of risky 

behaviours (Byrne et al., 2014; Caivano et al., 2020; Dehue et al., 2008; Symons et al., 2017). On the other hand, 

Kuldas et al. (2023) solely relied on parental reports of the children’s risky behaviours. Geržičáková et al. (2023) 

report that these measures are not reliable, as they measure only perceived parental awareness. Thus, they found 

a low correlation between perceived parental awareness and objective awareness which combines child and 

parent reports.  

This paper aims to address the mentioned literature gaps and examine how the relationship between parental 

concerns about a child’s online sexual experience, mediation strategies and parental awareness of a child’s online 

sexual experience differ due to the child’s age. 

Sexting  

The phenomenon of sending or receiving sexually explicit messages and images is called sexting (Cooper et al., 

2016; Klettke et al., 2019). The results of a recent meta-analysis indicate that 19.3% of adolescents send sexual 

messages, while 34.8% receive them (Mori et al., 2022). The same study established that sexting increases with 

the age of adolescents and that girls are more likely than boys to receive sexual messages. However, gender 

differences in sexting differ from country to country. For instance, studies report that in more traditional countries, 

more boys than girls engage in sexting, while in more sexually permissive countries there are no significant gender 

differences (Barbovschi et al., 2021; Baumgartner et al., 2012; Morelli et al., 2020). In countries where gender 

differences are observable, Barbovschi et al. (2021) report that boys tend to send and request sexual messages 

more often than girls. Further, girls tend to receive more requests to send sexual messages than boys and girls 



more often than boys receive unwanted requests (Barbovschi et al., 2021). The same authors report that girls and 

younger children are more often upset by sending or receiving sexual messages than older children and boys.  

Consensual sexting may support youth in sexual agency, exploration and expression of their sexuality when they 

start experimenting with sexual behaviour and form romantical relationships (Symons et al., 2018). However, there 

is always a risk of unintended leaks of these messages, blackmail, bullying or sexual exploitation (Van Ouytsel et 

al., 2016). Furthermore, if received sexual messages are unwanted, they can be considered harassment or 

grooming (Palmer, 2015; Salter et al., 2013). In addition, there are ongoing discussions regarding whether self-

generated images should be classified as child pornography (Quayle, 2022). However, the Lanzarote Committee 

(2019) states that self-generated images or possession of sexual images or videos should not be classified as child 

pornography if the child has reached the legal age for sexual activities and if such material is produced and 

possessed with their consent solely for their private use. On the other hand, if younger children create such 

content, it should be regarded as a result of abusive or exploitative conduct. In addition, if the child of legal age 

was, for instance, pressured or threatened to send sexual messages, it should also be considered child 

pornography (Quayle, 2022). Given that sexting is a risky online behaviour and may be associated with mental 

health problems, reduced positive emotions, feelings of fear and embarrassment, as well as reputational 

consequences, it is important to examine whether parental mediation strategies can predict parental awareness 

of their children’s sexting experiences (Doyle et al., 2021). 

Meditation Strategies 

According to Sonck et al. (2013), there are several different mediation strategies. Restrictive content mediation 

refers to restrictions parents may impose on social network use, watching video clips online, using instant 

messaging, or downloading content. Monitoring strategies refer to parents checking children’s social network 

profiles to see which people the child added to a social network, their messages, or websites the child visited. 

Active mediation strategies refer to suggesting ways of using the internet safely and of behaving towards other 

people online, talking about coping strategies in the event of harm from internet use, and explaining the reliability 

of websites (Sonck et al., 2013). However, there is limited data on the relationship between these strategies and 

parental awareness of their children’s online sexual experiences. Dolev-Cohen and Ricon (2022) state that 

authoritative parenting, linked in other research with active mediation, can enable awareness of child behaviour 

through listening and discussions. On the other hand, the authoritarian style, which is linked with the use of 

restrictive strategies, leads to dysfunctional parent-child communication about sexting (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon, 

2022).  

Protection Motivation Theory  

The antecedents of parental mediation strategies will be examined through the Protection Motivation Theory 

(Rogers, 1975) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). According to the Protection Motivation Theory, 

a person’s behaviour is conditioned by their perception of the danger and risk associated with that behaviour. 

Whilst Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) is primarily concerned with individual risk perception and the 

behaviours one may adopt to mitigate these risks for oneself, several studies have extended PMT to encompass 

parental behaviours aimed at safeguarding children (Lee, 2013; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008). The rationale for this 

expansion of PMT lies in the fact that parents are the primary agents of a child’s socialisation, capable of shaping 

the child’s attitudes and behaviours, thus bearing the responsibility to protect them from potential risks 

(Benedetto & Ingrassia, 2021). For example, if parents are concerned about the risky online behaviours of their 

children, they are more likely to implement mediation strategies to mitigate the risks (Hwang et al., 2017). Several 

studies have shown that parents who are more concerned implement more restrictive, active and monitoring 

mediation strategies related to a child’s digital usage (Hernandez et al., 2024; Hwang & Jeong, 2015; Hwang et al., 

2017; Krcmar & Cingel, 2016; Livingstone et al., 2017; Nathanson et al., 2002).  

Existing research suggests that parental concerns differ concerning the child’s gender and age. The study by 

Sorbring et al. (2014) showed that parents express more concerns about sexting towards girls than boys. Parents 

are potentially aware of societal pressure on girls to sext and label whether they agree to sext or not (Lippman & 

Campbell, 2014). For instance, if girls refuse to sext they are labelled as prude, and if they agree, they risk being 

labelled as promiscuous (Lippman & Campbell, 2014). Thus:  

H1a: Parents will express more concerns about online sexual experiences for girls than boys. 



Due to higher concerns, parents are more likely to implement more mediation strategies towards girls than boys 

(Dedkova & Mylek, 2022; Symons et al., 2017). However, there are mixed findings regarding gender differences 

(Boniel-Nissim et al., 2020; Livingstone et al., 2014). These differences may be due to cultural differences and the 

level of gender equality. For instance, Talves and Kalmus (2015) found that gender differences are higher in 

countries with higher levels of gender equality. According to the authors, parents may reflect more on their 

practices in those countries. Thus, employing more gender-sensitive practices. According to the Gender Equality 

Index (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2023), Germany ranks 11th among European Union countries in 

terms of gender equality, positioning slightly above the EU average. Therefore:  

H1b: Parents will apply more mediation strategies towards girls than boys. 

Regarding age differences, existing studies suggest that parents of younger children often exhibit more 

pronounced concerns regarding potential internet dangers, such as the fear of their children encountering 

strangers online or being exposed to sexual content (Boyd & Hargittai, 2013; eSafety, 2022). As the authors stated, 

younger children are often perceived by parents as more vulnerable, possessing limited skills in identifying 

potential threats, and less capable of managing inappropriate content compared to their older counterparts. 

Therefore:  

H2a: Parents will express more concerns about online sexual experiences for younger children (12–14) than for 

older children (15–17). 

The perception that younger children are more vulnerable likely leads to parents imposing more stringent 

restrictions on younger children while allowing older children more freedom (Boyd & Hargittai, 2013). In addition, 

parents might try to respect their child’s growing needs for autonomy and privacy and take into account the child’s 

increasing digital skills, hence using less mediation strategies (Symons et al., 2017; Young & Tully, 2022). Research 

by Dedkova and Mylek (2022) confirmed the assumption that parents less mediate their child’s internet use as the 

child grows older. Accordingly:  

H2b: Parents will use more mediation strategies toward younger children (12–14) than older children (15–17).  

Previous studies indicate that parental concerns are associated with the use of mediation strategies. Nevertheless, 

prior research has not specifically examined parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences and their 

relationship with mediation strategies. Additionally, studies have not examined differences in this association 

concerning the child’s age during adolescence. Although parents tend to less mediate toward older children, they 

still apply some mediation strategies. If parents recognise child autonomy and privacy, they may use different 

mediation strategies when concerned about the child’s online experiences (Davis, 2023; Hernandez et al., 2024). 

Studies have shown that parents perceive restrictions and monitoring as acceptable for younger children, but 

acceptability decreases with the child’s age (eSafety, 2022; Hernandez et al., 2024). Simultaneously, parents 

consider active mediation acceptable for both younger and older children (eSafety, 2022). Therefore, the 

hypotheses are:  

H3a: Parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences will be positively related to applying active, 

restrictive and monitoring strategies toward younger children (12–14). 

H3b: Parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences will be more strongly positively related to 

applying active strategies than restrictive and monitoring strategies toward older children (15–17).  

Theory of Planned Behaviour  

The Theory of Planned Behaviour posits that an individual’s behaviour is influenced by three factors: attitudes 

towards a specific behaviour, perceived self-efficacy in implementing that behaviour, and environmental pressure 

for that behaviour. Previous research has shown that the selection of mediation strategies is influenced by parents’ 

perceived self-efficacy (Kuldas et al., 2023; Shin & Kim, 2019), perceived environmental pressure, and parents’ 

attitudes regarding the need to control their child’s internet use (Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Krcmar & Cingel, 2016). 

Several studies showed that parents may perceive restrictions and monitoring as privacy invasions (Hawk et al., 

2013; Liu, 2020). Further, parents who believe that it would violate their children’s privacy and autonomy are less 

likely to use such methods (Ghosh et al., 2018; Marciano, 2022; Mavoa et al., 2023; Young et al., 2024). Additionally, 

parents who oppose restrictions and monitoring due to privacy and autonomy concerns perceive discussions 

about risks as an acceptable way of supervising children’s behaviour (Jeffery, 2020; Widmer & Albrechtslund, 2021). 

Similar was found in research by Hernandez et al. (2024) where parents choose active strategies when they are 



concerned that restrictions would not be appropriate and that children would become more secretive as a result 

of these restrictions. Although the use of different mediation strategies is found to be intercorrelated (Rodríguez-

de-Dios et al., 2018), there is a noticeable shift from using restrictive strategies toward more active strategies 

(Kalmus et al., 2022). This may reflect changes in parental attitudes about appropriate strategies. Although it is 

mentioned that parental perceptions of both restrictive and monitoring strategies may be related to the use of 

mediation strategies, the dataset utilised in this study includes only positive attitudes towards restrictive 

strategies. Nevertheless, previous studies have identified similar concerns regarding both monitoring and 

restrictive strategies, which may suggest that there is an overlap in attitudes towards these two approaches 

(Lopez-De-Ayala et al., 2019). Therefore:  

H4a: Parents with more positive attitudes towards restrictive strategies will employ more restrictive and 

monitoring strategies. 

H4b: Subsequently, parents with less positive attitudes towards restrictive strategies will employ more active 

strategies.  

Given that there is no clear basis on how to predict age differences in these relationships, following research 

question is posited:  

RQ1: Are there differences in the relationship between positive attitudes towards restrictive strategies and the 

use of mediation strategies with regard to the child’s age? 

Mediation Strategies and Parental Awareness 

Previous studies vary in their findings regarding which mediation strategies are related to parental awareness of 

children’s online experiences. For instance, in the studies with children aged 9 to 16 active mediation was found 

to be positively related to parental awareness about experiences with cyberbullying and stranger approaches 

online (Byrne et al., 2014; Cerna et al., 2015). Active mediation involves open discussions with children about 

potential risks, encouraging them to self-disclose and thereby enhancing parental awareness (Soenens et al., 

2006). To highlight the importance of communication with children, Stattin and Kerr (2000) found that parental 

awareness of a child’s behaviour and experiences is primarily derived from the child’s willingness to share. 

Studies regarding restrictive strategies are inconclusive. On the one hand, Kuldas et al. (2023) found that restrictive 

strategies are associated with increased parental awareness of a child’s online experiences. The authors explain 

that restrictive strategies may reduce the initial likelihood of encountering online risks, thereby leading parents to 

more accurately report their children’s experiences of such risks. However, the authors only examined perceived 

parental awareness of the child’s online experiences, which lacks reliability as parents mostly misjudge the 

occurrence of risky experiences (Caivano et al., 2020; Geržičáková et al., 2023; Kuldas et al., 2023). Further, studies 

with children aged 8 to 14 years and 11 to 17 years showed that children may view their parents less favourably 

under restrictive strategies, leading to a reluctance to share experiences (Nathanson et al., 2002; Young & Tully, 

2022). Therefore, several studies which measured reports of child’s online experiences from both parents and 

child have found that restrictive mediation does not increase parental awareness about child’s online experiences 

(Byrne et al., 2014; Caivano, et al., 2020; Cerna et al., 2015; Geržičáková et al., 2023). However, these studies also 

have limitations regarding measuring parental awareness of children’s online experiences. For instance, studies 

have shown that composite variables of parental and child reports on the frequency of a child’s risky experiences 

are unreliable indicators of parental awareness about those experiences due to potential overestimation or 

underestimation of occurrence by both parties (Byrne et al., 2014; Caivano et al., 2020; Dehue et al., 2008; Symons 

et al., 2017).  

Moreover, the mentioned studies have not specifically examined parental awareness of children’s online sexual 

experiences. This is particularly important for romantic and sexual experiences that may be risky, but children 

perceive them as private and are reluctant to share them with their parents (Rote & Smetana, 2016). Additionally, 

the previous studies did not explore potential age differences in the relationship between mediation strategies 

and parental awareness of children’s online experiences.  

As children grow through adolescence, they tend to seek increased autonomy and privacy, moving away from 

parental supervision and striving to make responsible choices independently (Dodig-Ćurković, 2017). During this 

developmental stage, finding a balance between fostering adolescents’ autonomy in decision-making and 



ensuring adequate parental monitoring and guidance is essential (Liau et al., 2008). In the realm of online activities, 

this balance involves negotiating between restrictions and active engagement strategies.  

How children will react to restrictions may be related to their age. Several studies found that younger children 

perceive more than older ones, that parents have legitimate rights to impose restrictions and more rights to know 

about their experiences (Claes et al., 2011; Kuhn & Laird, 2011; Rote & Smetana, 2016). Therefore, younger children 

are more likely than older ones to follow these rules, mitigating potential risks (Dykstra et al., 2020). In that sense, 

Corcoran et al. (2022) in a study with children aged 10–14 found that restrictive mediation decreases a child’s 

receipt of sexual messages. Consequently, parents could accurately report that the risk did not occur. Additionally, 

higher parent-child relationship quality, which could be enhanced by active mediation, also predicts more child 

disclosure about their experiences, thus enhancing parental awareness about a child’s online experiences 

(Smetana et al., 2008). Building on this: 

H5a: Parental use of active strategies will be positively related to parental awareness of a child’s sexual message 

receipt in children aged 12–14.  

H5b: Parental use of restrictive strategies will be positively related to parental awareness of a child’s sexual 

message receipt in children aged 12–14. 

The need for privacy and digital skills evolves with age (Smahel et al., 2020), therefore, older children might use 

the internet in ways unknown to their parents, eluding parental supervision and restrictions on their online 

activities (Liau et al., 2008). In that situation, the parent’s main source of information could be the child’s self-

disclosure, which may be enhanced by active mediation (Dykstra et al., 2020). Accordingly: 

H5c: Parental use of active strategies will be more strongly related to parental awareness of a child’s sexual 

message receipt than restrictive strategies in children aged 15–17. 

Further, Geržičáková et al. (2023) found that monitoring strategies decrease parental awareness of a child’s online 

experiences. Prior studies have shown that offline monitoring can disrupt child-parent communication, as children 

perceive it as intrusive, leading them to become more secretive (Hawk et al., 2015; Rote & Smetana, 2016). 

However, similar to restriction, monitoring may enhance parental awareness of younger children’s online 

experiences as they may perceive monitoring as a legitimate parenting practice and less opposed to it (Kuhn & 

Laird, 2011). On the other hand, children may perceive monitoring as intrusive more as they age (Banić & 

Orehovački, 2024; Lionetti et al., 2018). Hence:  

H5d: Parental use of monitoring strategies will be positively associated with parental awareness of a child’s sexual 

message receipt in children aged 12–14. 

H5e: Parental use of monitoring strategies will be negatively associated with parental awareness of a child’s sexual 

message receipt in children aged 15–17.  

Methods 

Sample  

This study involved 710 children from Germany (360 boys and 350 girls) aged 12 to 17 years (M = 14.58, SD = 1.709), 

along with one parent from each family (569 mothers and 141 fathers, Mage = 43.65, SD = 5.938). Data was collected 

as part of the EU Kids Online IV project from June 22nd to July 1st 2019. Computer Assisted Self-Interviews at home 

(CASI) were conducted by Ipsos Germany. A quota sample based on ADM with random walk was used, ensuring 

representative quotas for region, age and gender of the child, education of the parent, and household income, 

along with weights for achieved quotas. 

Instruments  

All questionnaires utilised were developed for the implementation of the EU Kids Online II project and have been 

adapted for EU Kids Online IV (Zlamal et al., 2020). The reliability of the items on parental mediation strategies was 

tested across all countries, including Germany, and Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) demonstrated a good fit of 

the model (EU Kids Online, 2014). In this study, CFA was conducted for all the used variables. Given that parental 

concerns, restrictive strategies, and parental awareness are categorical variables, the robust Maximum Likelihood 



estimator (MLR) was used to perform the CFA. Although it is recommended to use WLSMV (Weighted Least Squares 

Mean and Variance adjusted) as an estimator in CFA for categorical variables (Li, 2021), MLR was chosen to treat 

all variables consistently across different tests within the study (Kyriazos & Poga-Kyriazou, 2023).  

Measurement invariance was tested for all variables between fathers and mothers, except for parental awareness, 

as it was measured with only two variables. To determine invariance, the Cheung and Rensvold (2002) criteria 

were used, which state that the change in CFI between levels of invariance should not be greater than .01. 

According to this criterion, invariance was established for variables: parental attitudes (ΔCFI = .001), restrictive 

strategies (ΔCFI = .001), and monitoring strategies (ΔCFI = .002). For active mediation strategies, partial strong 

invariance was found. Since the parental concerns model is just identified with 0 degrees of freedom, the 

significance criterion χ2 was used to assess invariance, and it was determined that invariance exists because χ2 

was statistically insignificant at all levels. 

Parental Concerns  

This questionnaire consists of 3 items, through which parents indicate whether they are concerned about their 

child’s online sexual experiences. Possible responses are 0 (not concerned) and 1 (concerned). The questions are: 

Are you concerned that the child will be exposed to pornography?; Are you concerned that the child will contact a stranger 

with sexual intentions?; Are you concerned that the child might be asked for sexual images of themselves or someone 

else?. The final score is formed by computing the sum of all items. The higher score indicates more parental 

concerns. The internal consistency of the scale is α = .812, standardised factor loadings are: .β = .907, .951, .957. 

Parental Attitudes  

This questionnaire includes 5 items, through which parents indicate their attitudes toward restrictive mediation 

strategies. Answers are on a scale from 1 (I completely agree) to 5 (I completely disagree). Higher responses indicate 

a more positive attitude toward restrictions. An example of an item is: It would take away my child’s autonomy to 

decide for themselves. The final result is formed by computing the mean of all items. The higher score indicates 

more positive attitudes towards restrictive strategies. CFA results show a good fit of the model, χ2 = 16.40, df = 5, 

p = .014 CFI = .991, TLI = .981, RMSEA = .057, 90% CIRMSEA [.02, .09], SRMR = .017, β = .569, .686, .707, .747, .824. The 

internal consistency of the scale is α = .834. 

Parental Restrictive Strategies 

This questionnaire comprises four items concerning the restrictions parents place on their children’s online 

activities. The response options are as follows: 1 (My child is always allowed); 2 (My child is allowed only when they 

ask or in my presence); 3 (My child is never allowed). Response My child is always allowed (1) was recoded in 0 (no 

mediation) and responses 2 and 3 were recoded to 1 (mediation applies; EU Kids Online, 2014). An example of an 

item is: Is your child allowed to use a social network (e.g., Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, Twitter)? The final score is 

formed by computing the sum of all items. The higher score indicates more restrictions imposed by parents. CFA 

results show a good fit of the model, χ2 = 0.427, df = 1, p = .513, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00, 90% CIRMSEA 

[.00, .13], SRMR = .003, β = .770, .770, .777, .813. The internal consistency of the scale is α = .871. 

Parental Active Strategies 

This questionnaire includes 7 items regarding active mediation strategies parents employ. Answers are on a scale 

from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very often). Example of an item: How often do you suggest ways to use the internet safely?. The 

final score is formed by computing the mean of all items. The higher score indicates more frequent use of active 

strategies. CFA results show a good fit of the model, χ2 = 40.01, df = 10, p < .001 CFI = .982, TLI = .963, RMSEA = 

.064, 90% CIRMSEA [.04, .09], SRMR = .027, β = .501, .508, .558, .706, .708, .712, .762. The internal consistency of the 

scale is α = .834. 

  



Parental Monitoring Strategies 

This questionnaire includes 5 items regarding monitoring mediation strategies parents employ. Answers are on a 

scale from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very often). Example of an item: How often do you check the messages in his/her email or 

another communication app? The final score is formed by computing the mean of all items. The higher score 

indicates more frequent use of monitoring strategies. CFA results show a good fit of the model, χ2 = 11.499, df = 4, 

p = .037, CFI = .993, TLI = .982, RMSEA = .062, 90% CIRMSEA [.00, .08], SRMR = .019, β = .593, .714, .754, .783, .825. The 

internal consistency of the scale is α = .858. 

Parental Awareness  

Parental awareness is a composite variable that combines parental and child statements regarding the occurrence 

of child receipt of sexual messages and being asked about sexual matters in the past year. 

For investigating the reception of sexual messages children responded to the questions: On the internet, have you 

received sexual messages in the last year? with responses coded as 0 (No) or 1 (Yes), and On the internet, how often 

have you been asked about sexual things in the last year?  with responses ranged from 1 (Never) to 5 (Every day or 

almost every day). The responses to this second question were dichotomised, with response 1 (Never) recoded as 

0 (No) and responses 2–5 recoded as 1 (Yes), indicating whether they were asked about sexual things in the last 

year. 

To examine parental reports of their children receiving sexual messages, the following questions were posed: In 

the last year, has the child experienced on the internet: received a sexual message in the last year? and asked for sexual 

information about themselves in the last year? The responses were dichotomous, coded as 0 (No) and 1 (Yes). 

The initial composite variable had three possible outcomes: 0 (both the child and parent reported that it did not 

happen); 1 (there is a discrepancy between the parent and child’s responses); 2 (both the parent and child reported that 

it happened). These responses were then recoded as follows: 0 (discrepancy in responses exists); 1 (no discrepancy in 

responses). The final score is formed by computing the mean of two items. A higher score indicates higher parental 

awareness. Recalling the frequency of events over a year can be challenging and prone to recall bias (Fenton, 

2001). Therefore, it is decided to measure parental awareness of occurrence to limit recall bias associated with 

examining the frequency of experience. The internal consistency of the scale is α = .662, standardised factor 

loadings are: β = .688 and .747  

Data Analysis 

Data were analysed using SPSS 25 and R, statistical package Lavaan. Descriptive statistics were used to measure 

participants’ sexting behaviours, parental concerns and positive attitudes toward restrictions, parental mediation 

strategies and parental awareness of a child’s receipt of sexual messages. The two-way ANOVA was used to 

examine differences between boys and girls and age groups of children. For testing the relationship between 

studied variables Multigroup structural equation modelling was employed. 

Results 

In Table 1, the results of the Pearson correlation test are displayed. Weak correlations were found between 

parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences and parental active and monitoring mediation 

strategies. Weak correlations were found between parental positive attitudes towards the use of restrictive 

strategies and the use of active and monitoring strategies. Medium correlations were found between parental 

attitudes towards the use of restrictive strategies and the use of restrictive strategies. Additionally, weak 

correlations were found between active strategies and parental awareness of a child’s receipt of sexual messages, 

as well as between restrictive strategies and parental awareness of a child’s receipt of sexual messages.  



Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables. 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Concerns 0.98 1.246 —     

2. Attitudes 2.73 0.971 .022 —    

3. Active strategies 2.67 0.744 .119** .283** —   

4. Restrictive 

strategies 
1.70 1.986 −.048 .347** .422** —  

5. Monitoring 

strategies 
1.95 0.837 .170** .281** .344** .346** — 

6. Parental 

awareness 
0.76 0.380 −.096* .157** .241** .277** .006 

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01; M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation; n = Sample size. 

 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of the Variables Studied Divided by Gender and Age Group. 

Variable 
Age group (12–14) Age group (15–17) 

Boys (n = 168) Girls (n = 168) Boys (n = 192) Girls (n = 182) 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Concerns 0.88 1.22 1.21 1.30 0.51 0.94 1.36 1.33 

Active strategies 2.87 0.63 2.99 0.68 2.36 0.78 2.50 0.69 

Restrictive strategies 2.67 1.98 2.87 2.04 0.81 1.471 0.74 1.38 

Monitoring 

strategies 
2.22 0.88 2.20 0.81 1.68 0.76 1.74 0.75 

Sexting (child 

statements) 
0.26 0.57 0.27 0.55 0.70 0.82 0.70 0.75 

Sexting (parent 

statements) 
0.05 0.27 0.171 0.50 0.19 0.48 0.37 0.72 

Parental awareness 0.84 0.33 0.84 0.31 0.68 0.41 0.68 0.43 

Note. M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation; n = Sample size. 

To test the age and gender differences, a two-way ANOVA was conducted, and the results are presented in Table 3. 

Additionally, a Bonferroni correction was applied to ensure that the cumulative Type I error remained below .05 

(α divided by the number of comparisons: .05/28 = .0018). According to the data, parents express more concerns 

about online sexual experiences for girls than boys, F(1, 647) = 39.26, p < .001, which is predicted (H1a). No 

differences were found concerning the child‘s age, F(1, 647) = 1.41, p = .236, therefore, hypothesis (H2a) is not 

confirmed. A statistically significant interaction effect of the child‘s age and gender was identified, F(1, 647) = 7.89, 

p = .005, suggesting that parents are more concerned for older girls. However, after applying the Bonferroni 

correction, this effect was deemed insignificant (.005 > .0018).  

Regarding mediation strategies, the only significant difference was in the use of active strategies more toward girls 

than boys, F(1, 709) = 6.57, p = .011. However, after Bonferroni correction, this difference is insignificant 

(.011 > .0018). Thus, hypothesis (H1b) is not confirmed, but cannot be completely disregarded in the part of 

applying more active strategies toward girls than boys. Furthermore, parents use active strategies, 

F(1, 709) = 90.37, p < .001, restrictive strategies, F(1, 670) = 223.49, p < .001, and monitoring strategies, 

F(1, 709) = 69.76, p < .001, more toward children aged 12 to 14 years than toward children aged 15 to 17 years. 

Thus, hypothesis (H2b) is confirmed.  

Regarding sexting, older children receive more sexual messages than younger children, F(1, 681) = 69.49, p < .001, 

but no significant differences were found between girls and boys, F(1, 681) = 0.01, p = .928. Additionally, parents 

report that older children receive more sexual messages compared to younger ones, F(1, 609) = 15.26, p < .001, 

and believe that girls receive such messages more often than boys, F(1, 609) = 12.92, p < .001. There is no significant 

interaction effect of age and gender in terms of receiving sexual messages, F(1, 681) = 0.01, p = .937. Lastly, parents 

are more aware if younger children received sexual messages or not than older children, F(1, 609) = 27.80, p < .001.  



Table 3. Gender and Sex Differences in the Studied Variables. 

Variable  Age group  Gender  
Interaction 

(Age group*Gender) 

 F p df η² F p df η² F p df η² 

Concerns 1.41 .263 1, 647 .002 39.26* <.001 1, 647 .058 7.89 .005 1, 647 .012 

Active strategies 90.37* <.001 1, 709 .114 6.57 .011 1, 709 .009 0.03 .862 1, 709 .000 

Restrictive strategies 
223.49

* 
<.001 1, 670 .251 0.60 .438 1, 670 .000 0.86 .353 1, 670 .002 

Monitoring 

strategies 
69.76* <.001 1, 709 .090 0.09 .770 1, 709 .000 0.43 .513 1, 709 .001 

Sexting (child 

statements) 
69.49* <.001 1, 681 .093 0.01 .928 1, 681 .000 0.01 .937 1, 681 .000 

Sexting (parent 

statements) 
15.26* <.001 1, 609 .027 12.92* <.001 1, 609 .023 0.59 .444 1, 609 .001 

Parental awareness 27.80* <.001 1, 609 .044 0.03 .855 1, 609 .000 0.02 .884 1, 609 .000 

 Note. *Statistically significant difference after Bonferroni correction. 

Structural equation modelling was employed to analyse the relationship between parental concerns about a 

child’s online sexual experiences, parental positive attitudes about restrictive strategies, mediation strategies and 

parental awareness of a child’s receipt of sexual messages. Robust Maximum Likelihood served as the estimator 

for models encompassing various variables (Li, 2021). The findings indicate a favourable model fit (CFI = .965, 

TLI = .959, RMSEA = .035, SRMR = .045). Nevertheless, multigroup analysis between groups of 12–14 and 15–17 

years old showed significant change in the Chi-square (Δχ² = 348.35, p < .001) when regression paths varied versus, 

they were constrained to be equal across groups. This implies significant moderation of age. Consequently, the 

results of multigroup SEM are shown. The tested model demonstrates a strong fit across age groups (CFI = .954, 

TLI = .946, RMSEA = .038, SRMR = .053). 

In Figure 1, a model with significant regression paths for younger children is presented. Dotted lines represent 

paths that lack a significant effect, and covariances among parental strategies are omitted for improved model 

clarity. Regarding the model for younger children (12–14 years old), gender is in a positive relationship with 

parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences (β = .157, p < .001), indicating that parents express 

more concerns for girls than boys. Further, parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences have in 

negative relationship with the use of restrictive strategies (β = −.201, p < .001), a positive relationship with the use 

of monitoring strategies (β = .235, p < .001), and no significant relationship with active mediation strategies. 

Therefore, hypothesis H3a is confirmed only in part that parental concerns about a child’s online sexual 

experiences would be correlated with applying monitoring strategies. The negative correlation between parental 

concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences and the use of restrictive strategies is contrary to predicted 

(H3a).  

Positive attitudes towards restrictions are in a positive relationship with the use of restrictive mediation strategies 

(β = .493, p < .001) and monitoring strategies (β = .242, p < .001). Hypothesis (H4a) is confirmed in this age group. 

Positive attitudes towards restrictions are in a positive relationship with active strategies (β = .249, p < .001). 

Therefore, the hypothesis (H4b) is not confirmed.  

The use of restrictive strategies has a positive relationship with parental awareness of child sexual message receipt 

(β = .278, p < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis H5a is confirmed. There is no significant relationship between active 

mediation and parental awareness of child sexual message receipt, meaning that hypothesis (H5b) is not 

confirmed. The use of monitoring strategies has a negative relationship with parental awareness (β = −.166, 

p = .050) which is contrary to predicted (H5d). Gender explains a 2.5% variance of parental concerns. Parental 

concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences and positive attitudes toward restrictions explain 28.5% 

variance of the use of restrictive strategies, 11% of monitoring strategies and 7% of active strategies. This set of 

predictors explains 10% of the variance of parental awareness of a child’s sexual message receipt in the younger 

group.  

The model for older children is represented in Figure 2. In the model for older children (15–17 years old), gender 

has a positive relationship with parental concerns (β = .360, p < .001), indicating that parents harbour more 

concerns for girls than boys. Parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences are in a positive 

relationship with the use of active mediation strategies (β = .237, p < .001). Hypothesis (H3b) is confirmed. 



Additionally, parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences are positively related to monitoring 

strategies (β = .234, p < .001). 

Positive attitudes towards restrictions are in a positive relationship with the use of restrictive mediation strategies 

(β = .353, p < .001) and monitoring strategies (β = .266, p < .001) which is predicted (H4a). Positive attitudes towards 

restrictions are in a positive relationship with the use of active strategies (β = .396, p < .001), which is contrary to 

predicted (H4b). In relation to RQ1, no age differences were found in the examined models. 

Active strategies have a positive relationship with parental awareness of child sexual message receipt (β = 0.407, 

p < .001) while there is no significant relationship between restrictive strategies and parental awareness of child ’s 

sexual message receipt which is in accordance with predicted (H5c). Monitoring strategies have a negative 

relationship with parental awareness of child sexual message receipt (β = −0.261, p = .050). Therefore, hypothesis 

(H5e) is confirmed.  

Gender explains a 13% variance of parental concerns. Parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences 

and positive attitudes toward restrictions explain 13% variance of the use of restrictive strategies, 12% of 

monitoring strategies and 22% of active strategies. This set of predictors explains 21.5% of the variance of parental 

awareness about a child’s sexual message receipt in the older group.  

 

Figure 1. Children 12–14 Years Old. 

 

 

Figure 2. Children 15–17 Years Old. 

 

 



Discussion 

This study investigated the relationship between parental concerns about children’s receipt of sexual messages 

and their positive attitudes towards restrictions with specific mediation strategies. Furthermore, it explored how 

these mediation strategies are related to the parental awareness of their children receiving sexually explicit 

messages. 

The findings suggest that parents have equal concerns about their child’s online sexual experiences, irrespective 

of child’s age which is contrary to findings from other studies (Boyd & Hargittai, 2013). A possible explanation is 

that factors such as parental perceptions of parenting, children as sensation seekers, and the perception of 

severity of online sexual risks are better predictors of parental concerns than child age (Byrne et al., 2014; Eelmaa, 

2023). However, these assumptions need more research. Further, there is a higher parental worry towards girls 

than boys and parents of girls report that they have received messages of a sexual nature to a greater extent than 

parents of boys. These findings align with results reported by Sorbring (2014), who found that parents harbour 

more concerns about inappropriate exposure among girls than boys. In addition, Sorbring et al. (2014) point out 

that parents demonstrate a higher level of acceptance towards online sexual behaviours exhibited by boys as 

compared to girls. These results suggest the existence of double standards when it comes to evaluating girls ’ 

sexual behaviour. To exemplify this point, Lippman and Campbell (2014) observe that societal expectations place 

significant pressure on girls to engage in sexting. Refusal to participate may result in being branded as “prudes”, 

whereas participation exposes them to potential moral condemnation. In addition, the media discourse on online 

sexual risks is gendered and promotes the perception of vulnerability of girls (Dedkova & Mylek, 2022). It is 

possible that parents are aware of this and therefore express more concerns about children’s online sexual 

experiences for girls than for boys. 

Although parents express more concerns for girls than boys, parents equally employ mediation strategies towards 

boys and girls, except active mediation which was marginally significantly higher toward girls. This finding is in 

contrast with findings from other studies (Dedkova & Mylek, 2022; Dedkova & Smahel, 2020; Symons et al., 2017; 

Talves & Kalmus, 2015). A possible explanation for the finding in this study is a noticeable shift from restrictive 

strategies to active strategies (Kalmus et al., 2022). This is important to mention as employing restrictive strategies 

was found to be more focused on girls than boys (Paus-Hasebrink et al., 2012). Thus, reducing restrictions might 

be in favour of a more egalitarian approach to parenting where parents more equally employ mediation strategies 

toward girls and boys, but this should be addressed in future works (Kalmus et al., 2022). Further, it was found 

that parents apply more strategies towards younger than older children. This is in alignment with previous works 

(Dedkova & Smahel, 2020; Symons et al., 2017). As mentioned earlier, parents might perceive older children as 

more autonomous and skilled, thus giving them more freedom and using less mediation strategies (Symons et al., 

2017). 

This research shows that parents with more concerns about their child’s online sexual experiences employ more 

mediation strategies, as well as parents with more positive attitudes toward restrictions. These findings are in line 

with previous research that also examined the relationship between attitudes, parental concerns and mediation 

strategies, thus providing support for both the Theory of Planned Behaviour and Protection Motivation Theory 

(Boniel-Nissim, et al., 2020; Cingel & Krcmar, 2013; Krcmar & Cingel, 2016). An interesting finding is that positive 

attitudes towards restrictions are positively associated with active strategies as well. A possible explanation lies in 

the intercorrelation of active and restrictive strategies. German parents are high in implementing both active and 

restrictive strategies (Glüer & Lohaus, 2018), although there is an increase in the use of active and a decrease in 

restrictive strategies (Kalmus et al., 2022). It should be noted that no differences in the relationship between 

attitudes and mediation strategies were found. It may be that child’s age is predictor, rather than moderator of 

these relationships, but further studies are needed.  

However, relationships differ regarding child age. Parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences are 

associated with fewer restrictions and more monitoring in the younger group, and more monitoring and active 

mediation in the older group. These findings may indicate parental ambivalence in employing mediation 

strategies. Parents may recognise child autonomy needs, thus not implementing restrictions (Young et al., 2024). 

At the same time, parents want to be knowledgeable about potential risks, thereby checking children’s messages 

or social media. As Hawk et al. (2015) state, monitoring may be more employed when is not likely that the child 

will self-disclose information. Earlier was mentioned that only 9% of youth engaged in conversation about online 



sexual behaviour with parents (Widman et al., 2021). Therefore, it is questionable which strategies should parents 

employ to gain knowledge about children’s sexual behaviour.  

Results show that restrictive mediation is positively associated with parental awareness about child sexual 

messages receipt in younger group. The finding is similar to previous work by Kuldas et al. (2023) but in contrast 

with the finding of Geržičáková et al. (2023). It should be noted that previous work did not examine children’s 

sexual messages receipt which becomes more prevalent as children age. Younger children in this sample express 

less occurrence of receiving sexual messages than older ones, which may be due to more restrictions that parents 

employ towards them (Corcoran et al., 2022). Hence, parents accurately report that children did not receive sexual 

messages (Kuldas et al., 2023).  

Results show that active mediation is positively associated with parental awareness about child receipt of sexual 

messages in older group. This finding is in line with previous works about cyber victimisation and stranger contact 

(Byrne et al., 2014; Cerna et al., 2015). As stated by Soenens et al. (2006), open talks with children are autonomy-

supportive, thus increasing their willingness to self-disclose. However, there is no significant association between 

active mediation and parental awareness about child receipt of sexual messages in the younger group. It should 

be noted that parents rarely discuss online sexual experiences with their children (Widman et al., 2021). Even when 

they do, it is usually only after the children have had some sexual experience (Beckett et al., 2010). Therefore, it is 

possible that parents in this sample underestimate the likelihood of their children experiencing online sexual 

encounters and do not discuss these risks with them. Consequently, there is a lack of association between active 

mediation and parental awareness about child receipt of sexual messages in the younger group. 

 Regarding monitoring strategies, this study found that monitoring decreases parental awareness about a child ’s 

sexual message receipt in both age groups. Previous studies showed a similar relationship (Geržičáková et al., 

2023; Hawk et al., 2013). Literature suggests that adolescents might see parental monitoring as an invasion of 

privacy and a form of controlling parenting, leading to reduced parent-child communication (Dietvorst et al., 2018; 

Hawk et al., 2013; Young & Tully, 2022). To avoid parental supervision, children may use the internet in ways 

unknown to parents. In combination with not wanting to self-disclose, it may leave parents unaware of potential 

risks and child experiences (Liau et al., 2008).  

It is important to note that receiving sexual messages is not always unwanted and it may be seen as normative 

behaviour (York et al., 2021). Adolescents can engage in sexting for exploration and sexual expression, but also 

because of pressure to sext (Dully et al., 2023). It is important to consider that 20% of adolescents have 

experienced non-consensual sexting (Drouin et al., 2015), and 45% have received unsolicited sexual content 

messages from unknown individuals (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon, 2020). Previous research showed that parental 

mediation and parental awareness of child online sexual experiences could mitigate potentially risky sexual 

activities (Corcoran et al., 2022; Cuccì et al., 2023; Tomić et al., 2018). Through open discussions, parents may 

increase their child’s digital skills and teach children about coercion, pressure, consent and the importance of 

reporting unwanted contact (Dolev-Cohen & Ricon, 2022; Haddon et al., 2020).  

Limitations and Further Research  

This study presents several limitations. It is important to acknowledge that the cross-sectional study design utilised 

in this research prevents the establishment of causal relationships or the tracking of changes in participants over 

time. Additionally, it should be noted that the questionnaire employed to assess parental concerns about a child’s 

online sexual experiences only consisted of three items and did not explore concerns about active sexting by their 

child. Parental concerns about a child’s online sexual experiences were measured on a dichotomous scale, which 

prevents capturing greater variability and limits the data. This may be the cause of insignificant age differences, 

and further research should address this. It should also be noted that attitudes towards mediation strategies were 

investigated solely within the context of restrictive strategies, as the dataset used does not include attitudes 

towards monitoring or active strategies. Further research should take this into account, as well as parents’ 

attitudes about sexting and talking to their children about sexting. Furthermore, this investigation focused on 

general active strategies rather than delving into specific forms and techniques. To enhance future research efforts 

in this area, it would prove beneficial to analyse how frequently parents engage in discussions about online sexual 

behaviours with their children and examine its correlation with both online behaviours exhibited by the child and 

parental awareness thereof. In line with that, it would be beneficial to assess parental competencies, not only for 

implementing specific strategies in the digital environment but also for their abilities to discuss online sexual 

behaviours. In alignment with that, future research should examine child perceptions about parents’ mediation 



strategies, child-parent communication about online sexual behaviours and its potential relationship with parental 

awareness. 

Furthermore, the study did not explore the sources of sexual content messages that children received, the nature 

of these communications in terms of consent, or any subsequent consequences they may have faced. It is 

imperative for future research to conduct a more comprehensive investigation into adolescent sexting 

experiences, associated outcomes, and the involvement of parents. Despite its limitations, this study contributes 

to the understanding of the relationship between mediation strategies and parental awareness of a child’s receipt 

of sexual messages, a topic that has not been previously explored. Furthermore, the research highlights 

differences in this relationship depending on the child’s age, which is particularly important, as children rarely 

share their online sexual experiences, which may involve risks, with their parents. Finally, this study enhances our 

understanding of parental attitudes towards restrictive strategies and the use of mediation strategies, which has 

been mostly examined in qualitative studies. 

Parental awareness about a child’s online experiences plays a vital role in adjusting parenting approaches to match 

a child’s experiences. Without such awareness, parents may struggle to initiate conversations with their children 

regarding negative online encounters. Thereby limiting their capacity to support their children in navigating these 

challenges. Experts in the field of online child protection should collaborate with parents to raise awareness and 

educate them on the effective implementation of strategies, as well as on engaging in conversations with children 

about sensitive topics. Considering that parents of older children apply fewer mediation strategies, including active 

ones, it would be beneficial to raise awareness that the parental role and support are important even in the period 

when children seek more autonomy and privacy. 
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