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Titulo: Fortalezas psicolégicas como factores protectores frente a la parti-
cipacién de adolescentes en comportamientos de sexting.

Resumen: El sexting es una nueva forma de interacciéon sexual en adoles-
centes que ha sido asociada tanto a problemas psicol6gicos como compor-
tamientos de riesgo sexual. Aunque varios estudios han examinado la rela-
cién entre sexting y rasgos de personalidad, su posible asociaciéon con las
fortalezas del cardcter no ha sido ain explorada. El objetivo de este estudio
fue analizar cudles fortalezas de caracter podrian funcionar como factores
protectores contra la participacién en el sexting, controlando otras vatia-
bles que puedan influenciar esta relacion. Los adolescentes cumplimenta-
ron cuestionarios sobre recursos tecnolégicos, sexting activo y fortalezas de
caracter. Los resultados de la regresion lineal mostraron que el sexting acti-
vo estuvo positivamente relacionado con las fortalezas de curiosidad y hu-
mor y negativamente relacionado con justicia y autenticidad. Estos resulta-
dos sugieren que los programas escolares o familiares que tengan como ob-
jetivo la prevencion del sexting deberfan incluir actividades especificas que
fomenten el uso positivo de la curiosidad y el humor y que busquen pro-
mover la honestidad, el respeto, la justicia y la responsabilidad en el uso de
la tecnologia para las relaciones interpersonales.

Palabras clave: Sexting activo. Fortalezas de caricter. Virtudes. Compor-
tamientos de riesgo. Adolescencia.

Abstract: Sexting is a new kind of sexual interaction among adolescents
that has been linked to both psychological problems and sexual risk behav-
iors. Although studies have examined the relationship between sexting and
personality traits, its possible association with character strengths remains
unexplored. The aim of this study was to analyze which character strengths
may function as protective factors against engagement in sexting, control-
ling for other variables that might influence this relationship. Adolescents
completed questionnaires about technological resources, active sexting,
and character strengths. The results from hierarchical regression showed
that active sexting was positively related to the strengths of curiosity and
humor and negatively related to fairness and authenticity. These findings
suggest that school- or family-based programs aimed at preventing sexting
should include specific activities that encourage a positive use of curiosity
and humor and which seek to promote honesty, respect, fairness, and re-
sponsibility in the use of technology for interpersonal relationships.
Keywords: Active sexting. Character strengths. Virtues. Risk behaviors.
Adolescence.

Introduction

Sexting, which refers to the exchange of sexual messages or
images by technological means (Klettke et al., 2014), is an
emergent phenomenon reflecting a new kind of intimate
communication between adolescents. The behavior is classi-
fied as either active or passive. Passive sexting includes re-
ceiving, asking for, or being asked for sexually explicit mate-
rial, whereas active sexting refers to creating, showing, post-
ing, sending, or forwarding of such material (Barrense-Dias
etal.,, 2017; Temple & Choi, 2014).

The most common profile of a person who engages in
active sexting is a late-adolescent male with access to more
technological resources and who is in a romantic relation-
ship, although sexting behaviors have also been observed
among eatly adolescents (Baumgartner et al., 2014; Lippman
& Campbell, 2014; Morelli et al., 2016a, 2016b; Rice et al.,
2014; Strassberg et al., 2017; Yépez-Tito et al., 2020). Re-
search suggests that sexting is a way of expressing sexuality
with peers (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017; Kopecky, 2012, 2015;
Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Sevéikové, 2016; Van Ouytsel
et al., 20106), which is consistent with the fact that the princi-
pal motivations for sexting, aside from joking, are wanting to
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have sex and dating (Korenis & Billick, 2014; Lippman &
Campbell, 2014; Yépez-Tito et al., 2018).

Sexting may have negative consequences for adolescents.
Empirical evidence suggest that the behavior is associated
not only with emotional problems such as distress, anxiety,
and depression (Dake et al, 2012; Drouin & Landgraff,
2012; Mori et al., 2019; Reid & Weigle, 2014; Ringrose et al.,
2012), but also with harassment, blackmailing, illegal distri-
bution of images, grooming, cyberbullying, substance abuse,
and sexual risk behaviors (Cruz & Soriano, 2014; Gamez-
Guadix et al., 2017; Livingstone & Go6rzig, 2014; Michaud &
Free, 2017; Mori et al,, 2019; Reid & Weigle, 2014; Temple
et al., 2014; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2014). Identifying variables
which might predict sexting behavior is therefore important,
as a deeper understanding of the phenomenon is necessary
in order to develop intervention programs aimed at prevent-
ing it and promoting the appropriate use of communication
technologies. In this context, some researchers have exam-
ined the relationship between sexting and personality traits.
These studies, conducted mostly with adults or young adults,
have linked greater engagement in sexting to high levels of
neuroticism, extraversion (Delevi & Weisskirch, 2013), his-
trionic traits (Ferguson, 2011), impulsivity (Charnigo et al.,
2013; Dir et al., 2013; Temple & Choi, 2014), and sensation
secking (Dir et al., 2013), as well as to low levels of agreea-
bleness (Delevi & Weisskirch, 2013).

In adolescents, Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, Ponnet, and
Walrave (2014) found that those who scored higher on sen-
sation seeking and experiential thinking were more likely to
engage in sexting, whereas those who scored higher on ra-
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tional thinking tended to send less suggestive messages.
Other authors have found a positive association between
sexting behavior and impulsivity (Gregg et al., 2018; Temple
et al., 2014). Recent research has also shown that adolescents
who engage in sexting behaviors score lower on agreeable-
ness and conscientiousness and higher on extraversion, sug-
gesting that those who are emotionally vulnerable practice
sexting in order to be accepted into peer groups (Alonso &
Romero, 2019).

The majority of the abovementioned studies have been
based on the five-factor model of personality. However, the
relationship between sexting and personality traits can be ex-
tended from the perspective of positive psychology by con-
sidering the model of personality proposed by Peterson and
Seligman (2004). These authors introduced the concepts of
character strengths, considered to be personality characteris-
tics with a moral component that are visible in the emotions,
behaviors, and thoughts of individuals (Park & Peterson,
2008). Character strengths are measurable and relatively sta-
ble, although flexible enough to allow further development
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). In their model, Peterson and
Seligman (2004) identified 24 character strengths, classified
into six virtues (Wisdom and Knowledge, Courage, Humani-
ty, Justice, Temperance, and Transcendence). The results of
several studies suggest that character strengths are a key fac-
tor in relation to life satisfaction and wellbeing (Blanca et al.,
2018; Giménez, 2010; Ovejero et al., 2016; Park, 2004; Proc-
tor et al., 2011; Reyes & Ferragut, 2016; Toner et al., 2012;
Weber & Ruch, 2012). Importantly, strengths may also act as
protective factors against risk behaviors and difficulties in
adolescence. Some studies, for example, have found that ad-
olescents with numerous character strengths have a reduced
risk of developing psychiatric disorders, violent behaviors,
and interpersonal difficulties in eatly adulthood (Bromley et
al., 20006). Similarly, adolescents who have higher levels of
strengths such as honesty, prudence, and love experience
fewer behavioral problems, fewer symptoms of depression,
and lower levels of anxiety (Gillham et al., 2011; Park & Pe-
terson, 2006). In addition, higher scores on leadership
among girls have been associated with greater confidence in
negotiating safe sex, while higher scores on love of learning
predict abstinence from drug use in both girls and boys (Ma
et al., 2008). Also Ferragut, Blanca and Ortiz-Tallo (2013)
found that the psychological virtues were related to the sexist
attitudes in preadolescents, concluding that these are im-
portant variables to be taked into account in education and
psychological preventive programs.

Given that character strengths may function as protective
factors against certain psychological problems and risky sex-
ual behaviors in adolescence, it is plausible that they might
play a similar role in relation to sexting during the same life
stage, one in which sexuality becomes a way of interacting
with peers. Knowing what strengths might be protective fac-
tors, and also whether certain strengths might actually be re-
lated to a greater likelihood of engaging in this behavior
could serve as a platform for prevention and intervention

programs aimed at tackling the problems associated with
technology misuse. These programs should be implemented
from early adolescence, which is the stage when communica-
tion technology begins to be used independently from par-
ents (Yépez-Tito et al., 2018).

To our knowledge, however, no previous studies have
analyzed the relationship between active sexting and charac-
ter strengths in adolescents. The aim of the present study
was therefore to analyze which character strengths may func-
tion as protective factors against sexting and which of them
are related to greater engagement in active sexting during
adolescence, controlling for other variables that might influ-
ence this relationship, specifically, gender, age, the amount
of available technological resources, and being in a romantic
relationship.

Method

Participants

Participants were 664 adolescents (288 girls and 376
boys) aged between 12 and 18 years (M = 14.6, SD = 1.74)
and recruited from five schools in the metropolitan area of
Quito (Ecuador). The schools were selected by convenience
and were located in areas of different socioeconomic status.
The inclusion criteria for participants were: (1) age between
12 and 18 years, (2) Spanish as their mother tongue, (3) not
having an officially recognized psychological problem, and
(4) informed consent for participation signed by their par-
ents/legal guardians. Participating classes within each school
were selected randomly and covered the full range of sec-
ondary and baccalaureate education (12-13 years old: 31.5%;
14-16 years old: 50.2%; 17-18 years old: 18.4%). In terms of
romantic relationships, 54.5% of the adolescents stated that
they did not currently have a partner, while the remaining
45.5% said they did.

Instruments

Technological resources questionnaire. This questionnaire had
five items, each with two response options (yes = 1, no = 0):
Do you have a computer at home? Do you have an internet
connection at home? Do you have a mobile phone? Can you
access the internet with your mobile phone? Do you have a
tablet? Higher scores indicate that the respondent has more
technological resources.

Alctive sexting questionnaire. Sexting behavior was measured
using the six items referring to active sexting on the Sexting
Behaviors Scale (SBS), an instrument developed by Chacén-
Lépez, Romero, Aragon, and Caurcel (2016) and validated in
the Ecuadorian context by Yépez-Tito et al. (2018). The
items are rated on a five-point Likert scale from 0 to 4 (nev-
er/rarely; sometimes/several times a month; often/several
times a week; frequently/daily). Higher scotes indicate great-
er engagement in active sexting using a cell phone or social
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networking sites. Cronbach’s alpha for the present sample
was .80.

Values in Action Inventory of Strengths for Youth (V' LA-Youth).
We used the Spanish version (Vazquez & Hervas, 2007) of
the VIA-Youth (Park & Peterson, 2006), which has been
shown to have adequate psychometric properties (Giménez,
2010). The inventory contains 198 items that are responded
to using a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all like me; 5 =
very much like me). The VIA-Youth assesses 24 character
strengths that are classified into six values: Wisdom and
Knowledge (creativity, curiosity, love of learning, open-
mindedness, and perspective); Courage (bravery, persistence,
authenticity, and zest); Humanity (love, kindness, and social
intelligence); Justice (teamwork, fairness, and leadership);
Temperance (forgiveness, modesty, prudence, and self-
regulation); and Transcendence (appreciation of beauty and
excellence, gratitude, hope, humor, and religiousness).
Cronbach’s alpha in the present sample ranged from .60 to
.79. Higher scores indicate a stronger endorsement of that
strength.

Procedure

The study was conducted in accordance with the Decla-
ration of Helsinki. It was approved by the National Direc-
torate of Research of the Ministry of Education in Ecuador
and supervised by the principal of each participating school.
Informed consent was signed by parents/legal guardians, as
well as by the adolescents themselves. Adolescents complet-
ed the abovementioned questionnaires in a single session
during their normal school timetable under the supervision
of a teacher and a psychologist. Their participation was vol-
untary and anonymous. After data collection, researchers in-
formed each of the participating schools about the results
obtained, providing information about sexting behaviors and
their possible implications in adolescents.

Data Analysis

In order to analyze the relationship between active sex-
ting and character strengths we conducted a hierarchical re-
gression analysis with active sexting as the dependent varia-
ble. Two blocks of independent variables were entered. The
first included the sociodemographic variables as control vari-
ables: gender, age, amount of available technological re-
sources, and being in a romantic relationship. In the second
block, we entered the 24 character strengths.

Results

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the predictors entered
in the regression analysis, the results of which are shown in
Table 2.

The model obtained when sociodemographic variables
were introduced in the first stage of the hierarchical regtes-
sion explained 15% of the variance in active sexting. When
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the 24 strengths were included, the regression model ex-
plained 23% of the variance. The results of the second stage
of the hierarchical regression show that scores on active sex-
ting are higher in boys and are positively associated with age
and with having more technological resources. In addition,
they are positively related to curiosity and humor, and nega-
tively related to fairness and authenticity.

Table 1. Mean and standard deviation (§D) for scores on active sexting,
availability of technological resources, and the 24 character strengths (IN =

664).
Variables Mean SD
Active sexting 2.31 3.50
Technological resources 4.66 1.26
Creativity 3.73 0.69
Curiosity 3.70 0.64
Love of learning 3.84 0.68
Open-mindedness 3.64 0.59
Perspective 3.44 0.62
Bravery 3.66 0.67
Persistence 3.61 0.66
Authenticity 3.51 0.66
Zest 3.59 0.72
Love 3.69 0.68
Kindness 3.74 0.62
Social intelligence 3.50 0.55
Teamwork 3.90 0.63
Fairness 3.62 0.57
Leadership 3.22 0.72
Forgiveness 3.37 0.87
Modesty 3.48 0.59
Prudence 3.27 0.64
Self-regulation 3.38 0.65
Appreciation of beauty 3.82 0.66
Gratitude 4.13 0.59
Hope 3.82 0.72
Humor 3.64 0.73
Religiousness 3.91 0.94

Table 2. Results from hierarchical regression analysis with active sexting as
the dependent variable: Standardized regression coefficients, I statistic, R-
squated, and increment in R-squared (N = 664).

Variables Stage 1 Stage2 F R AR?
Sociodemographic variables 27.93%% 15 .15%*
Gender 24%% 0 19%F
Age A9kE 20%k
Technological resources d4wE 0 13%*
Having a partner A1x* .06
Strengths 6.86*%* .23 .08**
Creativity -.06
Curiosity d6%F
Love of learning -.06
Open-mindedness -.07
Perspective .07
Bravery -01
Persistence -01
Authenticity - 11
Zest -.03
Love -.04
Kindness -.06
Social intelligence -.10
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Variables Stage 1 Stage2 F R2 AR2
teamwork .04
Fairness -12%
Leadership .03
Forgiveness .01
Modesty .01
Prudence -.05
Self-regulation -.01
Appreciation of beauty .08
Gratitude .03
Hope a1
Humor 0%
Religiousness -01

Note. * p < .05. **p < .01. Coding: Gender (1 = Male; 0 = Female); Having a
partner (1 = Yes; 0 = No).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to analyze which character
strengths may function as protective factors against sexting
and which of them are related to greater engagement in ac-
tive sexting during adolescence, controlling for other varia-
bles that might influence this relationship (i.e., gender, age,
amount of available technological resources, and being in a
romantic relationship). The results of the last stage of the hi-
erarchical regression showed that gender, age, and the
amount of available technological resources are all related to
the practice of active sexting. Consistent with previous stud-
ies on the prevalence of sexting, we found that active sexting
is more prevalent among boys (Baumgartner et al. 2014;
Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Morelli et al. 2016a; Rice et al.,
2014; Strassberg et al., 2013, 2017; Yépez-Tito et al., 2018)
and that it is positively related to age (Baumgartner et al.,
2014; Gamez-Guadix et al,, 2017; Lippman & Campbell,
2014; Morelli et al., 2016b; Rice et al., 2014; Ybarra & Mitch-
ell, 2014; Yépez-Tito et al., 2018). Adolescents with more
technological resources are also more likely to engage in ac-
tive sexting, probably because of their increased opportuni-
ties to interact with virtual media (Campbell & Park, 2014;
Yépez-Tito et al., 2020).

In relation to character strengths, the regression analysis
identified four that were significant predictors of active sex-
ting: curiosity, humor, fairness, and authenticity. Active sex-
ting was positively associated with both curiosity and humor.
Curiosity is related to cognitive processes and the use of
knowledge, and it is defined as the interest in knowledge and
in something new (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). People with
the attribute of curiosity are more fluid and open to new ex-
periences and ideas (KKashdan et al., 2004; Park & Peterson,
2006). One manifestation of curiosity is novelty-seeking and
a propensity to seek out exciting experiences, which may
have negative repercussions if it is associated with risk be-
haviors such as illegal substance use or risky sexual behaviors
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). In this respect, studies have
found that excessive curiosity is related to substance use,
gambling, and morbid fascination (Zuckerman, 1994), and a
positive relationship between curiosity and internet addiction

and anxiety has also been reported (Choi et al.,, 2015). It is
possible, therefore, that the desire to learn and to search for
new experiences may lead adolescents to engage more in ac-
tive sexting.

The strength of humor is defined as a preference for
laughter and jokes and the ability to make others smile (Pe-
terson & Seligman, 2004). Sense of humor is strongly associ-
ated with social stereotypes (Giménez, 2010) and it is one of
the strengths that predominate in adolescents (Ferragut et al.,
2014b; Giménez, 2010, Patk & Peterson, 2006) and which
can be a sign of peer status in a classroom (Wagner, 2019).
Although humor has been related to positive outcomes such
as better recovery from psychological disorders, physical ill-
ness, or trauma events (Peterson et al., 2000), it is also relat-
ed to sarcasm and to ridiculing others (Peterson & Seligman,
2004). Consequently, it needs to be accompanied by other
strengths such as prudence and kindness if it is to be used
appropriately and not be perceived as hurtful to a peer (Gill-
ham et al., 2011). An improper use of humor might lead ado-
lescents towards greater engagement in active sexting, which
is consistent with the fact that joking is considered one of
the main motivations for sexting among adolescents (Ko-
renis & Billick, 2014; Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Yépez-
Tito et al., 2018).

Our analysis also showed that fairness and authenticity
were negatively related to active sexting. Fairness refers to
the process by which people determine what is morally right
or wrong (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), to the ability to treat
everybody the same according to the same criteria of justice
(Park et al., 2004). Fairness is a strength that is highly valued
by adolescents in friendships and it is linked to trustworthi-
ness (Wagner, 2019), a characteristic on which students con-
sidered “popular” score high (Park & Peterson, 20006). The
strength of authenticity is defined as the ability to live in a
genuine way, which implies taking responsibility for one’s
own actions and feelings (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Au-
thenticity is more common among adults than youth because
it requires a certain degree of personality maturation (Park &
Peterson, 20006). Related to this finding, some authors have
reported that adolescents who score high on rational think-
ing are less likely to engage in sexting (Van Ouytsel et al.,
2014). Consistent with this, our results suggest that adoles-
cents who are more responsible, reflexive, and fair also en-
gage less in sexting.

Overall, the results of this study show that active sexting
is more common among boys, older adolescents, those with
more technological resources, and those who score higher
on curiosity and humor or lower on fairness and authentici-
ty. The first point to consider here is that curiosity and hu-
mor, although usually regarded as strengths, may be associat-
ed with negative or harmful behaviors in adolescence if they
are not used appropriately (Choi et al., 2015; Gillham, 2011,
Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Zuckerman, 1994). By contrast,
the character strengths of fairness and authenticity appear to
protect against engagement in sexting, suggesting that ado-
lescents who seek to be true to themselves and to treat oth-
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ers fairly will be more likely to behave responsibly in their re-
lationships with peers.

Given that sexting may have negative consequences for
adolescents, our results have certain clinical and educational
implications. Since adolescence is a period of life character-
ized by risk taking, impulsivity, sexual curiosity, and self-
exploration (Korenis & Billick, 2014), helping young people
to develop, enhance, and use certain character strengths may
help them, in their transition to adulthood, to distinguish
more clearly between right and wrong and to accept respon-
sibility for their own actions. In this context, Ferragut, Blan-
ca, and Ortiz-Tallo (2014a) found that the skills associated
with relationships to others and the sense of fairness and jus-
tice improve over time, leading them to argue that efforts
should be directed at developing and reinforcing these
strengths from the beginning of adolescence. The present re-
sults suggest that school- or family-based programs aimed at
preventing sexting and educating adolescents about the asso-
ciated risks should include specific activities that encourage a
positive use of curiosity and humor and which seek to pro-
mote honesty, respect, fairness, and responsibility in the use
of technology for interpersonal relationships.

Our study does have certain limitations. First, the partic-
ipants were all from the city of Quito, and hence the findings
may not be generalizable to other regions of Ecuador or
other countries. Second, all the measures used were self-
reports, with the inherent possibility of bias that this implies.
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Conclusions

The present study, conducted within the positive psychology
framework, adds to knowledge about sexting and its rela-
tionship with personality traits. The results show that those
adolescents who score higher on curiosity and humor, and
lower on fairness and authenticity are more likely to engage
in sexting. These findings may serve as a platform for the
design of prevention and educational programs aimed at
promoting the appropriate use of communication technolo-
gies. More specifically, our results suggest that such pro-
grams should include specific activities that encourage a pos-
itive use of curiosity and humor and which seek to promote
honesty, respect, fairness, and responsibility in interpersonal
relationships.
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