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Abstract 

Previous research has suggested that adolescents’ social network site use is 

related to their sexual self-concept, but systematic empirical research on the 

issue is lacking. The present study investigated the relationships between self- 

and other-generated sexy self-presentations (i.e., posting sexy pictures of 

themselves or looking at sexy pictures of others) on social network sites (SNSs) 

and a relevant aspect of adolescents’ sexual self-concept (i.e., the importance of 

being sexually outgoing) over time. Results from a representative two-wave 

panel study among 1,586 Dutch adolescents (aged 13-17) showed that both 

self- and other-generated sexy self-presentations influenced adolescents’ sexual 

self-concept directly. In addition, looking at others’ sexy self-presentations also 

had an indirect influence on sexual self-concept through increased favorability 

of prototypes of sexual others. Moreover, adolescents’ sexual self-concept 

predicted their exposure to sexy self-presentations of others, as well as their 

own sexy self-presentation over time. These results did not differ for boys and 

girls.  
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In the past years, social network sites (SNSs) have become an important part of 

adolescents’ lives. SNSs have often been described as a platform where 

adolescents interact and share information with their friends (Pempek, 

Yermolayeva, & Calvert, 2009). At the same time, SNSs help adolescents develop 

their identities (e.g., boyd, 2007; Young, 2013), that is, their sense of who they 

are and who they wish to become (Steinberg, 2008). For instance, by posting 

information about themselves online and engaging in self-disclosure, 

adolescents can experiment with an identity and connect to a peer group they 

identify with (e.g., Barker, 2009; boyd, 2007; Livingstone, 2008; Livingstone & 

Brake, 2010; Manago, Graham, Greenfield, & Salimkhan, 2008).  

 

Within research on SNSs, scholars have recently started to focus on a particular 

part of adolescents’ identity development, that is, the exploration of their sexual 

self-concept on SNSs (Ringrose, 2010, 2011; Ringrose & Eriksson Barajas, 2011). 

Sexual self-concept refers to individuals’ sense of their sexual selves and how 

they see themselves as a sexual person, and should not be confused with their 

sexual orientation (e.g., Breakwell & Millward, 1997; Buzwell & Rosenthal, 1996). 

There is some evidence that sexual self-concept exploration on SNSs may occur 

through sexual self-disclosure or self-presentation (e.g., Ringrose, 2010, 2011; 

Ringrose & Eriksson Barajas, 2011). For instance, interviews with young girls 

showed that they use SNSs to experiment with sexual self-concepts, for instance 

by identifying with Playboy bunny culture, and by using sexualized user names 

(e.g., “‘Kinky Slut”, “Lisa Mc Slut”, Ringrose, 2011, p. 109) and photos (e.g., 

showing cleavage) on their personal profiles (Ringrose, 2011).  

 

However, previous studies have largely focused on describing activities such as 

sexy self-presentations on SNSs and can merely suggest that such activities are 

related to the formation of adolescents’ sexual self-concept. Empirical evidence 

of a relationship between sexy self-presentations online on SNSs and 

adolescents’ sexual self-concept is still lacking. The first aim of this study was 

therefore to investigate the relationship between sexy self-presentation and 

adolescents’ sexual self-concept. We investigated this relationship over time to 

also address causality issues. 

 

The main purpose of SNSs for adolescents is to be in contact with their friends 

and peers (Barker, 2009; Gross, 2004; Lenhart & Madden, 2007). Friends and 

peers, in turn, have been shown to influence the formation of adolescents’ self-
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concept. More specifically, highly admired and popular peers become 

prototypes of desired identities (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011), which have been 

related to young people’s self-concept (e.g., Houlihan et al., 2008). Favorability 

of prototypes of sexual others may thus explain why exposure to sexy self-

presentations of others may affect adolescents’ sexual self-concept, but this has 

yet to be empirically established. The second aim of our study was therefore to 

investigate whether exposure to sexy self-presentations of others on SNSs 

influences adolescents’ sexual self-concept, notably through the effects of such 

exposure on the perceived favorability of prototypes of sexual peers.  

 

Finally, adolescents’ sexual self-concept likely affects both whether they look at 

their peers’ sexy self-presentations on SNSs (selective exposure, e.g., Dillman 

Carpentier, Knobloch, & Zillmann, 2003; Knobloch, Callison, Chen, Fritzsche, & 

Zillmann, 2005) and how they present themselves on such sites. Therefore, a 

third aim of the present study was to investigate whether adolescents’ sexual 

self-concept predicted their exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations, as well 

as their own sexy self-presentation. Given the gender differences in SNS use and 

online behavior found in previous research (Barker, 2009; Pempek et al., 2009; 

Rui & Stefanone, 2013), we also studied whether the relationships between 

adolescents’ sexual self-concept and the sexy self-presentations of self and 

others differed between boys and girls. 

 

In this study, we focus on sexy self-presentations in the form of sexually 

suggestive pictures on SNSs because posting pictures is one of the most 

frequent activities on social network sites (Lenhart & Madden, 2007) and is often 

used as a tool for expressing one’s identity (Pempek et al., 2009; Siibak, 2009; 

Young, 2009, 2013).  

 

Effects of Online Self-Presentations on Self-Concept 

It has been increasingly acknowledged that adolescents do not possess one 

single self-concept, but instead develop different self-concepts that together 

form one’s overall identity (Harter, Bresnick, Bouchey, & Whitesell, 1997; Shapka 

& Keating, 2005). Within these differentiated self-concepts, adolescents are able 

to identify their ‘core-selves,’ that is, the self-concepts that are most important 

for determining who they really are (Harter et al., 1997) and that most strongly 

predict individuals’ behavior (e.g., Swann, Chang-Schneider, & Larsen McClarty, 

2007). The importance of certain self-concepts for adolescents’ identity tends to 
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fluctuate (e.g., Cassidy & Trew, 2001; Shapka & Keating, 2005). Moreover, the 

importance of a self-concept is likely to be influenced by contextual and social 

factors. For instance, it has been shown that positive changes in social 

relationships (i.e., becoming closer with university friends) that are related to 

certain self-concepts (i.e., student identity) increase the importance of that 

particular self-concept for one’s overall identity (Cassidy & Trew, 2001). This also 

implies that sexual self-concepts may be more or less important for adolescents’ 

overall identity, and that the importance of sexual self-concepts for their identity 

may be influenced by adolescents’ social (sexual) environment, including social 

network sites.  

 

Regarding self-presentations on social network sites specifically, it has recently 

been argued that adolescents’ sexy self-presentations may influence the 

importance of sexual self-concepts for their identity through the internalization 

of the sexy attributes that they show to an online audience on SNSs (Collins, 

Martino, & Shaw, 2011; Shafer, Bobkowski, & Brown, 2013). This argument is 

supported by recent studies on the effects of self-presentations on self-views 

and identity (Fox, Bailenson, & Tricase, 2013; Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; 

Walther et al., 2011). Research on computer-mediated communication has 

found evidence of a phenomenon called identity shift, which refers to changes 

in people’s identity as a result of self-generated content online (Gonzales & 

Hancock, 2008, 2010; Van Der Heide, Schumaker, Peterson, & Jones, 2012; 

Walther et al., 2011). For instance, participants who were asked to present 

themselves as introverts online actually perceived themselves as more 

introverted afterwards (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Walther et al., 2011). 

Similarly, it has been shown that playing a game with a sexualized avatar 

resulted in the internalization of the avatar’s appearance, in the sense that this 

appearance became more important in thoughts about the self (Fox et al., 2013). 

 

The effects of online self-presentations on the importance of a self-concept for 

one’s identity can be explained by three mechanisms, namely self-perception, 

biased scanning, and public commitment, which often go hand-in-hand (e.g., 

Schlenker, Dlugolecki, & Doherty, 1994). First, self-perception refers to the 

process of inferring beliefs about the self by observing oneself from a third party 

perspective (Bem, 1972). The process of self-perception can be further enhanced 

by feedback that one receives about the self-presentations (Walther et al., 2011). 

Second, according to the biased scanning version of self-perception theory 
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(Jones, Rhodewalt, Berglas, & Skelton, 1981), presenting oneself in a certain way 

requires a biased search through memory for information about compatible 

attributes of the self. This makes certain attributes more salient in memory, 

which determines further self-evaluations (Schlenker et al., 1994). Third, 

according to the public commitment perspective, individuals strive for 

consistency between their self-concept and the impressions they create towards 

others. The public nature of online self-presentations thus makes it more likely 

that people behave in accordance with their self-presentation (Gonzales & 

Hancock, 2008; Kelly & Rodriguez, 2006). Moreover, through this public 

commitment, certain attributes are linked more strongly to one’s overall identity, 

in addition to becoming more salient in memory (Schlenker et al., 1994). 

 

Although previous research on the effects of self-presentation has mostly 

focused on self-appraisals in the form of attitudes or the degree to which one 

possesses certain attributes (e.g., Gonzales & Hancock, 2008, 2010; Van Der 

Heide et al., 2012; Walther et al., 2011), self-presentation may also influence the 

importance of certain self-concepts for one’s identity. After all, through self-

perception, biased scanning, and public commitment, the self-concept one 

presents to others becomes more salient in memory and more strongly linked to 

one’s overall identity (e.g., Schlenker et al., 1994). Thus, when adolescents 

present themselves in a sexual way online, their sexual attributes may become 

more important for their overall identity, which over time may solidify through 

repeated self-perception, feedback, and public commitment (Shafer et al., 2013). 

This merges with previous notions about the origins of sexual self-concepts. A 

sexual self-concepts is said to be derived from previous experience and learning 

and is strengthened when others reinforce behavior that is part of that self-

concept (Andersen & Cyranowski, 1994). 

 

Consistent research evidence has emerged that the sexy self-presentations of 

adolescents on SNSs are typically characterized by being flirty, wild, and 

seductive and by giving the impression that one is sexually available (e.g., 

Kapidzic & Herring, 2014; Peluchette & Karl, 2009; Ringrose, 2010, 2011; 

Tortajada-Giménez, Araüna-Baró, & Martínez-Martínez, 2013). These attributes 

may be related to what we call a sexually outgoing self-concept in this study. 

Rather than looking at adolescents’ sexual concept in general, we focus 

specifically on their sexually outgoing self-concept for three reasons. First, 

research has shown that adolescents, in particular, develop different ‘sexual 
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selves,’ or perceptions of themselves as a sexual person and their qualities in the 

sexual domain (Buzwell & Rosenthal, 1996). Second, it has been well established 

that there are different sexual aspects that can be more or less descriptive of the 

sexual self (Andersen & Cyranowski, 1994). Third, being sexually outgoing is not 

just a characteristic aspect of adolescents’ self-presentations on social network 

sites, but also characteristic of their overall sexual behavior (Buzwell & 

Rosenthal, 1996). Moreover, adolescents become more sexually confident and 

less sexually anxious and reserved as they grow older, which in turn predicts 

adolescents’ experience with sex (Hensel, Fortenberry, O’Sullivan, & Orr, 2011).            

 

In sum, when adolescents present themselves in a sexy way online, their sexually 

outgoing self-concept may become (more) salient. When the sexually outgoing 

self-concept becomes more salient, it may also become more important for 

adolescents’ perceptions of who they are as a person in general. To investigate 

the effects of posting sexy pictures of oneself online on adolescents’ sexual self-

concept, we thus hypothesized: 

 

H1: The more adolescents present themselves in a sexy way online, the more 

important their sexually outgoing self-concept becomes for their overall 

identity.  

 

Exposure to Sexy Self-Presentations of Others and Sexual Self-Concept 

Adolescents not only present themselves in sexual ways on SNSs, but also use 

SNSs to look at the sexy self-presentations of others. Sexy presentations of the 

self on SNSs and viewing sexy self-presentations of others may each have 

separate influences on adolescents’ sexual self-concept. Although it has been 

argued that looking at others’ self-presentations influences impressions of 

others (Oliver & Krakowiak, 2009), empirical studies on how precisely looking at 

others’ self-presentations may affect one’s self-concept are rare (Haferkamp & 

Krämer, 2011). However, adolescents have been said to look at popular and 

admired peers as role models and to change their own identity by adjusting to 

the values of these role models (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011). In a similar vein, 

looking at others’ sexy self-presentations on SNSs may thus influence the 

importance of adolescents’ sexually outgoing self-concept.  

 

Although the popularity of peers plays a role in the influence of peer behavior 

on identity (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011), it has not yet been studied as a 
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mechanism underlying the influence of exposure to others’ sexy self-

presentations on SNSs on adolescents’ self-concepts. This gap in the literature is 

surprising because research on prototype perception (Gibbons & Gerrard, 1995) 

has shown that when adolescents are exposed to depictions of appealing 

characters who engage in a behavior in a positive or desirable way, their 

prototypes (i.e., social image of a typical person engaging in that behavior) of 

that behavior become more favorable (e.g., Dal Cin et al., 2009; Gibbons et al., 

2010). Favorable prototypes, in turn, may be related to adolescents’ own 

(desired) self-concept. In fact, research has shown that the perceived favorability 

of a prototype is linked to one’s perception of similarity between the self and 

the prototype (Gibbons & Gerrard, 1995; Gibbons, Gerrard, & McCoy, 1995), and 

to one’s self-concept (Houlihan et al., 2008).  

 

Against this backdrop, it can be expected that exposure to others’ sexy self-

presentations influences adolescents’ sexual self-concept through the 

favorability of the sexual peer prototype. Online self-presentations are often 

characterized by presenting a desirable and appealing image of oneself (Krämer 

& Haferkamp, 2011; Toma & Hancock, 2010; Young, 2009, 2013) and is typically 

evaluated positively by others (e.g., Crescenzi, Araüna, & Tortajada, 2013). This 

may be especially true for sexy self-presentations, as looking sexy on pictures is 

among the most important ways to gain popularity on social networking sites 

(e.g., Bailey, Steeves, Burkell, & Regan, 2013; Siibak, 2009). The popularity of sexy 

peers on SNSs may thus imply that looking at sexy self-presentations of others 

results in favorable prototypes of sexual peers. As was mentioned before, 

adolescents’ sexy self-presentations on SNSs are characterized by being sexually 

outgoing. Therefore, looking at sexy self-presentations of others (i.e., popular 

peers engaging in sexually outgoing behavior) may result in a more positive 

social image, or prototype, of a peer engaging in sexually outgoing behavior. 

The favorability of the prototype of a sexually outgoing peer, in turn, is likely to 

be related to adolescents’ sexual self-concept. To test the indirect relationship, 

we hypothesized: 

 

H2: The more adolescents look at sexy self-presentations of others, the more 

important their sexually outgoing self-concept becomes for their overall 

identity.  
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H3a-b: The more adolescents look at sexy self-presentations of others on SNSs, 

the more favorable their prototypes of others engaging in sexually outgoing 

behavior become (H3a). Having more favorable prototypes of others engaging 

in sexually outgoing behavior, in turn, is positively related to how important a 

sexually outgoing self-concept becomes for adolescents’ overall identity (H3b). 

 

Selective Exposure and Impression Management on SNSs 

According to selective exposure theory (e.g., Dillman et al, 2003; Knobloch et al., 

2005), people are more likely to expose themselves to media content that is 

congruent with their attitudes and behavior and to avoid media content that is 

not. Thus, adolescents who feel that being sexually outgoing is important for 

their identity may be more likely to expose themselves to sexy self-

presentations of others. At the same time, SNSs have been considered a way to 

express the identity one already holds (Shafer et al., 2013). Moreover, it has been 

argued that adolescents who feel it is important to be sexually outgoing and to 

be seen as sexy, may be more likely to present themselves in a sexy manner 

(e.g., Buzwell & Rosenthal, 1996). In fact, research has shown that emerging 

adults who were more sexually active and engaged in more casual sex were also 

more likely to disclose themselves sexually on SNSs (Bobkowski, Brown, & Neffa, 

2012). 

 

In this context, scholars have suggested that individuals for whom being sexy is 

more important for their identity are more likely to produce sexual content 

themselves (Shafer et al., 2013). This notion is in line with the two-component 

model of impression management (Leary & Kowalski, 1990), which posits that 

people intend to control the impression that others have of them. Once people 

are motivated to control how others see them, they construct that impression by 

deciding how to present themselves to others (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). This 

impression construction is determined primarily by a person’s self-concept or 

(desired) identity (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Given the literature on selective 

exposure and impression management, we hypothesized:  

 

H4a-b: The more important being sexually outgoing is for adolescents’ overall 

identity, the more they will expose themselves to sexy self-presentations of 

others (H4a) and present themselves in a sexy way (H4b) on SNSs.  
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Gender Differences 

Previous research has shown that boys and girls differ in their SNS use. For 

instance, girls are more likely to post pictures of themselves online (Pempek et 

al., 2009; Rui & Stefanone, 2013) and use profile pictures for impression 

management (McAndrew & Jeong, 2012). It has been argued that the high 

degree of sexy self-presentation by girls on SNSs reflects the sexualization of 

women in traditional media (Hall, West, & McIntyre, 2012). Consequently, girls 

tend to engage in sexy self-presentation more frequently than boys. Moreover, 

girls experiment more with sexual self-concepts on SNSs (Ringrose, 2010, 2011; 

Ringrose & Eriksson Barajas, 2011). This may imply that girls’ sexual identities 

are more likely to be influenced by their SNS use. As a result of the higher 

frequency of sexy self-presentation and the greater exploration of sexual self-

concepts online, the influence of sexy self-presentation on the importance of 

adolescents’ sexual self-concepts may be stronger for girls than for boys.  

 

Boys, by contrast, seem to use SNSs more often for social identification and to 

learn about the social world than girls (Barker, 2009). As a result, boys may be 

more likely to look at admired peers when forming their self-concepts. As a 

result, the relationships between looking at sexy self-presentations of others and 

the importance of adolescents’ sexual self-concepts may be stronger for boys. 

However, as existing research and theorizing is not sufficiently developed to 

substantiate hypotheses, we refrained from forming specific hypotheses about 

differential effects for boys and girls and instead explored a possible 

moderating role of gender in the hypothesized relationships. The following 

research questions were investigated: Does the reciprocal association between 

sexy self-presentation on SNSs and sexual self-concept differ between boys and 

girls (RQ1)? Does the reciprocal association between exposure to others’ sexy 

self-presentations on SNSs and sexual self-concept differ between boys and 

girls (RQ2)? Does the indirect effect of exposure to others’ sexy self-

presentations on SNSs on sexual self-concept through prototypes of sexual 

others differ between boys and girls (RQ3)? 

 

Method 

Sample and Procedure  

We analyzed data from a two-wave longitudinal panel survey that was 

conducted among a nationally representative sample of Dutch adolescents 

(aged 13-17; 50% female) in May and June 2013 (wave 1) and November and 
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December 2013 (wave 2). We used a panel from the Dutch research company 

Veldkamp, which is originally sampled randomly among the Dutch population 

and is continuously updated. The pool of respondents can thus be considered 

representative of the Dutch population. Our sample was randomly selected from 

this pool of respondents, which reduces self-selection biases and precludes 

snowballing effects in the sampling process. The response rate of the first wave 

was 78% and the response rate of the second wave was 83% (attrition 17%), 

resulting in a sample of 1,765 participants. From the original sample, we could 

only analyze the data for adolescents who had indicated that they used social 

network sites in both waves, resulting in a final sample of 1,586 participants 

(51.9% female) with a mean age of 15 (SD = 1.40).  

 

Ethical approval from the University of Amsterdam, as well as informed consent 

of the adolescents’ parents and the adolescents themselves, were obtained 

before the start of the study. Respondents were asked to complete an online 

survey at home, which is a suitable alternative to other survey modes for 

sensitive issues such as sexuality (Mustanski, 2001). Respondents were notified 

that the study was about sexual issues, that they could stop at any time they 

wished, and that the principal investigators could not trace identifying 

information. After completion of each wave, the respondents received a voucher 

worth five Euros.  

 

Measures 

 

Sexy self-presentation. Respondents were told that “some teenagers use social 

media sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) to show sexy pictures of 

themselves, whereas some teenagers do not”, and were then asked how often in 

the past 6 months they had posted pictures on SNSs of themselves (a) with a 

sexy gaze, (b) with a sexy appearance, (c) scantily dressed (e.g., bathing suit or 

underwear), and (d) with a sexy pose. Response options ranged from 1 (always) 

to 7 (never). Items were recoded so that higher scores indicated more frequent 

sexy self-presentation online. The four items formed a uni-dimensional scale, 

with an explained variance of 70% or higher and good reliability (Cronbach’s 

alpha > .85) in both waves (M = 1.36, SD = .69 in wave 1; M = 1.37, SD = .71 in 

wave 2).  
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Looking at sexy self-presentations of others. After answering the question 

about their own sexy self-presentation, respondents were asked to think about 

pictures of others on SNSs and to indicate how often in the past 6 months they 

had looked at pictures on social media sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) 

of others (a) with a sexy gaze, (b) with a sexy appearance, (c) scantily dressed 

(e.g., bathing suit or underwear), and (d) with a sexy pose. Response options 

ranged from 1 (always) to 7 (never). Items were recoded so that higher scores 

indicated more frequent exposure to sexy online self-presentations of others. 

The items formed a uni-dimensional scale, with an explained variance of 86% 

and good internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .95) in both waves (M = 3.09, 

SD = 1.48 in wave 1; M = 3.17, SD = 1.44 in wave 2).  

 

Importance of being sexually outgoing for one’s identity. To create a scale 

that measured the importance of being sexually outgoing for one’s identity, we 

based our procedure on Aquino and Reed’s (2002) development of a scale to 

measure the self-importance of a moral self-concept. Similar to Aquino and 

Reed (2002), we first conducted a pilot study to validate a set of traits that many 

people may consider to be characteristic of a sexual person ˡ. We then used the 

traits that were most likely to capture being sexually outgoing as self-concept-

invoking stimuli in the survey among adolescents. Similar to the procedure by 

Acquino and Reed (2002), we choose to invoke a sexually outgoing self-concept 

instead of asking directly about sexually outgoing traits because this could have 

created a social desirability bias. The traits are not meant to be an exhaustive set 

of traits of a sexually outgoing person, but instead are used to activate mental 

associations of such a sexual self-concept. The self-importance of this self-

concept for participants’ overall identity is subsequently measured (cf. Aquino & 

Reed, 2002). 

 

Respondents were presented with the six traits describing a sexually outgoing 

person (‘dressed sexy,’ ‘outgoing,’ ‘flirtatious,’ ‘popular,’ ‘seductive’ and ‘wild’) 

and given the following instructions: “Read this list of traits and think about how 

important these traits are for determining who you are.” They were then asked 

to answer the following questions on a scale from 1 (totally agree) to 7 (totally 

disagree): “These characteristics are an important part of who I am,” “Having 

these characteristics is an important part of my sense of self,” and “These 

characteristics determine a large part of who I am.” These questions were based 

on the items with high factor loadings in the measure by Acquino and Reed 
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(2002). Items were recoded such that a higher score indicated a greater 

importance of being sexually outgoing for one’s overall identity. The items 

formed a uni-dimensional and reliable scale with an explained variance of 94% 

and a Cronbach’s alpha of .97 in both waves (M = 3.11, SD = 1.55 in wave 1; M = 

2.98, SD = 1.51 in wave 2).  

 

To validate the construct we examined associations between our sexual self-

concept construct and other constructs in the survey that were expected to be 

positively related to the importance of being sexually outgoing for one’s 

identity: sexual experience (r = .23, p < .001), impersonal sex orientation (r = .38, 

p < .001) (e.g., Simpson & Gangestad, 1991), and sensation seeking (r = .54, p < 

.001) (e.g., Lee, Sadowski, Cheek, & Cheek, 1991). 

 

Prototypes of sexual peers. To measure the favorability of a prototype of a 

sexual peer, we used a scale that was based on a measure of prototype 

perception by Gibbons and Gerrard (1995). A prototype refers to a typical 

person who would engage in a particular behavior (e.g., Gerrard, Gibbons, 

Houlihan, Stock, & Pomery, 2008; Gibbons et al., 1995; Gibbons & Gerrard, 

1995). In the present study we chose to investigate prototypes of peers 

engaging in loose sexual contacts because this type of sexual behavior 

resembles the way in which adolescents present themselves sexually on SNSs 

(i.e., as “always up for it”, e.g., Ringrose, 2010, p. 176) and thus a sexually 

outgoing person.  

 

Respondents were asked the following question about a person of their own 

gender: “Imagine a boy/girl that has many loose sexual contacts. According to 

you, which characteristics are typical for this boy/girl? A boy/girls that has many 

loose sexual contacts is… (a) attractive, (b) spontaneous, (c) interesting, (d) 

desired, (e) confident.” Response categories ranged from 1 (totally agree) to 7 

(totally disagree). Items were recoded such that higher scores indicated a more 

favorable prototype. The five items formed a uni-dimensional scale with an 

explained variance of 76% or higher and good reliability (Cronbach’s alpha > 

.92) in both waves (M = 3.88, SD = 1.67 in wave 1; M = 3.77, SD = 1.67 in wave 

2).  

 

Control variables. When testing our hypotheses, we controlled for gender, age 

and sexual experience, because these variables may influence the hypothesized 
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relationships (e.g., Hensel et al., 2011; Houlihan et al., 2008). Gender was coded 

1 for boys and 2 for girls and age was measured in years. Sexual experience was 

measured by having respondents answer, with ‘yes’ (coded 1) or ‘no’ (coded 0), 

whether they had experience with the following sexual behaviors: (a) touching 

each other’s genitals, (b) giving or receiving oral sex, and (c) vaginal intercourse. 

Gay and lesbian adolescents, and those who were undecided about their sexual 

orientation, answered a question about ‘having sex’ rather than ‘vaginal 

intercourse’ to avoid a heterosexual bias. The three items loaded on one factor 

with an explained variance of 80%. Because the internal structure of the 

measurement was hierarchical and thus heterogeneous, Cronbach’s alpha would 

be biased (Tang & Cui, 2012). We therefore used Guttman’s Lambda 2 to 

calculate the reliability (Guttman, 1945; Tang & Cui, 2012), which showed good 

reliability of the items (λ2 = .87). Items were averaged to form the variable 

‘sexual experience’ (M = .15, SD = .26 in wave 1). 

 

Data analyses. The hypotheses were tested with structural equation modeling 

(ìn AMOS 21), using autoregressive models that included levels of the 

dependent variables at wave 1, along with the simultaneous influence of the 

independent variables at wave 2, to eliminate potentially confounding 

influences (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). The latent variables frequency of sexy self-

presentation, exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations, sexual self-concept, 

and prototypes of sexual others were created by having each latent variable 

load on the manifest items used to measure that construct. Control variables 

were drawn as manifest variables in the model, and regressed on the variables at 

wave 2. The control variables and the independent variables at wave 1 were 

allowed to covary with each other, as were the disturbance terms of the 

variables at wave 2 and the error terms of the identical items between the first 

and the second wave. 

 

To account for the violation of the normality assumption in our variables, we 

used the bootstrap method in addition to our parametric tests (Efron & 

Tibshirani, 1993). In this method, a computer generates a series of data sets that 

would be obtained if the study were repeated many times. Each bootstrap 

sample results from sampling, with replacement, from the original sample. In all 

the bootstrap samples, the value of interest is computed. This nonparametric 

approach estimates values of interest without making assumptions about the 

sampling distribution of the statistic, and therefore produces more accurate 
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results if normality assumptions are violated. We estimated 95% bias-corrected 

confidence intervals (95% BCI) of the standardized estimates on the basis of 

1,000 bootstrapping samples (N = 1,586 each). When the 95% BCI does not 

include zero, the effect can be assumed to differ significantly from zero, and 

thus refers to a statistically significant relationship. 

 

Results 

 

Relationship between Sexy Self-Presentation and Sexual Self-Concept 

Zero-order correlations between the variables are shown in Table 1. To test our 

first hypothesis, namely that the more adolescents present themselves in a sexy 

way on SNS, the more important their sexually outgoing self-concept becomes 

for their overall identity, we analyzed the model in Figure 1. In this analysis we 

controlled for gender, age, sexual experience, and the manifest variable of 

exposure to sexy self-presentations of others (wave 1). Figure 1 shows a 

simplified model with only the main latent variables, represented as ellipses. The 

fit of the model in Figure 1 was acceptable, χ² (104, N = 1,586) = 369.49, p < 

.001, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .04 (90% confidence interval: .04/.05). Our findings 

showed that the more adolescents engaged in sexy self-presentation on SNSs 

(in wave 1), the more important their  sexually outgoing self-concept became for 

their overall identity (in wave 2), β = .12, B = .21, SE = .05, p < .001 (95% BCI: 

.06/.17), R² = .35. Hypothesis 1 was thus supported.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1.  

Standardized estimates of the relationships between sexy self-presentation on SNSs and 

sexual self-concept; w1 = wave 1; w2 = wave 2 

Sexy self-presentation 
(w1) 

.12*** 

.11*** 

Sexual self-concept 

(w1) 

Sexy self-presentation 
(w1) 

Sexual self-concept 

(w2) 
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Table 1.  

Zero Order Correlations between the Variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. SSP  

(w1) 
          

2. SSPO 

(w1) 
.38**          

3. Prot. 

(w1) 
.09** .21**         

4. SSC  

(w1) 
.38** .24** .09**        

5. SSP  

(w2) 
.56** .26** .08** .31**       

6. SSPO 

(w2) 
.29** .61** .21** .22** .36**      

7. Prot. 

(w2) 
.05* .16** .45** .10** .07** .21**     

8. SSC  

(w2) 
.32** .21** .09** .56** .39** .25** .13**    

9. Gender .13** .08** -.06* -.13** .10** .03 -.13** -.13**   

10. Age .04 .24** .11** .01 .05 .18** .10** .01 .07**  

11. Sex. Exp. 

(w1) 
.25** .30** .11** .23** .20** .26** .07** .20** .02 .43** 

Note. *correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); **correlation is significant at the 

0.01 level (2-tailed). 

SSP = sexy self-presentation; SSPO = sexy self-presentation of others; Prot. = prototypes 

of sexual peers; SSC = sexual self-concept; Sex. Exp. = sexual experience; w1 = wave 1; w2 

= wave 2; w3 = wave 3. 

 
 

Indirect Effect of Others’ Sexy Self-Presentations through Prototypes of 

Sexual Others 

To investigate the indirect effect of exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations 

on the importance of a sexually outgoing self-concept, through prototypes of 

sexual others, we analyzed the model that is shown in Figure 2. In this analysis, 

we controlled for gender, age, and sexual experience and the manifest variable 

of adolescents’ own sexy self-presentation (wave 1). The fit of the model was 

acceptable, χ² (298, N = 1,586) = 1296.63, p < .001, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .046 

(90% confidence interval: .04/.05). Our second hypothesis stated that the more 

adolescents look at sexy self-presentations of others, the more important being 
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sexually outgoing becomes for their identity. In line with our hypothesis, 

exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations on SNSs (in wave 1) positively 

predicted adolescents’ sexual self-concept (in wave 2), β = .08, B = .08, SE = .02, 

p < .001 (95% BCI: .03/.13), R² = .35.  

 

Our third hypothesis stated that the more adolescents look at sexy self-

presentations of others on SNSs, the more favorable their prototypes of others 

engaging in sexually outgoing behavior would become (H3a). Having more 

favorable prototypes of others engaging in sexually outgoing behavior, in turn, 

would be positively related to how important being sexually outgoing is for 

adolescents’ identity (H3b). We tested this hypothesis with the direct effect 

between exposure to sexy self-presentations of others and sexy self-concept 

constrained to zero. 

 

In line with our expectations, looking at sexy self-presentations of others (in 

wave 1) positively predicted having a favorable prototype of sexual others (in 

wave 2), β = .08, B = .09, SE = .03, p = .005 (95% BCI: .02/.14), R² = .23. Having a 

positive prototype of sexual others (wave 2) was positively associated with 

sexual self-concept (wave 2), β = .07, B = .06, SE = .02, p = .009 (95% BCI: 

.02/.12). Moreover, the results showed a statistically significant indirect effect of 

sexy self-presentations of others (wave 1) on sexual self-concept (wave 2) 

through prototypes of sexual others (wave 2), β = .005, B = .005, SE = .003, p = 

.01 (95% BCI: .001/.01). Hypotheses 3a and 3b were thus supported. 

 

Selective Exposure and Impression Management 

The models in Figure 1 and Figure 2 were also used to investigate our 

hypotheses about the selective exposure and selective expression effects. We 

expected that greater importance of a sexually outgoing self-concept for one’s 

identity would positively predict exposure to sexy self-presentations of others 

(H4a) and adolescents’ own sexy self-presentation (H4b). In line with our 

hypotheses, adolescents’ sexual self-concept (wave 1) predicted exposure to 

sexy self-presentations of others (wave 2), β = .06, B = .06, SE = .02, p = .008, 

(95% BCI: .01/.10), R² = .42 (see Figure 2), as well as adolescents’ own sexy self-

presentation (wave 2), β = .11, B = .06, SE = .01, p < .001, (95% BCI .06/.16), R² = 

.39 (see Figure 1).  

 

 

.07*
* 
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Figure 2. Standardized estimates of the relationships between exposure to others’ sexy 

self-presentations on SNSs and sexual self-concept, as well as the indirect effect of 

exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations on sexual self-concept through prototypes of 

sexual others; w1 = wave 1; w2 = wave 2 

Note. The paths of interest are drawn in bold lines, the other paths in the model are 

presented with dotted lines for clarity reasons. 

 

 

Gender Differences  

To explore possible gender differences, we conducted a multiple-group analysis, 

following recommendations by Rigdon, Schumacker, and Wothke (1998), in 

which we investigated adolescents’ gender as a moderator of the associations 

between sexy self-presentation and sexual self-concept and exposure to others’ 

sexy self-presentations and sexual self-concept. To investigate RQ1, we analyzed 

the moderating role of gender in the reciprocal association between sexy self-

presentation on SNSs and sexual self-concept. The model comparison of the 

multiple-group analyses in Figure 1, controlling for age, sexual experience and 

the manifest variable of exposure to sexy self-presentations of others (wave 1), 

showed that the prediction of the importance of being sexually outgoing in 

adolescents’ overall identity from sexy self-presentation on SNSs and did not 

differ between boys and girls, Δχ (1, N = 1,586) = .60, p = .44. Similarly, the 

prediction of sexy self-presentation on SNSs from the importance of being 

sexually outgoing in adolescents’ overall identity did not differ by gender, Δχ (1, 

N = 1,586) = .01, p = .91.  

Sexual self-
concept (w1) 
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Exposure to 
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To investigate RQ2, we analyzed the moderating role of gender in the reciprocal 

association between exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations on SNSs and 

sexual self-concept. The model comparison of the multiple-group analyses in 

Figure 2 showed that the association between looking at others’ sexy self-

presentations and sexual self-concept was not significantly different for boys 

and girls, Δχ (1, N = 1,586) = .84, p = .36, nor was the prediction of exposure to 

others’ sexy self-presentations on SNSs by sexual self-concept, Δχ (1, N = 1,586) 

= .78, p = .38. Finally, to investigate RQ3, we tested the moderating role of 

gender in the indirect effect of exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations on 

SNSs on sexual self-concept through prototypes of sexual others. Model 

comparisons showed that the association between looking at others’ sexy self-

presentations and prototypes of sexual peers was similar for boys and girls, Δχ 

(1, N = 1,586) = .00, p = .96, as was the association between prototypes of 

sexual peers and sexual self-concept, Δχ (1, N = 1,586) = .11, p = .74. In sum, we 

did not find a moderating role of gender in any of the hypothesized 

relationships. 

 

Discussion 

The present study aimed to investigate the relationships between both sexy self-

presentation on SNSs and exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations, and 

adolescents’ sexual self-concept. We found that sexy self-presentation on SNSs 

predicted changes in adolescents’ self-concept over time: The more adolescents 

engaged in sexy self-presentation on SNSs and the more they looked at others’ 

sexy self-presentations on SNSs, the more important being sexually outgoing 

(e.g., sexually dressed, tempting, flirtatious and wild) became for their overall 

identity. In addition, the more adolescents looked at the sexy self-presentations 

of others, the more favorable their prototypes of peers engaging in sexually 

outgoing behavior became, which in turn was related to the importance of a 

sexually outgoing self-concept for adolescents’ identity. Thus, the influence of 

looking at the sexy self-presentations of others on adolescents’ sexual self-

concept seems to occur partly through the prototypes that adolescents form of 

sexual others. We also found that when being sexually outgoing was more 

important for adolescents’ identity, they also more frequently presented 

themselves sexually on SNSs and looked at others’ sexy self-presentations over 

time. Overall, no statistically significant gender differences were found for the 

hypothesized relationships.  
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Implications for Research on Sexy Self-Presentation on SNSs 

Previous qualitative research has suggested that adolescents use sexy self-

presentation on SNSs to explore their sexual self-concepts (e.g., Ringrose, 2010, 

2011). This study is one of the first to empirically establish longitudinal 

relationships between adolescents’ sexy self-presentation on SNSs, as well as 

their exposure to sexy self-presentations of others, and their sexual self-concept. 

Our finding that sexy self-presentation affects adolescents’ sexual self-concept is 

in line with previous research that has applied self-perception theory to 

computer-mediated communication (e.g., Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Van Der 

Heide et al., 2012; Walther et al., 2011). Just as people are more likely to 

consider themselves as introverted after they present themselves as an 

introverted person online (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008), adolescents seem more 

likely to feel that being sexually outgoing is important for who they are when 

they present themselves in a sexy way online.  

 

These findings extend our knowledge about the consequences of online self-

presentations in that they show that self-presentation does not only influence 

self-evaluations in the form of attitudes or attributes, but also the importance of 

certain self-concepts for one’s overall identity. This also means that research on 

the short-term effects of self-presentation on self-views may be extended by 

incorporating long-term effects on adolescents’ identity. Moreover, as the 

importance of self-concepts is a strong motivator of behavior (e.g., Swann et al., 

2007), our research has suggested an important underlying mechanism of the 

association between adolescents’ sexy self-presentation and their sexual 

behavior.   

 

This study also points to processes that may underlie the influence of others’ 

sexy self-presentations on SNSs on the importance of adolescents’ sexually 

outgoing self-concept, namely favorable prototypes of sexual peers. The finding 

that looking at sexy self-presentations of others influences the favorability of 

prototypes of peers engaging in casual sexual behavior can have important 

implications for adolescents’ sexual behavior: Favorable prototypes have been 

shown to be strongly related to the willingness to engage in certain behavior 

(e.g., Gibbons & Gerrard, 1995). Looking at sexy self-presentations of others on 

SNSs may thus also influence adolescents’ willingness to engage in casual sexual 

behavior. Such a relationship could be investigated in future research. 
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In line with selective exposure theory (e.g., Dillman et al., 2003; Knobloch et al., 

2005), we found that when being sexually outgoing was more important for 

adolescents’ identity, they were more likely to look at sexy self-presentations of 

others on SNSs. This means that research on selective exposure effects can be 

extended by incorporating adolescents’ SNS use, including exposure to sexy 

self-presentations of others online. In addition, adolescents’ sexual self-concept 

influenced the frequency with which they posted sexy pictures of themselves on 

SNSs. Several media use theories (e.g., Media Practice Model, Brown, 2000; 

Steele & Brown, 1995; Reinforcing spiral theory, Slater, 2014; Differential 

Susceptibility to Media-effects Model, Valkenburg & Peter, 2013), have posited 

that adolescents’ media use and its effects involve a cyclical processes that can 

lead to a reinforcing spiral of effects.  

 

In a similar vein, adolescents’ sexual self-concept can increase their sexy self-

presentation on SNSs as well as their exposure to others’ sexy self-presentations, 

which subsequently makes their sexually outgoing self-concept even more 

important for their identity. Such cyclical processes can have both positive and 

negative consequences for adolescents’ sexuality. On the one hand, the 

increased importance of a sexual self-concept in adolescents’ identity may be 

problematic when adolescents end up being solely focused on their sexual self-

concept, especially when this occurs at the expense of other self-concepts, such 

as their academic self-concept (e.g., Zurbriggen et al., 2010). At the same time, 

having a sexual self-concept that is strongly linked to one’s overall identity 

could also encompass having high sexual self-esteem and agency, which can be 

considered positive developments in the lives adolescents (Lerum & Dworkin, 

2009). Although the two-wave design of the present study could not establish 

such positive or negative reinforcing spirals, this may be an important avenue 

for future research.  

 

Whereas previous research found differences in SNSs use between boys and 

girls (e.g., Barker, 2009; Pempek et al., 2009; Rui & Stefanone, 2013), we did not 

find any gender differences in the relationships between self- or other-

generated sexy self-presentations on SNSs and adolescents’ sexual self-concept. 

This finding also seems to be in contrast with previous research that has 

suggested that girls use SNSs more for their sexual identity exploration 

(Ringrose, 2010, 2011; Ringrose & Eriksson Barajas, 2011). It seems that even 

though SNS use may differ between boys and girls, once they start to use these 
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platforms for sexual exploration the effects of this type of sexual media use on 

their sexual self-concept are uniform. Future research on gender differences in 

adolescents’ online behavior should therefore distinguish between the use of 

SNSs and the impact of such use, at least as far as it concerns the impact on 

adolescents’ sexuality. Moreover, whether adolescents’ sexuality is influenced by 

SNS use may depend on other dispositions than gender. It remains to be 

investigated exactly what kind of dispositions can play a role here.  

 

With regard to selective exposure effects, previous research has found that 

sexual attitudes predict selective exposure to sexually explicit material mostly for 

boys (e.g., Peter & Valkenburg, 2009). However, in the present study boys’ and 

girls’ sexual self-concept predicted their sexy self-presentation and exposure to 

others’ sexy self-presentations in similar ways. It could be that the taboos that 

surround the use of more explicit sexual content for girls (e.g., Cameron et al., 

2005; Häggström-Nordin, Tydén, Hanson, & Larsson, 2009; Lofgren-Mårtenson 

& Månsson, 2010) are absent for the use of sexual content on SNSs. This may be 

because the sexual content on SNSs is not explicit and because it is produced by 

their peers or by adolescents themselves, and is therefore considered “normal.” 

The absence of taboos, in turn, may result in more selective exposure to – or 

even selective expression of – such content among girls compared to more 

sexually explicit content. This topic awaits future research.  

 

Limitations and Conclusions 

One limitation of the present study concerns the fact that, with our longitudinal 

survey design, we could not establish the same internal validity of our causal 

relationships as we could with an experimental design. In order to show 

rigorously that exposure to, or the producing of, sexy self-presentations causes 

changes in adolescents’ sexual self-concept, experimental research would be 

needed in which adolescents’ sexy self-presentation is manipulated. Similarly, in 

order to see whether sexual self-concept causes selective exposure to sexy 

content or impression management on SNSs, the importance of being sexually 

outgoing for adolescents’ overall identity would have to be manipulated, or pre-

established groups of adolescents with different sexual self-concepts would 

have to be recruited. However, manipulating and measuring sexy self-

presentations among adolescents in an experiment may be difficult and not in 

line with ethical research guidelines. Also, it seems questionable whether 

someone’s sexual self-concept can be manipulated. Such experimental designs 
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would thus be problematic and reduce the external validity of the study. The 

longitudinal design of the present study can therefore be considered the best 

solution for empirically establishing directionality in the relationships between 

sexy self-presentations on SNSs and adolescents’ sexual self-concept in an 

externally valid way.  

 

Another limitation is that we only investigated one type of sexual self-concept. 

We chose to focus on a sexually outgoing self-concept because this was most 

likely to be influenced by adolescents’ sexually outgoing behavior on social 

network sites. However, previous research has established several other sexual 

self-concepts, including conservative and reserved sexual self-concepts, as well 

as more sexually adventurous and romantic self-concepts (e.g., Andersen & 

Cyranowski, 1994, 1999; Buzwell & Rosenthal, 1996). More research is needed on 

how sexy online self-presentation is related to other types of sexual self-

concepts to obtain a more complete picture of the associations between sexy 

self-presentations and adolescents’ sexual self-concepts. 

 

A final limitation concerns the measure of prototypes of sexual others. In our 

measure, the prototype of a sexually outgoing peer was rather extreme for 

adolescents (i.e., a peer engaging in casual sexual contacts). This may explain the 

weak indirect effect we found for favorability of prototypes of sexual others. 

Perhaps a different prototype measure, for instance of a peer engaging in 

flirtatious behavior, would have better explained the relationship between 

exposure to sexy self-presentations of others and adolescents’ sexual self-

concept.  

 

In sum, this study is one of the first to show that adolescents’ SNS use, and their 

sexy self-presentations in particular, affects their sexual self-concepts. Although 

this field of research is still in its infancy, these findings suggest that 

adolescents’ sexy self-presentation and its effect on their sexual self-concepts is 

a fruitful avenue for future research. More specifically, this study showed that 

SNS use may be a relevant contributor to adolescents’ sexual self-concepts and 

identity, and calls for further investigations of adolescents’ SNS use, their sexy 

self-presentations, and sexual behavior.  
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Notes 
1 We presented respondents (N = 58, mean age = 28.33, SD = 7.80, 45% male) with a list 

of 19 traits that could describe a sexual person (i.e., ‘dressed sexy’, ‘extraverted’, ‘enjoying 

life’, ‘free’, ‘hot’, ‘independent’, ‘passionate’, ‘pretty’, ‘self-confident’, ‘relaxed’, ‘nice body’, 

‘spontaneous’, ‘you only live once’, ‘mature’, ‘outgoing’, ‘flirtatious’, ‘popular’, ‘tempting’ 

and ‘wild’), as well as 23 filler items. Respondents had to indicate to what extent each trait 

was typical of a sexual person, on a scale from 1 (not at all typical) to 5 (very typical). We 

conducted a principal component analysis with varimax rotation on the 19 sexual items, 

which resulted in four factors. Upon inspection, we removed four items (‘enjoying life’, 

‘extraverted’, ‘you only live once’ and ‘mature’) because they did not cluster with the two 

main factors. A principal component analysis with varimax rotation on the remaining 15 

sexual items resulted in two factors. One factor contained the highest face validity to 

describe a sexually outgoing person. This factor explained 25% of variance, and consisted 

of the traits ‘dressed sexy’ (M = 3.62, SD = .91), ‘outgoing’ (M = 3.86, SD = .69), ‘flirtatious’ 

(M = 4.21, SD = .81), ‘popular’ (M = 3.30, SD = 1.09), ‘tempting’ (M = 4.09, SD = .66) and 

‘wild’ (M = 3.63, SD = .99). 

 

 

 




