
Comparing 
young people’s 
experiences of 
sending, receiving, 
or being asked for 
nude and semi-nude 
images or video 
in Australia, New 
Zealand and the UK.

The Office of the eSafety Commissioner 
(Australia), Netsafe (New Zealand) and UK Safer 
Internet Centre with University of Plymouth 
(UK) have collaborated on a research study into 
issues related to young people’s experiences of 
the creation and sharing of nude and semi-nude 
images. 

While each study is unique to its country context, 
the partners worked closely in the planning and 
delivery to enable a comparison of young people’s 
experiences across those jurisdictions.

Australia and New Zealand both conducted 
national representative surveys to measure, 
describe and understand the attitudes, 
behaviours and experiences of young people 
aged 14 - 17. 

The UK conducted an online survey for young 
people aged between 11 - 17 across ten 
schools. This was complemented with focus 
group discussions involving 14 - 15 year olds 
talking in depth about how sexting affects their 
lives. This builds on previous research activities 
in this area in 2009 and 2013.

The purpose of this shared research study was 
to better understand the:-

1.	 Prevalence of the sending and sharing of 
	 nude or nearly nude images or videos both 
	 solicited and unsolicited; and

2.	 Influences and motivations for this 
	 behaviour. 

About this study

What we did

of Australian and  
NZ young people said 
that they had sent 
images of themselves 
in the last 12 months.
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The experience of young people across 
all three countries is similar in many key 
respects. 

In general, the differences between their 
responses to the key questions posed to 
them are small. 

While adults and the media often use the 
term “sexting” to talk about sending nude or 
semi-nude images or videos,  young people 
use a variety of descriptions for this practice 
(see sidebar). This reflects the range of 
contexts surrounding this type of behaviour. 

We understand that “sexting” is an evolving 
and complex term because technologies, 
and the way people have adopted them, 
continue to change rapidly. Having said 
that, “sexting” is defined here as any act 
related to sending, receiving, requesting 
or being asked for mostly, but not always, 
self-generated images or video . These 
behaviours may arise for a variety of reasons 
(e.g., volunteering an image, being asked 
for one, part of “courtship” or to intimidate 
or abuse).

Young people perceive that 
sending and sharing nude or 
semi-nude images or videos is a 
more common practice than it 
actually is.

Only around 5% of Australian and NZ young 
people said that they had sent images of 
themselves in the last 12 months. 

This was reflected in UK discussion groups 
where young people talked about “repeat 
offenders” i.e., just a few people in a year 
group that would send indecent images that 
would then propagate around school and 
social groups. 

The percentage of young people across all 
countries who know someone that shared, 
received or been asked for nude pictures 
or videos in the last 12 months ranged 
from around 20 - 55%. Yet, around 9 out 
of 10 young people in Australia and NZ 
perceived that others their age engaged in 
these behaviours, with nearly half of them 
believing it happened frequently.

The key findings

What do 
young 

people call 
“sexting”?
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While a small 
minority of 
young people 
are sharing 
this material 
themselves, 
there are a 
range of ways 
that they 
experience the 
broader effects 
of this practice.

In the last year 
around 1 in 5 of young 
people received a 
nude image or video 
they didn’t ask for, 
and the same amount 
had been asked for an 
image of themselves. 

Overall, around 1 in 3 
(NZ and Aus) young 
people had some 
direct experience of 
sending, receving, 
being asked for (or 
asking someone 
else for) this type 
of material. In the 
UK, focus group 
discussions showed 
a higher proportion 
of young people 
saying they received 
unsolicited images 
as a result of being 
involved in group chats 
and similar.



“A lot of girls at my school just post 
inappropriate pictures of themselves on 
snapchat and Facebook, for example, 

lingerie or bikini shots, for attention 
- many of them have accounts their 

parents don’t know about”

Dick pics are so common and a lot of 
guys do them. Not just guys but girls do 

them as well but more guys do it. We are 
learning and getting used to the world 

around us and it is common.

“Although it is illegal, if there is no 
pressure put on the sender to do it then 

consequences shouldn’t be as harsh, 
unless the person who they send them to 

has a fake account”

“Adults overreact and take it as it’s their 
fault but it’s the child’s decision if they 

want to send nudes”

  “I think that there are not 
enough lesson which actually tell people 
what to do if they are involved, but there 

are too many about ‘keeping safe’”

Comments from young people: In their own words
Comments from young Australians

Australia Male

Australia Male, 15

“I feel like it’s become a bit of a norm, i’ve 
definitely considered it but i’m just too 

worried about how they could be shared 
to people don’t know. I feel like people 

do things like that online  
but they wouldn’t do it in real  
life, because online it ‘doesn’t  

really count’ as it’s not real  
or physical, it’s ‘just’  

a photo”
NZ Female, 17

UK Male, 14

“We are still growing up and  
we’re unsure about our bodies and 

sexuality and our preferences. It’s also a 
good way to gain trust in a relationship”

NZ Male, 16

UK Female, 13

     “For fun. Because they’re  
confident and wanted people to  

like them”
NZ Female, 17

UK Female, 13

“Cause they think they look good and 
want to share it but forget that it will be 

shared everywhere”

NZ Female, 15

Comments from young New Zealanders 
on why teens send images or videos

I don’t know, some of my friends send 
nudes and stuff while some don’t, I don’t 
know how I would talk to them about it.

Australia Male,16

Comments from young BRITAINS



Most young people are not 
enthusiastic about the influence 
or impact of these practices 
on their lives, and are aware 
of the potential negative 
consequences. 
Overall, young people disagreed more 
strongly with statements that suggested that 
this practice was not a problem. In all three 
countries, around three-quarters agreed that 
people should be punished for threatening to 
share images. 

Only 1 in 10 young New Zealanders thought 
that sharing images was a good way to 
explore themselves as they were growing 
up. A similar percentage of the young people  
surveyed in the UK saw nothing wrong with 
engaging in the distribution of nudes. Young 
Australians’ reaction to being asked to share 
a nude or nearly nude image or video of 
themselves was mostly negative, with the 
majority feeling uncomfortable or disgusted. 
However, discussions with UK youngsters 
suggest that some might be flattered if asked 
for a nude by someone they liked and nearly 
70% said that a factor in sending nudes could 
be receiving compliments.

Most (72%) Australian teenagers disagree 
that they often feel pressured into sending 
those sorts of images. UK and NZ children 
were more indifferent with 30 - 40% 
suggesting that there was pressure to send. 
Almost 70% of UK respondents said pressure 
can be a factor in the decision to send an 
image. However, just over half in NZ, and 
three quarters in the UK, think that nude, or 
nearly nude, pictures or videos are sent to seek 
attention, gain social approval, or because of 
peer pressure. 

In the UK and Australia around 60 - 70% 
knew the practice could be illegal. However, 
discussions with UK young people highlighted 
that while they are generally aware of the 
legalities, they did not believe that is enough to 
prevent someone from sending a nude.

Young people’s experience of this 
practice is not the same,  
particularly when focusing on  
gender.
Across all three countries more girls received 
images without requesting them than boys. They 
were also asked more frequently for images of 
themselves;  In Australia, girls are almost 3 
times more likely to receive requests than boys 
(21% of girls vs. 8% of boys) and the most likely 
source of request to share an image is from a 
stranger.

What’s next
A report detailing the comparative findings across 
all three countries will be published. If you are 
interested in receiving a copy of this when it is 
published contact research@esafety.gov.au. 

Netsafe will be publishing a full report on the NZ 
study. Contact neilm@netsafe.org.nz for more 
information.

The Office of the eSafety Commissioner will 
publish these and further findings from its 2017 
Digital Youth Participation survey. Contact the 
research@esafety.gov.au for more information.  

The UK Safer Internet Centre, in partnership with 
Plymouth University, will be publishing the UK 
report at www.saferinternet.org.uk

       Almost 70% of 
UK respondents said 
pressure can be a 
factor in the decision  
to send an image


