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Abstract
Female adolescents are particularly at risk of body image concerns. These individuals tend to make greater use of Social
Networks and this could lead adolescents into behaviors that increase the risk of online sexual victimization (OSV). This
cross-sectional study seeks to investigate the relation between body image concerns and OSV in a sample of female adolescents
(n = 229) and the mediating role of three types of risky online behaviors in this link. Body image concerns predict OSV both
directly and indirectly. Two of the three risky online behaviors proved to be mediators of the indirect link, namely: indiscriminate
expansion of online network of contacts; and willingness to have relationships with strangers met online. Surprisingly, the third
behavior, Sexting and Exhibitionism, was not shown to be a mediating factor between body image concerns and OSV. From our
results emerges that adolescent girls with a negative body perception have a higher risk of OSV, and the relation between the two
variables can bemediated by some risky online behaviors. It is likely that female adolescents use SNsmore and adopt risky online
behaviors in order to receive gratification and reassurance about their negative body image.
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Introduction

In the last few decades, there has been a massive increase in
the use of social networks (SNs), especially among adoles-
cents. It is estimated that in Europe, approximately 82% of
teenagers have a profile on one of the SNs, with over half
using them every day (Livingstone et al. 2011).

Social Networks and Online Sexual Victimization
(OSV)

Although the traditional social media are still widely used by
teenagers, a recent Italian study shows that the young are
increasingly keen on Highly Visual Social Media (HVSM)

(Marengo et al. 2018a; Marengo et al. 2019). SNs enable users
to create a profile on the online platform to post and/or
Exchange photos and information, chat with people already
known in the real world or make contact with strangers on the
web. More specifically, HVSM allow greatly reduced space
for text in posts, favoring a clear prevalence of images.

While they can offer the young opportunities for social
interaction, the potential risks must also be kept in mind, one
of which is online sexual victimization (OSV). OSV includes
a range of behaviors that are unwanted by the young person
and/or performed by an adult, such as exposure to sexual
material, aggressive sexual solicitation involving offline con-
tact, and requests to engage in sexual activity or sexual talk or
to provide sexual personal information (Wolak et al. 2006).

Few studies have assessed the overall prevalence of OSV
among adolescents. A Spanish study (Montiel et al. 2016)
found that 39.5% of teenagers have undergone OSV and
31% have experienced forms of online victimization both sex-
ual and non-sexual simultaneously. Other studies focus only
on some forms of OSV. For instance, 2.6% of German teen-
agers report negative online sexual solicitation with peers and
22% report online sexual interaction with an adult, of which
10% were perceived as negative (Sklenarova et al. 2018).
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Females tend to be more at risk of OSV (De Santisteban
and Gámez-Guadix 2017; Montiel et al. 2016; Sklenarova
et al. 2018; Zetterström Dahlqvist and Gillander Gådin
2018). For example, in a sample of Swedish teenagers,
Zetterström Dahlqvist and Gillander Gådin (2018) found that
35% of teenage girls have received unwanted sexual solicita-
tion online, and one of the most common forms is the request
to meet outside the virtual setting.

Social Networks and Online Sexual Victimization:
Risky Online Behaviors

The development of new technologies unavoidably presents
the challenge of educating teenagers in the use of social net-
works. Risky online behaviors can increase the danger of
OSV, especially for teenage girls OSV (De Santisteban and
Gámez-Guadix 2017; Zetterström Dahlqvist and Gillander
Gådin 2018). In fact, while it is true that boys tend to engage
more frequently in at-risk behavior online, it is also true that
for teenage girl’s online communication results in unwanted
behavior con more often than for boys (Morelli et al. 2016).
More generally, the increased use of SNs tends to be associ-
ated with an increased risk of online victimization, and al-
though the literature does not always agree, several pieces of
evidence suggest that females tend to report greater problems
with internet use (Garaigordobil et al., 2019). In addition,
different kinds of online victimization tend to increase with
age, probably due to more autonomous access to internet-
equipped devices and their increased use (Machinbarrena
et al., 2019).

Among the risk factors related to OSV, the literature under-
lines sexting, which is the exchange of sexually suggestive
and provocative contents via media-based technology (such
as smartphones, email, SNs, etc.) (Chalfen 2009). According
to a study by Eurispes and Telefono Azzurro (2012), 12% of
Italian teenagers have sent nude photos to others, and 26% say
they have received them. The percentage of adolescents in-
volved in sexting seems to have grown in the last few years.
One recent study (Morelli et al. 2016) reports that 82% of
teenagers say they have participated in sexting, with 78%
saying they have been sexted and 63% having sent sexual
texts at least once. In Italy, Morelli et al. (2016) found that
male and non-heterosexual adolescents are most frequently
involved in sexting. However, as the authors (Morelli et al.
2016) point out, the literature is inconsistent in terms of dif-
ferences in gender and sexual orientation as predictors of
sexting. Age does correlate to sexting, however, with older
teenagers engaging in it most (Badenes-Ribera et al. 2019;
Madigan et al. 2018). Like Levine (2013), we can regard
sexting as standard behavior, linked to the expression and
discovery of sexuality among today’s adolescents. However,
sexting may constitute a danger for the young, exposing them
to forms of online victimization.

According to the investigation carried out by Morelli et al.
(2016), about 2% of Italian adolescents have engaged in
sexting with strangers, 3% have been forced to engage in
sexting by a partner, and 2% have been forced to engage in
sexting by a friend. A recent meta-analysis reported the fol-
lowing prevalent sexting behaviors: sending sexts (14.8%),
receiving sexts (27.4%), forwarding a sext without consent
(12%), and having a sext forwarded without consent (8.4%)
(Madigan et al. 2018). Especially for teenage girls, material
exchanged during sexting could be used for malicious pur-
poses, for instance, by an ex-partner for revenge, by third
parties who spread the image to other contacts, or to extort
further images or sexual favors from a minor (Wolak et al.
2018).

Another risk factor for OSV may be young people’s will-
ingness to communicate and/or meet strangers encountered
online (De Santisteban and Gámez-Guadix 2017; Wurtele
and Miller-Perrin 2014; Ybarra et al. 2007). Among
European minors (9–16 years), 30% have had contact at least
once with people they have not previously met face-to-face
(so-called “online strangers”), and 9% have met these people
offline, exposing themselves to possible risks (Livingstone
et al. 2011).

In online activity, it is unlikely that a minor will never
encounter a stranger since, as in the real world, strangers fre-
quent the same environment (in this case, the Internet or SNs).
Although an online meeting with a stranger does not always
equate to abuse, this situation could represent a risk of nega-
tive experiences. A recent cross-cultural qualitative study
found a variety of experiences and reactions among minors,
both positive and negative, in interacting with online strangers
(Cernikova et al. 2018). The authors also underline the fact
that the minor plays an active role in deciding the beginning
and end of interactions with strangers (Cernikova et al. 2018).
Minors on SNs sometimes examine the friend or contact re-
quests coming from the net on the basis of gender, age, and
shared interests or intentions. In other cases, however, con-
tacts are chosen indiscriminately and friend requests are ac-
cepted automatically. This may be due to various reasons,
including the desire to appear more popular (Cernikova et al.
2018). This may lead to an indiscriminate extension of a net-
work of contacts, thereby increasing the risk of online victim-
ization (Mitchell et al. 2008; Wurtele and Miller-Perrin 2014).
Adding strangers to social lists and relating to strangers
through the Internet increases the risk of online sexual victim-
ization (OSV) (De Santisteban and Gámez-Guadix 2017).

Prentky et al. (2010) found that adolescents who met adults
online and then met them offline were more likely to report
risky online behaviors, such as having someone talk to them
about sex when they did not want to, visiting sexual web sites,
and receiving sexual pictures. These risky behaviors increase
the danger of online victimization, including OSV (De
Santisteban and Gámez-Guadix 2017). Teens are the preferred
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target of online predators, especially older predators, probably
due to the teens’ greater ability to engage in discussions about
relationships and sexuality (Beebe et al. 2004). In line with the
social compensation hypothesis (Valkenburg and Peter 2009),
adolescents who have difficulty in social interaction, and who
consequently present aspects of social anxiety, a sense of iso-
lation, and depressive feelings, may find compensation for
their social interaction and relationship needs in the virtual
environment. These psychological difficulties are more likely
to be found in teenagers who have a negative perception of
their body, particularly female teenagers (Dakanalis et al.
2013; Settanni et al. 2018; Fabris et al. 2018). In this way,
the online environment can become the place to seek and get
reassurances about your physical appearance and goodness,
for example, by posting your own photos in an attempt to get
more “likes,” and thereby receiving greater appreciation and
feeling more popular. However, if these online behaviors can
satisfy the need to receive reassurances about their appear-
ance, it is also true that they risk further exposing children to
online predators, increasing the risk of victimization and, in
particular, sexual lysing.

Body Image Concerns, SNs Use and Online Sexual
Victimization

Body image is a central aspect of teenagers’ self-concept
(Tiggemann and Slater 2013). Adolescent girls, in partic-
ular, tend to report greater body dissatisfaction than males
(Tiggemann and Slater 2013). Research has long shown a
link between the use of SNs and the measures of body
dissatisfaction. In fact, using SNs seems to be correlated
to body image concerns, and photo-based activity is par-
ticularly salient (Holland and Tiggemann 2016; Meier and
Gray 2014). Teenage girls who use SNs more frequently
tend to present more body image concerns than girls who
use them less (Tiggemann and Slater 2013). The SNs,
especially HVSN such as Instagram, allow them to post
photos of themselves and obtain “Likes”. These, and other
signs of approval, constitute a marker of peer status and
popularity, as well as a sign of complying with models
considered physically attractive. Qualitative research sug-
gest that teenage girls see the number of likes received as
indicative of their beauty and self-worth, and also adopt
strategies to get more likes (Chua & Chang, 2016). It is
therefore possible that the SN acts as a social reinforce-
ment for teenagers and can in particular promote risky
online behaviors and increase the risk of online victimi-
zation, especially of a sexual kind. However, this aspect is
not examined in depth in the current literature. Exposure
to SNs may increase the risk of attracting the attention of
potential online sexual attackers, and risky online behav-
ior will increase contact with such attackers.

Some research studies have found a correlation between
body image concerns and some risky online behaviors.
Some studies (Bianchi et al. 2017) underline that sexting can
be used as a strategy to obtain body image reinforcement,
which becomes particularly important for teenagers with a
need for peer acceptance and popularity, typical of this age
group. However, if sexting and the posting of personal images
enable them to receive positive feedback that overcomes the
perception of a body image felt to be unsatisfactory or defec-
tive, it may happen that in order to increase the positive feed-
back, teenagers will indiscriminately extend their network of
contacts to include strangers and may thus be more inclined to
interact with online strangers. Some evidence to support this
has been presented by Kim and Chock (2015). The authors
found a correlation between body image concerns and online
social grooming behaviors, associated in turn with the tenden-
cy to have an increased number of contacts with whom to
interact on SNs, thus leading to the indiscriminate extension
of the network of contacts. On the basis of our hypotheses, it
would appear that, along with sexting, a willingness to interact
with online strangers and the indiscriminate enlargement of
the list of contacts could play a mediating role in the connec-
tion between body image concerns and OSV in Italian teenage
girls.

Body Image and Online Victimization

Various studies show a link between Online Victimization and
body image concerns, especially in females (Frisén et al.
2014; Mishna et al. 2010; Ramos-Salazar 2017). Females tend
to receive more photos and messages with sexual content, to
look at the nude photos spread on the SNs without authoriza-
tion, and to be called names online (Mishna et al. 2010).
However, the majority of the studies examined the connection
between Online Victimization and Body Image Concerns in
the context of cyber-bullying.Moreover, body image has been
seen as a target of online victimization or as the negative
backlash of victimization on individuals’ mental health
(Marengo et al. 2018b). At the same time, for teenage girls
the online environment can act as reinforcement of their body
image and can push them to adopt risky online behaviors like
those discussed above. This could increase the risk of victim-
ization, especially online sexual victimization (OSV). In this
way, females with more body image concerns can be more
prone to posting or exchanging photos, expanding their social
networks to recruit a greater audience, and more liking, prob-
ably in order to get reassurances about their body image; as a
result, they can more easily find themselves in intimate and
face-to-face relationships with strangers met online.
Therefore, with these conditions, female teenagers could be
more exposed to and intercepted by potential sexual attackers
in the online world.
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Aims of the Study

Body image concerns are typical especially among female
adolescents (Tiggemann and Slater 2013). Their influence
on female teen psychosocial adjustment has been widely rec-
ognized by scholars in the last few decades (Ramos-Salazar
2017). Since little is known about the relationship between
body image concerns, risky online behaviors, and OSV, the
goals of the present study are (i) to examine the extent to
which body image concerns predict OSV and (ii) to test
whether the connection between body image concerns and
OSV is mediated by risky online behaviors, namely, sexting
and online exhibitionism, indiscriminate expansion of SNs,
and intimate and face-to-face relationships with strangers
met online. On the basis of the literature reviewed above, we
hypothesize that body image concerns predict a higher risk of
OSV. The positive effect of body image concerns on OSV is
expected to be mediated by the specific risky online behaviors
mentioned above. We anticipate that concerns about body
image are positively associated with sexual victimization
through a higher propensity to expand the social network, to
establish intimate relationships with strangers met online, and
to be involved in sexting or other forms of online
exhibitionism.

Method

Participants

The initial sample consisted of Italian adolescents (N = 236)
who took part in a larger study on social media use. From the
initial sample of students whowere invited to participate in the
study, 97% (N = 229) agreed to take part and filled in all of the
measures of interest. Participants were from grades 7 to 13,
with a mean age of 15.0 years (SD = 1.40).

Procedure

Data were collected from seven schools (two middle schools
and five high schools) located in the northwest of Italy.
Participants were asked to fill in a paper questionnaire in pen-
cil. Participation in the study required informed consent from
both parents and students. Ethical approval to conduct re-
search was obtained from the University of Turin IRB (proto-
col no. 256071).

Measures

The study used a Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ; Cooper
et al. 1987), a self-report measure of body shape preoccupa-
tions. It is composed of 34 items, each of which is scored from
1 to 6 (1 = “Never,” 6 = “Always”). The overall score is the

total across all the items (theoretical scores range from 34 to
204). In our sample, reliability was excellent (α = .96).

To evaluate OSV, sexting and online exhibitionism, inti-
mate and face-to-face relationships with strangers met online,
and indiscriminate expansion of online network of contacts,
we selected several of the scales from the Juvenile Online
Victimization Questionnaire (JOV-Q; Montiel and Carbonell
2012; Montiel et al. 2016), a self-report questionnaire already
used and validated in international studies. Participants spec-
ified how often they had experienced each specific situation
described in each item while using the Internet in the previous
year according to a four-point Likert scale (never, occasional-
ly, often, always). The scale of OSV consisted of 19 items (in
our sample α = .84). Items on this scale included “Someone
has pressured me repeatedly to talk online about sex,”
“Someone has dared me to pose for sexy pictures in front of
the webcam,” “Someone has sent me, without me requesting
them, images or videos of people showing their private parts.”

The sexting and online exhibitionism scale consisted of
four items (such as “exchange of sexual messages or images”
and “creating, sharing, and forwarding sexually suggestive
nude or nearly nude images”). In our sample, reliability was
.69. Intimate and face-to-face relationships with strangers met
online was measured on a scale composed of five items
(α = .73). Examples of the items on this scale were “gave
personal information to a stranger met online,” “met with an
adult known online,” and “entertained an intimate relationship
with someone met online.” The indiscriminate expansion of
an online network of contacts was measured by seven items
(α = .77). In this scale, there were items such as “looked for
new friends online,” “looked for someone new online to flirt
with,” and “accepted friendships from people I have never met
personally.”

Strategy of Analysis

Preliminary analyses were performed to investigate the distri-
bution of each study variable and to examine whether there
were statistically significant associations between demograph-
ic variables (i.e., sex and age) and our study variables (i.e.,
OSV, body shape concerns, sexting and online exhibitionism,
indiscriminate expansion of online SNs, and intimate and
face-to-face relationships with strangers). Next, a multiple me-
diationmodel was tested to determine whether the relationship
between body shape concerns and OSV was mediated by
sexting and exhibitionism, indiscriminate enlargement of on-
line SNs, and intimate and face-to-face relationships with
strangers. Age and time spent on social media were set as
covariates. Several studies point out that age could influence
body image concerns and the risk of victimization online, with
older teens being at greater risk of such concerns (Clay et al.
2005) and online sexual (Machinbarrena et al., 2019). In ad-
dition, the literature seems to suggest that time spent on social
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media is related to an increase in body image concerns
(McLean et al. 2013) and an increased risk of online victimi-
zation (Machinbarrena et al., 2019) (The hypothesized direc-
tion of our model is based on past theoretical and empirical
work, but we recognize the limitations of a cross-sectional
mediation model in terms of inferring directionality).

Following recommendations by Preacher and Hayes
(2008), the mediation analyses we performed permitted us to
estimate both a) the total indirect effect, which is the aggregate
mediating effect of all the mediators included in the model,
and b) the specific indirect effects—that is, the mediating ef-
fect of each specific mediator. The significance of the indirect
effects was tested via a bootstrap analysis, given its advantage
of greater statistical power without assuming multivariate nor-
mality in the sampling distribution (Mallinckrodt et al. 2006;
Preacher and Hayes 2008; Williams and MacKinnon 2008).
Parameter estimates and the confidence intervals of the total
and specific indirect effects were obtained based on 5000 ran-
dom samples. Effects were considered statistically significant
if the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval (CI)
calculated did not include zero.

Results

Correlations and descriptive statistics for the study variables
as computed on the overall sample are reported in Table 1.

Effects of Body Image Concerns on OSV

In order to test the effect of body image concerns on OSV, a
regression model was tested using the BSQ total score as an

independent variable and OSV score as a dependent variable,
controlling for the effect of age and time spent on social me-
dia. The model was found to be statistically significant:
R2 = .12, F(3,225) = 10.25, p < .001. The BSQ score exerted
a significant positive effect on OSV:b = 0.008, β = 0.21,
p = .003, 95% CI [0.0003, 0.0013].

Effects of Body Image Concerns on Risky Online
Behavior

The effects of body image concerns on online behaviors that
were expected to increase the risk of being sexually victimized
online were studied by testing three different regression
models, using the BSQ total score as predictor and, respec-
tively, sexting and online exhibitionism, indiscriminate expan-
sion of social network, and intimate and face-to-face relation-
ships with strangers as dependent variables. We found that the
BSQ total score exerted a statistically significant positive ef-
fect on indiscriminate enlargement of social network (b =
0.002, β = 0.15, p = .03, 95% CI [0.0002, 0.0033]) and on
intimate and face-to-face relationships with strangers (b =
0.001, β = 0.23, p < .001, 95% CI [0.0005, 0.0017]). No sig-
nificant effect of BSQ score on sexting and online exhibition-
ism emerged (b = 0.0001, β = 0.01, p = .67, 95% CI [−0.0005,
0.0007]).

Mediating Effects of Self-Exposure to Online Risks,
Sexting, and Online Exhibitionism in the Relationship
between Body Image Concerns and OSV

Table 2 and Fig. 1 report the results of the mediation model
conducted to test the presence of any indirect effect of BSQ

Table 1 Correlation matrix and
descriptive statistics for study
variables

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Age .01 .20** .14* .11 .06 .13

2. Time spent on social
media (hours)

.14* .26** .08 .27** .21**

3. Body image concerns
(BSQ Total score))

.24** .03 .15* .23**

4. JOV-Q Online sexual
victimization scale

.32** .35** .38**

5. JOV-Q Sexting and online
exhibitionism scale

.07 .17**

6. JOV-Q Indiscriminate
enlargement of social net-
work scale

.53**

7. JOV-Q Intimate and
face-to-face
relationships with strangers
scale

Means (SD) 5.48
(2.40)

78.01
(38.96)

1.07
(0.16)

1.04
(0.17)

1.49
(0.46)

1.10
(0.19)

BSQ: Body Shape Questionnaire; JOV-Q Juvenile Online Victimization Questionnaire
* p < .05., ** p < .01., *** p < .001
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total score on OSV. As shown in the table, the effect of the
BSQ total score on OSV was partially mediated by indiscrim-
inate enlargement of social network and intimate face-to-face
relationships with strangers. In fact, we found that the BSQ
total score had a significant positive impact on bothmediators,
which in turn were found to exert a statistically significant
positive effect on sexual online victimization. Even the
sexting and online exhibitionism score had a marginally sig-
nificant impact on online sexual victimization, but this vari-
able was not influenced by the BSQ score. Figure 1 describes
the tested model. Dotted lines represent non-significant links.

Discussion

Adolescents in western societies use SNs every day, and on-
line interaction is now considered a standard expression of
social interaction among teenagers. Obviously, Italian adoles-
cents also use SNs.

Female adolescents, especially those using SNs, may be
more at risk of body image concerns (Tiggemann and Slater
2013). In our study, adolescents who are more dissatisfied

with their bodies spend more time on SNs. According to the
theoreticians of social comparison theory, this may be because
the use of SNs increases teens’ exposure tomodels of aesthetic
perfection, leading them to be more inclined to make compar-
isons between themselves and these models (Kim and Chock
2015). However, social media can also be used to obtain re-
assurance about one’s body image (Bianchi et al. 2017; Kim
and Chock 2015). This behavior could make it easier for teens
to become involved in risky online behaviors, such as sexting
or indiscriminately enlarging their contact list, which can in-
crease the risk of online victimization, especially OSV.
However, to the best of our knowledge, no studies have tested
a direct correlation between body image concerns and OSV,
although there is some evidence to suggest a possible role of
body image in online victimization (Frisén et al. 2014;
Ramos-Salazar 2017).

Our study found a significant correlation between body
image concerns and OSV. Female teens who have a negative
perception of their body are at greater risk of undergoing sex-
ual victimization online. These data seem to support our initial
hypothesis. It is likely that female adolescents with body im-
age concerns are more inclined to adopt online behaviors that

Table 2 Direct and indirect
effects of body image concerns on
online sexual victimization

Body image concerns (BSQ Total score) Parameter estimate Bias-corrected CI
(95%)

Unstand-
ardized

Boot SE Standardized Lower Upper

Direct effect 0.0006 0.0002 0.1450 0.0001 0.0011

Indirect effect via Indiscriminate
enlargement of social network

0.0001 0.0001 0.0253 0.0001 0.0003

Indirect effect via Intimate and
face-to-face relationships
with strangers

0.0002 0.0001 0.0420 0.0002 0.0005

Indirect effect via Sexting and
online exhibitionism

– 0.0001 0.0008 −0.0001 0.0003

Total effects 0.0009 0.0003 0.2131 0.0003 0.0013

Fig. 1 Significant direct paths of
the final mediation model. Note:
Standardized parameter estimates
of the significant effects are
presented. ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; †
p < .10.
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expose them to the risk of being sexually groomed than are
those who do not have such concerns. To investigate this
hypothesis more thoroughly, we considered some possible
mediators of the relationship between body image concerns
and online sexual grooming that are generally recognized as
risky online behaviors: sexting, willingness to encounter on-
line strangers online/offline, and indiscriminate enlargement
of online social network (De Santisteban and Gámez-Guadix
2017; Mitchell et al. 2008; Prentky et al. 2010; Wurtele and
Miller-Perrin 2014). It is possible that in order to gain reassur-
ances about their body image, female teens resort to risky
online behaviors. The latter, however, provide gimmicks and
contexts in which the risk of being victimized increases, and,
thus, they increase the risk of encountering a possible online
sexual attacker.

Our analyses confirmed a significant correlation be-
tween body image concerns and the risky online behaviors
we investigated in the sample of female teenagers. Female
adolescents with a negative body image are more at risk of
becoming involved in sexting behaviors, forming intimate
relationships with online strangers, and indiscriminately
enlarging their contact network. Our data do not confirm
all the findings highlighted by the current literature, how-
ever (Bianchi et al. 2017; Kim and Chock 2015). More
specifically, previous studies identified a correlation be-
tween body image concerns and sexting (Bianchi et al.
2017), but the same association was not found in our study.
However, both of the other behaviors analyzed in this
study were found to be significantly linked with body im-
age concerns: female teens who experience lower levels of
body self-esteem are more prone to adopt unsafe online
behavior, such as expanding their social network indis-
criminately and developing intimate relationships with
strangers met online. A likely reason to explain these be-
haviors is that female adolescents may see them as a way to
obtain reassurance and positive feedback from other peo-
ple, without recognizing the actual danger of such behav-
iors. However, more studies are needed to investigate the
motivations for engaging in such activities.

The three mediating factors considered in our research are
all regarded as risk factors for online victimization, and for
OSV in particular. Although all three correlate with body im-
age concerns, in our sample only two factors are significant
mediators in the relationship between body image concerns
and OSV: indiscriminate extension of the online social net-
work and intimate relationships with strangers met online.

The indiscriminate expansion of contact lists also mediates
the relationship between body image concerns and OSV. As
some authors suggest (Mitchell et al. 2008; Wurtele and
Miller-Perrin 2014), adding strangers to one’s contact list
could increase the risk of victimization. It is likely that
expanding their list of contacts enables the users to obtain a
larger amount of positive feedback on their own body image.

In some SNs, by posting more photos of oneself, the user can
also attract more followers, thus boosting friend requests. At
any rate, the presence of strangers increases the risk of online
victimization, especially OSV. It is recognized that social net-
works are used to form relationships and also to promote
encounters of a sexual nature in the offline context or limited
to the online context.

Another factor we identified as a mediating element be-
tween body image concerns and OSV is the willingness to
form relationships online/offline with online strangers.
Teenagers who present a negative perception of their body
tend to become more involved in relationships with online
strangers, and this increases the risk of being sexually victim-
ized online. In relationships with online strangers, teenage
girls with body image issues may find elements of gratifica-
tion and chances to receive reassurance about their body im-
age. However, caution is needed in the interpretation since we
did not consider the motivations and contents of the intimate
relationship with strangers. Moreover, it is likely that sexual
motivations and discourses have a greater incidence in OSV
risk (Dufrasnes 2017; Prentky et al. 2010). This aspect there-
fore merits further investigation.

In contrast to our expectations, sexting did not prove to be a
mediator between body image concerns and OSV. Sexting is
associated with body image concerns (Bianchi et al. 2017) and
is recognized as a risk factor for OSV. It is likely that the
contents exchanged via social media, such as images of one-
self nude, are used by the receivers for malicious purposes, as
in the case of revenge porn and sextortion (Wolak et al. 2006).
However, in our sample, we did not find a significant mediat-
ing role of sexting with regard to the variables studied. This
could be because our sample was composed of individuals
who were younger than those in the samples of other studies
were, and it is possible that because of their young age, many
of them are not yet involved in sexting.

Body image concerns may be a key factor in understanding
the dynamics of the risk of victimization, especially OSV.
Body image concerns can have a negative impact on an indi-
vidual’s wellbeing and development, and could increase the
risk of negative developmental outcomes if correlated with
negative experiences such as OSV. In particular, our research
has suggested a possible mechanism that may explain the
correlation between body image concerns and OSV in adoles-
cent females, identifying in some online risky behaviors a
possible mediation role. Based on previous literature, it is
possible to assume that adolescent females who perceive their
body image more negatively not only use SNs more frequent-
ly but, in particular, may adopt strategies in order to obtain
reassurances about their physical appearance and acceptance
by others. Such strategies can be seen as real risky behavior
online, increasing the child’s exposure to a wider audience of
online users and, in doing so, increasing the possible risk of
encountering potential sexual offenders online.
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In this way, body image evaluation could be regarded as a
target for programs for the prevention of victimization, includ-
ing OSV. By involving girls in a discussion of the role of body
image and possible reflections on the adoption of risky online
behaviors, their awareness of their own online behavior can be
developed, and a safer and more controlled use of SNs can be
promoted. Some studies have shown that a prevention pro-
gram based on the principle of cognitive dissonance was use-
ful in promoting a more positive body image and reducing the
risk of eating disorder behaviors and body dissatisfaction
(Halliwell and Diedrichs 2014).

Finally, in the psychological assessment of girls sexually
victimized online, the assessment of body perception is an
element that needs to be taken into consideration.

One final reflection is on the cultural issue. Our study was
conducted in Italy, a Western country. In Western cultures,
internet devices and SNs have become widespread and have
become part of everyday life. It is possible that in these coun-
tries, compared to those where there is greater difficulty in
accessing the internet or there is less availability of technolo-
gies, OSV may be more frequent. However, conclusive data
on this type of comparison are lacking, although the literature
still informs us that forms of online victimization may affect
adolescents from other cultures (Baek and Bullock 2014;
Marret and Choo 2018). In addition, in a cross-cultural ap-
proach, forms of online victimization seem to be more pre-
dominantly investigated in relation to peer violence and cyber-
bullying, which is why we consider important future studies
on OSV more generally in other cultures (Longobardi et al.
2018; Longobardi et al. 2017). Females were found to bemore
at risk than males of developing body image concerns in dif-
ferent cultures, and it seems that the aesthetic ideals of
Western societies have infiltrated and influenced different
non-Western societies (Maezono et al. 2019; Shagar et al.
2019). Body concern distress can vary depending on the cul-
ture they belong to, and different cultures may present risk
factors for similar and different body concerns (Shagar et al.
2019). It is therefore plausible that the relationship between
body image concerns in adolescent females and OSV can be
found in other cultures; however, the literature appears to lack
data on this, and it is hoped that there will be a better under-
standing of the phenomenon and insights into other cultural
contexts in the future.

Conclusion

As far as we know, this is the first study designed to investi-
gate the relationship between body image concerns and OSV
in a sample of female adolescents. From our data, it emerges
that adolescents with body image concerns are at greater risk
of OSV. Furthermore, willingness to form relationships
online/offline with online strangers and the indiscriminate

expansion of contact networks proved to be significant medi-
ators between body image concerns and OSV. Our data sug-
gest that teenage girls with body image concerns are more
inclined to engage in risky online behavior, which in turn
can increase the risk of online victimization, especially OSV.
It is likely that female teenagers who are more dissatisfied
with their body image use SNs more often than do those
who are not dissatisfied and that they engage in risky online
behaviors in order to receive reassurance and positive feed-
back about their appearance. This could involve the risk of
experiencing sexual victimization.

However, any interpretation requires caution, given the
limits of our study. The cross-sectional nature of our research
does not allow us to draw conclusions on the direct cause-and-
effect relationship between the variables considered; a longi-
tudinal approach could clarify the direction of the significant
relations identified. Moreover, our sample was composed ex-
clusively of female adolescents from one geographical area, so
the generalizability of the data to the Italian adolescent popu-
lation is limited. More generally, our study was conducted in a
Western country, Italy, and, therefore, future studies will be
able to evaluate the relationship between constructs in other
cultures. In addition, since self-report questionnaires were
used, aspects related to recall and social desirability must be
taken into account. As well as adopting a longitudinal, quali-
tative approach, future research can take other variables into
consideration in order to examine in more depth the motiva-
tions for sexting or interacting with strangers.

Clinical Implications Our data can have positive repercussions
by informing clinical and preventive interventions among pro-
fessionals working with adolescents. In this way, body image
evaluation can be regarded as a target for programs for the
prevention of victimization, including OSV. By involving
girls in a discussion of the role of body image and possible
reflections on the adoption of risky online behaviors, their
awareness of their online behavior can be developed and a
safer and more controlled use of SNs can be promoted.
Studies have.

indicated that a prevention program based on the principle
of cognitive dissonance was useful.

in promoting a more positive body image and reducing the
risk of disordered eating behaviors.

and body dissatisfaction (Halliwell and Diedrichs 2014). In
addition, parents and teachers may.

be involved in training and awareness-raising on the topic
under investigation. In this way, we can help adults to inter-
cept in potentially at-risk situations and be competent contacts
for.

adolescents to deal with the topic.
Finally, in the psychological assessment of girls sexually

victimized online, the assessment of body perception is an
element that needs to be considered. In these patients, an
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assessment of body dissatisfaction and related thoughts and
emotions can help the clinician and patient work on a specific
area for victimized girls: the perception of body image. This
could translate not only into greater well-being for the indi-
vidual but into a possible reduction in the risk of re-
victimization as well.

Interventions based on cognitive-behavioral techniques or
acceptance can be useful in promoting a positive body image,
intervening in appearance investment, body evaluation, and
cognitive processing (Lewis-Smith et al. 2019). At the same
time, girls who have come to a clinician’s attention because of
body image concerns should be asked about possible online
victimization experiences and the use of SNs. It is possible
that in the clinical pathway these adolescents may benefit from
psycho-educational interventions related to the conscious use
of SNs and the dangers associated with them. This could pre-
vent possible forms of online victimization, particularly those
of a sexual nature.
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