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Abstract 
Women frequently send sexualized nude images to men (i.e., nudes), but women’s 
motivations for sending nudes are unclear because there are methodological lim-
itations in the ways that cyber sexual activity has been defined and measured. To 
address these gaps in the literature, we employed a mixed method triangulation 
design to assess young women’s motivations for sending nudes to men, and how 
motivations compare when measured qualitatively and quantitatively. Across our 
qualitative and quantitative data, we found that women endorsed a plethora of mo-
tivations for sending nudes to men—far more than any one approach captured. The 
open-ended responses revealed positive sexual motives otherwise missing from the 
quantitative scales, which tended to overrepresent negative motivations. We also 
identified several critical discrepancies between endorsement of similar motivations 
in the qualitative versus quantitative responses, especially when it came to the idea 
of sending nudes for fun. Based on these findings, we suggest future researchers 
consider using more specific, and less stigmatizing language when assessing wom-
en’s motivations for sending nudes. 
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1. Introduction 

Many young women today take nude photos of themselves and send 
them to men for sexual purposes (i.e., sending nudes; Mori et al., 2020). 
Much of the research on this social-sexual behavior has focused on 
the various risks involved with sending nudes, especially the possibil-
ity of someone sharing sexual content without consent (Döring, 2014). 
So, what motivates women to strip down, strike a pose, snap a photo, 
and press send, despite the potential costs? 

Although some studies have examined sexting (i.e., technology-
facilitated sexual messages) more broadly, a closer inspection of the 
sexting literature suggests considerable conceptual and operational 
murkiness (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017; Drouin et al., 2013; Klettke et 
al., 2014; Maddocks, 2018), resulting in two critical limitations. First, 
some researchers examine sexting in general, rather than sending 
nudes in particular (e.g., Califano et al., 2022; Guest & Denes, 2022; 
Trub et al., 2022). This undermines our ability to assess the potentially 
distinct motivations that underlie sending nude photos as compared 
with other types of sexual content. While sending visual and written 
sexual material may sometimes go hand-in-hand, the visual aspect of 
sending nudes is uniquely exposing, time-consuming, effort intensive, 
and potentially objectifying (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). 

Second, work on sexting has historically overemphasized risks and 
consequences (Döring, 2014), or operationalized sexting in poten-
tially stigmatizing ways, making it less likely for positive motives (e.g., 
because one enjoys it) to emerge (e.g., Burkett, 2015; Van Ouytsel et 
al., 2017). Failing to acknowledge favorable motivations, and poten-
tial benefits, of sending nudes undermines the reputability of wom-
en’s decision making. Meanwhile, neglecting unfavorable motivations 
and potential costs for sending nudes in a heterosexual dynamic con-
tributes to overly optimistic expectations that could leave women vul-
nerable. This also perpetuates incomplete and inflexible narratives 
about sexual empowerment, by implying that sending nudes should 
always feel empowering for everyone. If given this reductive expecta-
tion, negative experiences with sexting could bear the additional dis-
appointment of failing to feel empowering. In order to explore a more 
robust and balanced range of women’s motivations for sending nudes 
to men, the current study employed a novel triangulation approach, 
comparing motivations measured both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
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1.1. Conceptualizations of sexting and sending nudes 

The term sexting has been used to refer to a wide range of behav-
iors involving technology-facilitated sexual activity resulting in con-
ceptual inconsistencies (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017; Drouin et al., 2013; 
Judge, 2012). When examining the parameters of sexting, some re-
searchers have focused on either written-only (Brinkley et al., 2017), 
or image/video-only sexual messages (Graham Holmes et al., 2021). 
Some scholars differentiate between the two types (Foody et al., 2021) 
while others include both types indiscriminately (e.g., Currin, Ireland, 
et al., 2020). Others extend the definition beyond texting to include 
additional sexual exchanges facilitated by technology (e.g. video chat, 
Boer et al., 2021; Razi et al., 2020). Researchers have also attempted 
to subdivide sexting into various categories or types which are sum-
marized in Sesar et al. (2019). Examples of such divisions include: pri-
mary/secondary/revenge (i.e., sending pics of yourself, vs. someone 
else, vs. a former partner non-consensually; Calvert, 2009), experimen-
tal/problematic (i.e., sending pics with romantic or sexual intent vs. 
criminal or violent intent; Wolak et al., 2012), and active/passive (i.e., 
creating and sending content vs. receiving content; Temple & Choi, 
2014). There is also variety with the terms used to differentiate send-
ing images from other kinds of sexts such as image-based sexts (How-
ard et al., 2021) or explicit sexts (Graham Holmes et al., 2021). In sum, 
researchers have used the term sexting to refer to a specific behavior 
or an entire category of behaviors. 

While the research on sexting is a useful starting point, sending 
nudes is not synonymous with sexting. For example, compared to 
sharing written material only, taking and sending a nude uniquely ex-
poses one’s body, and may require more time and effort. Taking and 
sending nudes can be a complicated process in a culture that holds 
women to unattainable beauty standards and polices their sexuality 
according to paradoxical values of both sexiness and purity (Liss et 
al., 2019, pp. 275–316). For women living under cisheteropatriarchy, to 
see oneself and to be seen may be akin to evaluating oneself and of 
being evaluated by others. Additionally, this process occurs with the 
goal of creating a final product. In taking a nude, women have trans-
lated their image into a photograph thus creating a digital object that 
is both them and theirs. 
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1.2. Objectification theory and motivations for sending nudes 

In order to understand why people send sexual messages and im-
ages, many researchers have focused on potential motivations (Reed 
et al., 2020; Sesar et al., 2019). This research has yielded some impor-
tant findings such as clarifying the context in which most sexting oc-
curs (e.g., in romantic relationships, Döring, 2014), and illuminating 
some of the gendered implications of sexting (e.g., Burén & Lunde, 
2018; Lippman & Campbell, 2014). Likewise, studies have highlighted 
sexual arousal, external pressures, and validation seeking as some of 
the central motivations underlying sexting (e.g., Bianchi et al., 2016; 
Weisskirch & Delevi, 2011). Even so, because of the many ways sex-
ting has been defined and measured, it is unclear whether previously 
established motivations also apply to sending nudes and whether dis-
tinct motivations underlie sending nudes compared to sexting. 

When considering the underlying motivations for sending nudes 
specifically, objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) is a 
useful theoretical framework. Objectification theory posits that ex-
posure to sexual objectification—including objectifying images of 
women in the media and experiences with sexual objectification in 
interpersonal interactions—causes women to self-objectify, or adopt 
a third person’s perspective of their body, resulting in appearance anx-
iety, body shame, and reduced flow experiences (Fredrickson & Rob-
erts, 1997; Roberts et al., 2018). When women create and send nudes, 
the camera lens, and subsequent picture, may function as literal man-
ifestations of their third person’s perspective. In other words, photo-
graphing or filming themselves renders women both artist and muse 
potentially facilitating the adoption of a third person’s perspective as 
they position their body and compose the shot. Despite the poten-
tial overlap between sending nudes and self-objectification, very few 
have studied these together (see Bianchi et al., 2017; Liong & Cheng, 
2019; Speno & Aubrey, 2019). Thus, it could be valuable to consider 
specific motivations for sending nudes through the lens of objectifi-
cation theory. 

Objectification theory primarily posits that self-objectification is 
connected to negative experiences such as body image issues (e.g., 
body shame, body/self-surveillance, appearance anxiety; Roberts et 
al., 2018) which have in turn been found to relate to decreased sexual 
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self-esteem, sexual satisfaction, and sexual functioning (Calogero & 
Thompson, 2009; Steer & Tiggemann, 2008). Consequently, self-ob-
jectification may correspond with women sending nudes to men to 
receive external validation of their appearance and experience pos-
itive feelings (or at least a decrease in negative feelings, see Bianchi 
et al., 2017; Howard et al., 2019). This should not necessarily be con-
sidered a negative or oppressed motivation, but rather a reasonable 
one in a culture insistent on imbuing women with guilt, shame, and 
self-consciousness. Self-objectification also takes place within a so-
ciocultural context that dictate scripts for sexual behavior (e.g., het-
erosexual sexual scripts; Liss et al., 2019; Simon & Gagnon, 1986), for 
instance defining “successful sex” as penetrative vaginal intercourse 
ending promptly with a cisgender man’s orgasm. Such scripts en-
courage women to prioritize men’s pleasure over their own (Sakaluk 
et al., 2014; Muehlenhard & Shippee, 2010). Thus, some women may 
feel obligated to perform pleasure and functionally service men in the 
form of sending nudes. 

Sending nudes may also be motivated by a sense of power for 
some, by offering predictability and control within the framework of 
sexual objectification. Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) posited that 
women may exert limited control in patriarchal cultures by modulat-
ing their sex appeal to receive positive treatment in their interactions 
with others (e. g., during heterosexual sexual encounters), which may 
be another key motivation for sending nudes. For example, if a woman 
sends a man an image of her breasts, and the recipient responds af-
firmatively, she might feel empowered by the influence she exerted 
over her partner and by the experience of receiving positive treatment 
from an appreciative partner (see also Erchull & Liss, 2013; Liss et al., 
2011). Additionally, women may feel a sense of predictability gained 
through self-sexualizing behaviors, and a sense of agency in driving 
their own portrayal—if even in an ostensibly sexualizing manner. For 
example, only revealing what they are comfortable showing in a nude 
image or dictating other aesthetic elements of the image. Likewise, 
for those who deviate in some way from western beauty standards 
(i.e., most people), taking and sending nudes may be experienced as 
a subversion of these restrictive standards. In other words, to sexual-
ize a body that society deems undeserving of sexual attention may 
be an act of reclamation. If society tells women that sexy is good, and 



Checkalsk i  e t  a l .  in  Computers  in  Human Behav ior  140  (2023 )         6

also that their bodies are bad, then to see the body as sexy may be 
akin to seeing the body as good. In summary, a nuanced application 
of objectification theory suggests that women may have many moti-
vations for sending nudes to men, such as to receive external valida-
tion, to sexually pleasure the recipient, and to increase their sense of 
power, control, and predictability. 

1.3. Measuring motivations quantitatively 

Researchers have tried to examine correlates of various motivations 
for sending nudes (e.g., body esteem, attachment, e.g., Califano et al., 
2022; Currin, Golden, & Hubach, 2020). However, a significant barrier 
to conducting such research is that the few established scales focus 
on sexting more generally, including the sending of both text and im-
ages, instead of sending nudes specifically. One way to overcome this 
limitation in the literature is to modify existing measures of sexting 
motivations— the Sexting Motivation Questionnaire (Bianchi et al., 
2016) and a check-all-that apply item (Reed et al., 2020)—to ask the 
participant to explicitly focus on sending nudes when answering the 
items. The Sexting Motivations Questionnaire (SMQ) has been em-
ployed most broadly by researchers exploring topics ranging from 
moral disengagement to relational attachment (e.g., Califano et al., 
2022; Currin, Golden, & Hubach, 2020). The SMQ includes three mo-
tivational clusters: Sexual Purposes, Instrumental/Aggravated Rea-
sons, and Body Image Reinforcement (Bianchi et al., 2016). A strength 
of this scale for understanding why women send nudes is the inclu-
sion of the Body Image Reinforcement cluster in which all items have 
a direct bearing on sending nudes (e.g., “to verify whether my body 
is okay”). Items in the other two clusters are more general (e.g., “for 
flirting or hooking up”), but straightforward modifications to the mea-
sure instructions could be made to focus on sending nudes specifi-
cally (e.g., replacing “sext” with “nude”). 

Despite these strengths, the SMQ contains weaknesses that may 
undermine our understanding of why women send nudes. For in-
stance, the items in the Sexual Purposes cluster do not differenti-
ate between women’s desire to arouse themselves, their partner, or 
both. In fact, this cluster measures a desire to generally increase “pas-
sion” or “intimacy” in a relationship or to experience personal arousal, 
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but excludes partner arousal. This is a notable absence for our pur-
poses, given how women may prioritize the sexual needs of their part-
ners above their own (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Simon & Gagnon, 
1986) when sending nudes. Relatedly, the Sexual Purposes cluster in-
cludes both “to feel wanted” and “to feel sexually aroused” under the 
same umbrella. Feeling wanted, for some, could cast the self as a sex-
ual object to be desired by another while the motive to feel aroused 
is decidedly more focused on seeing the self as sexual subject. Dif-
ferentiating between the two (as well as other motives) is important 
for researchers interested in sexual subjectivity, sexual objectification, 
and sending nudes. 

As opposed to the SMQ which is in a traditional scale format, Reed 
et al. (2020) measured motivations to sext with a select-all-that-ap-
ply list of items. While no list of potential motivations is exhaustive, it 
captures many of the core motivations that the SMQ covers, as well 
as ones it does not. For instance, Reed et al. (2020) provided the only 
item considering substance use (i.e., “I was drunk/high at the time”). It 
also accommodates playful or lighthearted motivations like “to be fun/
flirtatious” while also acknowledging potential sources of social influ-
ence like “pressure from friends.” Distinctively, the measure also names 
specific uses of sexting as a means to an end with items like “To show 
that you care about someone” and “To prove you trust someone.” Fi-
nally, the measure hints at reciprocal motivations: “In response to a 
photo/video you received from someone.” For these reasons, modi-
fying this item to assess sending nudes may reveal motivations that 
are absent on other scales. 

A drawback of this measure is that it does not account for how 
much women endorse the various motivations. This could cause in-
terpretability issues with understanding the precedence of each mo-
tivation within participants. Likewise, the original authors further clas-
sified motives as coercive (e.g., “Someone repeatedly asked for it until 
you gave in”) or non-coercive (e.g., “To get positive feedback or com-
pliments”) following data collection and reported on how many par-
ticipants endorsed at least one of each. However, a close inspection of 
this distinction reveals that some motives were categorized as nonco-
ercive when they could reasonably represent coercion for some par-
ticipants (e. g., “I was drunk/high at the time” or “To prove that you 
trust someone”). Notably, only three of the 17 options are designated 
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as coercive, representing a considerable imbalance in the opportuni-
ties to endorse coercive versus non-coercive motivations. 

In sum, there are ample benefits to modifying existing measures 
of sexting to explicitly focus on sending nudes. For example, general 
benefits include straightforward analyses and the ability to have par-
ticipants consider motivations that may not readily come to mind, 
but that indeed apply to them. Meanwhile, a drawback to using 
sexting measures is that they may fail to comprehensively capture 
the motivations specific to sending nudes. Additionally, the inherent 
priming that occurs when presenting a set of predetermined moti-
vations could prove problematic when existing scales favor nega-
tively valanced motivations. Modifications to focus on sending nudes 
would not address this negative slant. Furthermore, the SMQ does 
not allow participants to add motivations that are not already listed. 
For these and other reasons, some researchers have favored a qual-
itative approach. 

1.4. Examining motivations qualitatively 

Qualitative approaches address some of the concerns associated with 
responding to a predetermined set of motivations, and they let partic-
ipants speak for themselves—which is particularly important for topics 
that may be stigmatizing. Because of the limitless possible responses, 
the same open-ended question has the potential to elicit different 
motivations over time and across various populations of interest. How-
ever, participants may only mention the most salient motivations that 
come to mind. Additionally, researchers need to be mindful of how 
they ask about sending nudes and how comfortable participants feel 
while collecting data on a topic that may be sensitive or awkward for 
some participants. 

When asking people about sending nudes in an open-ended for-
mat, the description of sending nudes is especially important for en-
suring good quality data and a positive participant experience. If made 
to feel self-conscious about their sexual behavior, participants may un-
derreport how frequently they send nudes or not report the full range 
of motivations. For instance, Van Ouytsel et al. (2017) found that ado-
lescents primarily mentioned negative motivations for sending nudes. 
However, the researchers asked about “pressures” for sending nudes 
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without also asking about autonomous or positive motivations. It is 
unclear whether the negative motivations discussed in qualitative re-
search represent the entirety of women’s experiences or is, in part, a 
methodological artifact related to the researchers’ primary focus on 
negative motivations. 

1.5. Overview of the present research 

To address the limitations in the extant literature, the present re-
search used a novel triangulation approach to understand wom-
en’s motives for sending nudes. We asked a large sample of col-
lege women to report in an open-ended format on their motives 
for sending nudes and then quantified these responses using con-
tent analysis. Additionally, we examined women’s motives for send-
ing nudes by modifying commonly used quantitative measures of 
motives for sexting to specifically focus on sending nudes. We ex-
plored the following research questions by triangulating the quali-
tative and quantitative data: 

1. What are women’s motivations for sending nudes to men? 

2. How do women’s motivations for sending nudes to men compare 
and contrast when measured qualitatively versus quantitatively? 

2. Method 

In this study, we investigated our research questions using a conver-
gent parallel mixed method design, a traditional format for triangula-
tion, with qualitative and quantitative data collected simultaneously, 
analyzed separately, and then integrated primarily during the inter-
pretation stage (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Morse, 1991). In this 
format, the qualitative and quantitative strands are of relatively equal 
importance, both contributing valuable information to the final inter-
pretation— each enriched by the other (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 
Therefore, a triangulation approach is well suited to our goal of com-
paring qualitative and quantitative reports of women’s motivations 
for sending nudes to men (Morse, 1991). 
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2.1. Participants 

This sample was comprised of 207 undergraduate students recruited 
from a Psychology Department participant pool. The university is lo-
cated in the midwestern region of the USA, in a college town. To be 
eligible for the study, they had to self-report (1) being 19 years of 
age or older, (2) a woman, and (3) having sent at least one nude to 
a man in their lifetime. Their ages ranged from 19 to 27 (M = 20.3, 
SD = 1.5) and around half were in a committed relationship (n = 
105, 50.2%). While categories are often insufficient in capturing the 
complexities of personal identity, we also collected more informa-
tion about participants’ gender identity, gender presentation, sexual 
orientation, and race and ethnicity (reported in Table 1). The major-
ity of participants identified as cisgender, though some participants 
also identified as transgender or neither cisgender nor transgen-
der. Most participants also identified as heterosexual, but a signifi-
cant minority identified as bisexual. Many participants identified as 
White, and of the participants who were Biracial or Multiracial, most 
were Latina/o/x or Hispanic and White. Other more specific combi-
nations of racial and ethnic identities are not disclosed to protect 
the anonymity of participants. 

2.2. Procedure 

Participants were recruited from a psychology department participant 
pool as part of a larger mixed method survey study on women’s moti-
vations, attitudes, and experiences with sending nudes. After provid-
ing informed consent, participants were given a brief screener to de-
termine eligibility. Those who were ineligible were thanked for their 
time and routed out of the study. Next, participants provided detailed 
demographic information. Then, participants completed the qualita-
tive items regarding nudes. Next, participants completed the modified 
scales measuring motives for nudes (Bianchi et al., 2016; Reed et al., 
2020). Finally, participants provided remaining comments or thoughts 
on the survey and were thanked for their time. Participants were com-
pensated with course credit. 
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Table 1 Participant Demographic Characteristics. 

	 n 	 % 

Gender 
Cisgender 	 190 	 91.8 
Transgender	  4	  1.9 
Binary	  1 	 0.5 
Non-Binary 	 3 	 1.4
Neither Cis nor Trans	  12	  5.8
Binary	  10 	 4.8
Non-Binary a	  1 	 0.5
Neither Binary nor Non-Binary	  1 	 0.5
Chose not to respond	  1 	 0.5

Gender Presentation
Very/mostly feminine 	 135 	 65.2
Somewhat feminine 	 56 	 27.1
Equally feminine and masculine	  15 	 7.3
Very/mostly masculine 	 1	  0.5

Sexuality
Heterosexual/straight	  162 	 78.2
Bisexual 	 27 	 13.0
Unsure/questioning 	 8 	 3.9
Pansexual 	 5 	 2.4
Lesbian 	 2 	 1.0
Participant specified identity b 	 2 	 1.0
Asexual 	 1 	 0.5

Race and Ethnicity
White 	 145 	 70.0
Latina/o/x or Hispanic 	 18 	 8.7
Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander 	 16 	 7.7
African American/Black 	 11 	 5.3
Middle Eastern/Arab/Turkish/Iranian 	 4	  1.9
Participant specified identity c 	 1	  0.5
Bi/Multi Racial 	 12	  5.8

Note. N = 207. Participants were on average 20.3 years old (SD = 1.5).
Note. Participants were able to select multiple racial and ethnic categories.
a. Participant specified identity: Gender Fluid.
b. Participants specified their identities: “No Label”; “Demi Sexual”.
c. Participant specified identity: Native Hawaiian.
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2.3. Materials 

2.3.1. Qualitative item 
We assessed motivations for sending nudes (defined for partici-

pants as “sexual photographs of your body, or of a specific body part, 
in which you are completely or partially naked”) with one open-ended 
item that read: “As thoroughly as possible, please describe the rea-
sons that you have sent nudes to men.” 

2.3.2. Sexting motivations questionnaire 
The Sexting Motivations Questionnaire (SMQ; Bianchi et al., 2016) 

is a 13-item measure that assesses sexting motives along a five-point 
scale (1 = Never, 3 = Sometimes, 5 = Always). The definition of sex-
ting included nudes, suggestive text messages, or videos, so we mod-
ified the scale to focus only on nudes, replacing the word sexts with 
nudes for the current study. The SMQ contains three subscales that 
are scored separately and demonstrated good internal consistency 
when they were originally created: Sexual Purposes (e.g., “to increase 
passion in my dating relationship”, α = 0.84), Instrumental/Aggravated 
Reasons (e.g., “in exchange for something I need”, α = 0.87), and Body 
Image Reinforcement (e.g., “to test whether I am sexually attractive”, 
α = 0.89). The modified subscales also showed good to excellent re-
liability in the current study (0.86, 0.85, and 0.94, respectively). 

2.3.3. Sexting motivation item 
The sexting motivation item (SMI; Reed et al., 2020) assesses moti-

vations for sexting among adolescents in the context of romantic re-
lationships, where the definition of sexting included both nudes and 
other sexually explicit content. This item was originally presented in 
a two-question series. The first question asked participants whether 
they had sexted, and if they had, the second question assessed 17 
motivations for doing so (compiled based on reported motivations 
in the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 
2008). For example, response options include “In response to a photo/
video you received from someone” and “To show that you care about 
someone.” The dual question format would have been redundant in 
our study because all participants indicated they had sent a nude at 
the outset. Therefore, we only utilized the motivation question and 
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changed the instructions from “Why did you do this [sext]” to “Why 
did you send nudes?” We also replaced “boyfriend or girlfriend” and 
“dating partner” with “someone” for two of the motives to make them 
relevant to single women and because people send nudes to non-re-
lationship partners. Participants could select all the items that applied 
to their motivations for sending nudes. As in Reed et al. (2020), we 
then categorized the motivations participants selected as either co-
ercive (e.g., “Pressure from friends” and “Someone repeatedly asked 
for it until you gave in”) or non-coercive (e.g., “To be fun/flirtatious” 
and “As a sexy present for a someone”). 

2.4. Analysis approach 

2.4.1. Qualitative data 
We analyzed the open ended data using qualitative content anal-

ysis, an approach which allows researchers to categorize participants’ 
responses according to a coding structure (which can be data-driven 
and/ or concept-driven) to provide a clear description of the concepts 
that are present (Schreier, 2013; Stemler, 2000). For the present study, 
we used content analysis to catalogue and then count the various 
motivations reported for sending nudes expressed in each response. 
This approach eased comparison between the qualitative responses, 
and quantitative items.  

We began by reading through all the responses to the qualita-
tive item to familiarize ourselves with these data. During this pro-
cess we noted commonalities in the responses as a starting point 
for generating initial codes. The research team (the authors and an 
undergraduate research assistant) then practiced coding small ran-
dom subsets of the data with these initial codes to assess fit and 
generate additional codes from common ideas reported by partic-
ipants. We created a codebook that named, defined, and provided 
examples of each code. In addition to inductive (or data-driven) 
codes, we also employed a deductive (or concept-driven) approach 
to generate more codes. Specifically, we identified and added mo-
tivations captured in the quantitative scales that were not already 
represented in the codebook. This enabled us to compare how of-
ten participants spontaneously reported those motivations with their 
endorsement of corresponding items in the quantitative scales. We 
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then began the process of coding the data with a trained research 
assistant applying all relevant codes to applicable text. For instance, 
the codes “Felt Cute” and “For Partner Pleasure” would be applied 
to the excerpt, “Feeling good about my own body and also know-
ing I brought them sexual pleasure.” The codebook was also ame-
nable to changes that arose throughout the coding process. Such 
changes included broadening or narrowing definitions of codes and 
adding new codes when necessary. 

The codebook in its final form included 25 codes generated using 
both inductive and deductive approaches. To assess inter-rater reli-
ability, the first author and a trained research assistant dual-coded a 
random 20% of the responses. We then calculated a Cohen’s Kappa 
coefficient (Cohen, 1960) using the dual coded responses. We first 
obtained a Kappa for each individual code and then averaged across 
all codes. The overall Kappa, which controls for chance agreement, 
was 0.83 which is classified as almost perfect (range 0.81–1.00; Co-
hen, 1960). In addition to categorizing and explaining the specific 
motivations in the qualitative data (via content analysis), we also 
quantified these data for the analysis by counting the number of 
participants who expressed each motivation. For example, the “Val-
idation” motivation code was expressed by 29 participants (14%). 
By quantifying or counting the qualitative data, it was more directly 
comparable to the quantitative data from the scales, thus facilitat-
ing the study aim of comparing and contrasting participants’ moti-
vations for sending nudes. 

2.4.2. Quantitative 
For the SMQ, we created mean scores by averaging the individual 

items for each subscale and used these to report on the endorsement 
of the various motivations and attitudes. For the SMI, which was a se-
lect-all-that-apply format, we reported overall endorsement of the 
various motivations listed. As per Reed et al. (2020), we also reported 
on the proportion of participants who endorsed at least one coercive 
motivation, at least one non-coercive motivation, and at least one of 
each type of motivation (coercive and non-coercive). However, we in-
terpreted the coercive versus non-coercive aspect of the motivations 
with caution given the original authors classified 14 of the 17 moti-
vations as non-coercive, and only three as coercive. 
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To better enable comparison of the qualitative and quantitative 
strands during interpretation (see section 4; Discussion), we also con-
ducted additional coding to dichotomize the individual items on the 
SMQ. Specifically, we dichotomized responses to indicate whether par-
ticipants had endorsed each item or not (i.e., Never was coded as 0, 
while Sometimes-Always on both scales was coded as 1). This item-by-
item analysis made the SMQ consistent with the format of the SMI and 
content analysis codes, thus facilitating more direct comparisons of 
the presence or absence of a motivation, as well as group-level prev-
alence of each motivation. 

3. Results 

We sought to answer two related questions. First, what are women’s 
motivations for sending nudes to men? Second, how do women’s 
motivations for sending nudes to men compare and contrast when 
measured qualitatively versus quantitatively? We answered the first 
question by describing people’s responses on the close-ended moti-
vation questions including the SMQ and SMI, and through a content 
analysis on the open-ended motivation questions. We answered the 
second question by comparing participants’ responses on the close-
ended measures to the open-ended measures. 

3.1. Qualitative findings 

We report the full results of our content analysis, including names 
and frequencies of each motivation in Table 2. With respect to our 
first research question, why do women send nudes to men, the most 
common motivation code by far for the qualitative data was “Rela-
tionship Norm/ Expectation” (n = 73, 35.3%) and describes when the 
participant sent nudes as an obligation or inherent part of being in a 
romantic relationship (e.g., “This man is my boyfriend”). 

The next most common motivations were: “Because They Asked” (n 
= 43, 20.8%), “Long Distance/Separation” (n = 36, 17.4%), and “Valida-
tion” (n = 29, 14.0%). “Because They Asked” refers to being motivated 
by a single, or recurring requests for nudes, which often reflected par-
ticipants’ exact words (e.g., “They explicitly asked for them”). “Long 
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Distance/Separation” includes motivations based on an inability to 
engage in in-person sex (e.g., “Because I want to keep our sex life ex-
citing even though we live three hours away from each other”). “Vali-
dation” describes participants sending nudes as a way of seeking com-
pliments or approval of their bodies, of their general attractiveness, 
or their sex appeal (e.g., “I wanted to be complimented and admired 
and made to feel beautiful”). 

Slightly less frequently, participants expressed the following mo-
tivations: “Felt Cute” (n = 23, 11.1%), “Seek Affection and Hold In-
terest” (n = 22, 10.6%), “Partner Pleasure” (n = 20, 9.7%), “Because 
I Wanted To” (n = 18, 8.7%), “Fun/Entertainment” (n = 17, 8.2%), 

Table 2 Qualitative Motivations and Endorsement Frequency.

Motivation Code 	 n 	 %

Relationship Norm/Expectation	  73 	 35.3
Because They Asked	  43 	 20.8
Long Distance/Separation	  36 	 17.4
Validation 	 29	  14.0
Felt Cute 	 23	  11.1
Seek Affection and Hold interest	  22 	 10.6
Partner Pleasure 	 20	  9.7
Because I Wanted To 	 18	  8.7
Fun/Entertainment 	 17	  8.2
Pressure 	 17 	 8.2
Get Attention 	 12	  5.8
Connect with Partner 	 12	  5.8
Mutual Pleasure 	 10	  4.8
Reciprocity 	 9	  4.3
Personal Pleasure 	 7	  3.4
Foreplay 	 7	  3.4
Give Him a Gift 	 6	  2.9
Sexual Exploration 	 5	  2.4
Don’t Know Reason 	 3 	 1.4
Power 	 3	  1.4
Violence Victimization 	 2	  <1
In Exchange For Something 	 1 	 <1
Violence Perpetration 	 0
Drugs or Alcohol 	 0
Prove Something 	 0

Note. n = Number of participants who expressed given code.
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and “Pressure” (n = 17, 8.2%). The “Felt Cute” motivation code re-
fers to being motivated by a preexisting state of confidence, self-as-
suredness, or satisfaction with oneself/one’s body (e.g., “I thought 
I looked good and wanted to show off my body”). “Seek Affection 
and Hold interest” is when participants were motivated to maintain 
the interest of the recipient, or to be considered as a romantic can-
didate (e.g., “To keep a man interested and talking to me”). “Partner 
Pleasure” applied when the only mention of arousal in their motiva-
tion was about the recipient of the nude (e.g., “I sent them to plea-
sure my boyfriend”). “Because I Wanted To”, refers to when the mo-
tivation they described was simply the desire to do it (e.g., “Because 
it felt right in the moment”). “Fun/Entertainment” describes moti-
vation to send nudes for the sake of enjoyment (e. g., “It is fun and 
makes you feel good about yourself” or “I have sent them just for 
fun”). The “Pressure” code was applied when participants’ descrip-
tion of why they sent nudes explicitly described feeling pressured 
by friends or partners, or described not feeling able to say no (e.g., 
“I didn’t know how to say no”).  

Next, participants endorsed the following motivations with mod-
erate to low frequency: “Get Attention” (n = 12, 5.8%), “Connect with 
Partner” (n = 12, 5.8%), “Mutual Pleasure” (n = 10, 4.8%), “Reciprocity” 
(n = 9, 4.3%), “Personal Pleasure” (n = 7, 3.4%), and “Foreplay” (n = 7, 
3.4%). “Get Attention” represents a motivation to make the recipient 
of the nude to turn their focus toward the sender (e.g., “I was bored 
and wanted attention”). “Connect with Partner”, indicated a desire to 
foster greater intimacy or closeness with the recipient of the nude 
(e.g., “helped me feel more sexually intimate and connected”). “Mu-
tual Pleasure” applied when the participant mentioned both their own 
arousal and that of the recipient as their motivation to send nudes 
(e.g., “To increase mine and my partner’s sexual pleasure/interaction”). 
“Reciprocity” is when a participant’s motivation was because they were 
receiving nudes in return, or, more often, they sent a nude with the 
hopes of being sent a nude (e.g., “I was receiving them back”; “to re-
ceive a picture in return”). “Personal Pleasure” applied when the per-
son only mentioned their own arousal as a motivation to send nudes 
(e.g., “I was aroused”). Finally, “Foreplay” included a motivation to in-
crease arousal leading up to sex or to initiate sex (e.g., “As a precur-
sor to sexual activities”). 
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Participants endorsed the following codes with lower frequency: 
“Give Him a Gift” (n = 6, 2.9%), “Sexual Exploration” (n = 5, 2.4%), 
“Don’t Know Reason” (n = 3, 1.4%), and “Power” (n = 3, 1.4%). Based 
on an item from Reed et al. (2020), “Give Him a Gift,” was the mo-
tivation to send a nude based on a desire to do something nice or 
thoughtful for the recipient (e.g., “I did it as a gift”). “Sexual Explora-
tion” included being motivated by a curiosity about sending nudes 
or using nudes as a means of exploring sexuality/new sexual ave-
nues (e.g., “new to exploring my sexuality, trying it out” or “I also 
sent these when I was too scared to engage in sexual activity physi-
cally”). The “Don’t Know Reason” code applied where participants de-
scribed not having a specific motivation or stated that they did not 
know why they sent nudes (e.g., “no reason really”). “Power” included 
being motivated by the desire to feel powerful or gain some sort of 
control (e.g., “it makes me feel powerful to know that seeing me can 
have an effect on them”). 

Finally, the least common codes (expressed by less than 1% of par-
ticipants or not at all) were: “Violence Victimization” (n = 2, <1%), “In 
Exchange For Something” (n = 1, <1%), “Violence Perpetration” (n = 0), 
“Drugs or Alcohol” (n = 0), and “Prove Something” (n = 0). “Violence 
Perpetration”, “Drugs or Alcohol”, and “Prove Something” were all de-
ductive (content-driven) codes derived from the SMI items. “Violence 
Victimization” was expressed by two participants and applied when the 
person named violence or coercion as the reason they sent nudes (e.g., 
“[sent nudes] So he wouldn’t break up with me or become more abu-
sive”). While some of the instances where the pressure code applied 
could be considered coercive and violent, we limited the application of 
this code to responses that specifically named violence or coercion to 
avoid placing a label on the women’s experience that they might not 
use themselves. Finally, “In Exchange For Something”, included sending 
nudes in exchange for money, gifts, or favors, and was stated as a mo-
tivation for only one participant (“He was going to pay me”). 

In response to our first question, the qualitative analyses suggested 
that women have many motivations for sending nudes, spontaneously 
generating over 20 separate motives. Relationship motives were the 
most prevalent while violent motives, instrumental motives and drugs 
or alcohol use rarely (if ever) spontaneously emerged as motivations 
for sending nudes. 
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3.2. Quantitative findings 

We also addressed the first research question quantitatively by assess-
ing women’s motives for sending nudes on modified versions of ex-
isting sexting measures. Scores on the SMQ ranged from one to five 
and average endorsement of the motivational clusters were: Sexual 
Purposes (M = 2.87, SD = 1.06), Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons (M 
= 1.20, SD = 0.45), and Body Image Reinforcement (M = 1.85, SD = 
1.02). The Sexual Purposes mean was just below the mid-point indi-
cating that participants sometimes sent nudes for Sexual Purposes. 
Both the Body Image Reinforcement and Instrumental/Aggravated 
clusters were markedly lower ( just above the floor of the scale), indi-
cating that participants rarely or almost never sent nudes for instru-
mental/aggravated or body image reinforcement purposes. 

In addition to an analysis of the scores for this measure, we also 
conducted an item-by-item analysis of the SMQ by dichotomizing the 
responses (i.e., Never coded as 0, Sometimes-Always coded as 1) to in-
dicate whether participants had endorsed each item or not. With this 
approach, the most common motivations to send nudes on the SMQ 
were “to increase intimacy in my dating relationship” (n = 167, 80.7%), 
“to increase passion in my dating relationship” (n =159, 76.8%), “to 
feel sexually aroused” (n =155, 74.9%), and “to feel wanted” (n =153, 
73.9%). Meanwhile, “to hurt or damage someone” (n =15, 7.2%) and 
instrumental purposes such as “in exchange for money or gifts” (n 
=24, 11.6%), and “in exchange for something I need” (n =21, 10.1%) 
were rarely endorsed (see Table 3). These items are not necessarily 
akin to separate codes in the qualitative analysis. Conceptual over-
lap between separate quantitative items (e.g., in exchange for money 
or gifts; in exchange for something I need) may fall under the same 
qualitative code (e.g. “In Exchange For Something”). Conversely, some 
items within a single motivational cluster differed markedly (e.g., to 
feel wanted is a different motivation than to increase intimacy). 

Next, we analyzed the number of participants endorsing each 
item on the SMI. The most commonly endorsed motivations from 
the SMI were “To be fun/flirtatious” (n = 147, 71.0%), “To feel sexy” (n 
= 133, 64.3%), “To get positive feedback or compliments” (n = 109, 
52.7%), and “As a sexy present for someone” (n = 108, 52.2%). The 
least commonly endorsed items were “It was a joke” (n =14, 6.8%), 
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“I don’t know” (n =14, 6.8%), “Pressure from friends” (n =13, 6.3%), 
and “Other” (n =4, 1.9%). The authors who created this item, cate-
gorized fourteen of these options as non-coercive, three as coercive, 
and then reported on the percentage of participants that endorsed at 
least one of each type of motivation (coercive and non-coercive), and 
at least one coercive and one non-coercive motivation. In this sample, 
111 (53.6%) participants endorsed at least one coercive motivation, 
191 (92.3%) endorsed at least one non-coercive motivation, and 104 
(50.2%) endorsed at least one coercive and one non-coercive moti-
vation. For the number of participants who endorsed each of the mo-
tivations on the SMI, see Table 4. The top motivations participants 
endorsed on this item (“To be fun/flirtatious”, “To feel sexy”, “To get 
positive feedback or compliments” and “As a sexy present for some-
one”) were all categorized as non-coercive by the authors who de-
signed the item, thus providing an interesting contrast to the negative 
portrayal of sending nudes in other work and in the media at large. 

In summary, the motivations endorsed on the quantitative mea-
sures each provided additional insight into why women send nudes 
to men which was our first research question. The quantitative mea-
sures prompted some motivations that participants did not mention 
when responding to our open-ended question (e.g. “I was drunk/high 

Table 3 Frequency of Participants Endorsing Motivations on the Dichotomized SMQ. 

Item 	 Motivational Cluster 	 n 	 % 

to increase intimacy in my dating relationship 	 Sexual Purposes 	 167 	 80.7 
to increase passion in my dating relationship 	 Sexual Purposes	  159	  76.8 
to feel sexually aroused 	 Sexual Purposes 	 155 	 74.9 
to feel wanted 	 Sexual Purposes 	 153 	 73.9 
for flirting or hooking up 	 Sexual Purposes 	 135 	 65.2 
to verify whether my body is okay 	 Body Image Reinforcement 	 95 	 45.9 
to test whether I am sexually attractive 	 Body Image Reinforcement	  95	  45.9 
to test whether I am attractive enough 	 Body Image Reinforcement 	 85 	 41.1 
because I am forced by someone 	 Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons 	 46 	 22.2 
to obtain small favors from people 	 Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons 	 28 	 13.5 
in exchange for money or gifts 	 Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons 	 24	  11.6 
in exchange for something I need 	 Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons 	 21 	 10.1 
to hurt or damage someone 	 Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons 	 15 	 7.2 

Note. n =Number of participants who endorsed the item from sometimes to always. 
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at the time”, or “To prove that you trust someone”). When prompted, 
these items were endorsed by some participants suggesting that the 
use of specific close ended questions could help capture motivations 
that do not come readily to mind for participants.  

3.3. Comparison of quantitative and qualitative findings 

Our second research question asks: how do women’s motivations for 
sending nudes to men compare and contrast when measured quali-
tatively versus quantitatively? To help visualize endorsement of com-
parable items across measurement approaches, and to facilitate the 
integration of the qualitative and quantitative findings (see section 4; 
Discussion), we tabled various types of motivations that were identi-
fied across the qualitative and quantitative assessments by grouping 
similar motivations on each assessment (see Table 5). For example, 
one type of motivation was “Fun” (that women sent nudes for the fun 

Table 4 Frequency of Participants Endorsing Motivations on the SMI.

Motivation 	 n 	 %

To be fun/flirtatious 	 147 	 71.0
To feel sexy 	 133 	 64.3
To get positive feedback or compliments	  109	  52.7
As a sexy present for someone 	 108 	 52.2
*Someone repeatedly asked for it until you gave in 	 94 	 45.4
To get or keep someone’s attention	  90 	 43.5
In response to a photo/video you received from someone 	 86 	 41.5
*Someone pressured you to send it 	 82 	 39.6
To show that you care about someone 	 60	  29.0
I was drunk/high at the time 	 47 	 22.7
To get someone to like you 	 46 	 22.2
To prove that you trust someone 	 38	  18.4
To get noticed 	 38 	 18.4
It was a joke 	 14 	 6.8
I don’t know 	 14 	 6.8
*Pressure from friends 	 13 	 6.3
Other 	 4 	 1.9

Note. n =Number of participants who selected that response option.
* Motivations with asterisks were categorized as coercive by the creators of this 
item. All others were considered non-coercive.
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of it), which we identified in the qualitative data (i.e., “Fun/Entertain-
ment” code) and the SMI data (e.g., the “To be fun/flirtatious” item), 
so the frequency of participant endorsement of these motivations are 
included in the table under the “Fun” category. We created the labels 
for the overarching, conceptual motivation types (i.e., in the first col-
umn) primarily by drawing from the items themselves. Notably, this ta-
ble contains only those items and codes describing a concept that ap-
peared in more than one measurement approach. With respect to our 
second research question, these analyses revealed that some motives 
for sending nudes were only captured by one measurement modality. 
For example, violence perpetration, drug and alcohol use, and prov-
ing something were only endorsed on the quantitative measures but 
were not reported spontaneously in the qualitative responses. Mean-
while, “Sexual Exploration”, “Felt Cute”, and “Foreplay” only emerged 
from the content analysis of the qualitative responses. Likewise, of the 
motives that emerged on multiple measures, prevalence was mark-
edly different depending on the type of assessment with much higher 
rates emerging on the quantitative compared to the qualitative mea-
sures. We interpret these findings next in the discussion. 

4. Discussion 

Many women have sent nudes to men, but few researchers have stud-
ied what motivates them to do it. Although there is research on mo-
tives for sexting in general (e.g., Bianchi et al., 2016; Reed et al., 2020), 
there is limited research focused on sending nudes specifically. An 
application of objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) to 
sending nudes suggests that women may send nudes to men primar-
ily to receive validation, and for men’s pleasure, but also that women 
may be motivated by seeking predictability, power, and control. The 
present research addressed limitations with existing measures of mo-
tivations used in the field by adapting and implementing both quali-
tative and quantitative measurement approaches to triangulate wom-
en’s motives for sending nudes. Specifically, we examined why women 
send nudes (Research Question 1) in the most comprehensive as-
sessment to date and also compare and contrast the motives that 
emerged quantitatively and qualitatively (Research Question 2). 
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Regarding the first research question, we found that the reasons 
women send nudes are complicated and many. The most common 
motivation reported qualitatively was “Relationship Norm/Expecta-
tion”, followed by “Because They Asked”, “Long Distance Relationship/ 
Separation”, and “Validation”. For the SMI, the most common motiva-
tions (“To be fun/flirtatious”, “To feel sexy”, “To get positive feedback 
or compliments”, and “As a sexy present for someone”) were all cat-
egorized as non-coercive and represent potentially positive/agentic 
motivations. With the modified SMQ, the most endorsed motivational 
cluster on average was Sexual Purposes, followed by Body Image Re-
inforcement, and finally Instrumental/Aggravated Reasons. Whereas 
when analyzed item by item, the most common motivations in the 
SMQ were “to increase intimacy in my dating relationship”, “to in-
crease passion in my dating relationship”, “to feel sexually aroused,” 
“to feel wanted”, and “for flirting or hooking up”. Generally speaking, 
these findings suggest that women send nudes for a multitude of rea-
sons, with the present study documenting over 25 distinct motivations 
across the different assessments. 

With respect to our second research question, the open-ended 
data provided the broadest assessment of women’s motives for 
sending nudes, followed by the SMI, and SMQ. This is perhaps not 
surprising, given the codes for the open-ended data were gener-
ated both inductively from participant responses, and deductively 
from adapted scale items. It is notable, however, that when consid-
ered together, each of the other measurement approaches had no-
ticeable gaps in content (see Table 5). For example, the SMQ omits 
motives for fun or reciprocity, and the SMI misses sexual arousal and 
relationship motives. 

Several motivations that participants reported qualitatively were 
completely missing from the quantitative measures. Interestingly, 
these motivations were potentially positive, agentic, or constructive: 
“Felt Cute”, “Foreplay”, “Sexual Exploration” and “Long Distance/Sep-
aration”. For example, “Foreplay” and “Sexual Exploration” both sug-
gest an active engagement in a sexual experience. Likewise, “Long Dis-
tance/ Separation” represents a creative way to engage in remote sex, 
and “Felt Cute” was about feeling good about oneself. Also, the con-
tent analysis of the qualitative data uniquely differentiated between 
the target of pleasure (e.g., “Partner Pleasure”, “Mutual Pleasure”, and 
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“Personal Pleasure”), which enabled us to evaluate how frequently var-
ious targets of pleasure were mentioned. In contrast, only one of the 
two quantitative measures had an item describing Personal Pleasure 
as a motivation, though it does not specify the target of the pleasure 
(the SMQ includes “To feel sexually aroused”). These data suggested 
that when women mentioned sexual pleasure as a motivation to send 
nudes, it was most often to arouse their partner (9.7%), sometimes 
to arouse themselves and their partner (4.8%), and very rarely for the 
sole purpose of arousing themselves (3.4%). When asked to gener-
ate motivations spontaneously and unprompted, women mentioned 
their partners enjoyment far more often than their own.  

When comparing analogous items across measurement ap-
proaches, we identified noteworthy differences in frequency. One such 
difference was evident in items addressing the idea of fun. While the 
“Fun/Entertainment” code only appeared in 8.2% of the participants’ 
qualitative responses, the SMI item “To be fun/flirtatious” was en-
dorsed by 71.0% of participants. A potential explanation for this dis-
crepancy in endorsement is that when asked to report their motiva-
tions in an open-ended format, the “Fun/Entertainment” motivations 
were less salient, but when prompted by the SMI item, participants re-
membered this motivation. However, the SMI item is also double-bar-
reled including both “fun” and “flirtatious”, making it unclear whether 
participants were endorsing one or both motivations. In addition to 
the SMI item, the SMQ also has an item addressing flirting as a po-
tential motivation, and it was endorsed at very similar rates (65.2% 
“for flirting or hooking up” on the SMQ vs. 71.0% for “To be fun/flir-
tatious” on the SMI). While our content analysis did not include a 
flirtation motivation code, three of the 17 qualitative responses that 
mentioned fun also mentioned flirting, suggesting fun and flirting 
motivations may go hand-in-hand for some but not others. Future 
researchers should separate out fun and flirtation to enable further 
exploration of how these motivations overlap and diverge. Further-
more, researchers should keep in mind that women who enjoy flirt-
ing and attention from men are not necessarily disempowered or less 
informed than women who do not–and vice versa. 

Items addressing relationship dynamics were among the most en-
dorsed motivations across all measurement approaches. For example, 
“Relationship Norm/Expectation” was the most common motivation 
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reported qualitatively (35.3%). Likewise, the SMQ items “to increase 
intimacy in my dating relationship” (80.7%) and “to increase passion 
in my dating relationship” (76.8%), which could be conceptualized as 
relationship maintenance, were the most commonly endorsed moti-
vations on this measure. However, this observation would have been 
missed if we had only evaluated and reported endorsement of the 
SMQ subscales—none of which are about relationships. Taken to-
gether, these findings indicated that many women are motivated to 
send nudes to men by their desire to maintain or improve their re-
lationship. Researchers designing new measures should include nu-
anced relationship motives, and those using the SMQ should consider 
conducting additional item by item analyses. 

The motivation of external validation, or seeking affirmation from 
others, was endorsed somewhat consistently across the different 
measurement approaches. “Validation” (14%) was in the top five 
most common motivations discussed in the qualitative data (e.g., 
“They made me feel better about myself and that someone actu-
ally thought I was pretty and liked me”), and was moderately well 
endorsed by participants on the SMQ items: “to test whether I am 
attractive enough” (41.1%), “to verify whether my body is okay” 
(45.9%), and “to test whether I am sexually attractive” (45.9%). The 
SMQ Body Image Reinforcement cluster was also the second most 
endorsed of the three clusters (though it was near the floor of the 
scale). Relatedly, the SMI item, “To get positive feedback or compli-
ments” (52.7%), was endorsed by around half of participants. Women 
reported that getting validation from others was motivating across 
the various measurement modalities, perhaps suggesting that this 
is an especially important part of why many women send nudes to 
men. This likely reflects the larger culture where women’s appar-
ent value is based on the standards and approval of White cisgen-
der straight men. It is likely impossible to totally separate enjoyable 
sexual experiences, validation seeking, and objectification, so fu-
ture researchers should investigate the ways these are inextricably 
intertwined under White cisheteropatriarchy. While sending nudes, 
as one participant writes, “for male validation”, is an ostensibly ob-
jectifying motivation, researchers should consider how feeling val-
ued for one’s appearance may actually be benign, appropriate, or 
even beneficial in certain contexts (e.g., when one feels valued for 
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other traits as well, during a sexual encounter, or in a romantic re-
lationship; Meltzer & McNulty, 2014). Indeed, one participant ex-
plained that “[sending nudes] helped me connect with my own sex-
uality and get comfortable with my body. By seeing someone else 
find my body beautiful and desirable, it helped me see myself that 
way and appreciate my body for other, non-sexual reasons as well. 
Overall, it gave me a lot more confidence and emotional validation.” 

There were also a few motives that were endorsed in the quan-
titative data but did not come up in the qualitative data. None of 
the participants mentioned drugs or alcohol as a motivation in their 
qualitative responses, yet 23.3% of the sample selected the SMI op-
tion “I was drunk/ high at the time”. It may be that participants had 
not reflected on the involvement of substance use in their moti-
vations until prompted, or that participants did not consider sub-
stance use as a motivation but rather a contextual/conditional fac-
tor. This suggests that researchers interested in the role of substance 
use in sexting and sending nudes may need to prompt participants. 
Likewise, the “Prove Something” code, which was a concept-driven 
code created based on a motivation identified in the SMI (i.e., “To 
prove that you trust someone”) did not apply to any qualitative re-
sponses, yet 18.8% of participants selected the corresponding SMI 
item. This is likely because when participants discussed trust or in-
timacy in their open-ended responses, they described collaborat-
ing on or building with their partner (captured by the “Connect with 
Partner” code) as opposed to “proving” trust or intimacy as a moti-
vation to send nudes. Finally, only one participant mentioned “In Ex-
change For Something” in their qualitative response, yet more par-
ticipants endorsed the related SMQ items “to obtain small favors 
from people” (13.5%), “in exchange for money or gifts” (11.6%), and 
“in exchange for something I need” (10.1%). This finding suggests 
these may have been secondary or less salient motivations for the 
women who endorsed them. The overall low prevalence of reporting 
on instrumental uses could also be due to cultural stigma around sex 
work. Researchers interested instrumental uses should prompt par-
ticipants and take steps to mitigate the potential influence of anti-
sex work attitudes.  
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4.1. Theoretical implications 

As part of their original objectification framework, Fredrickson and 
Roberts (1997) theorized that women would prioritize male desire 
and sensation above their own. In examining women’s motivations 
for sending nudes, their prediction rang true in the prevalence of var-
ious targets of pleasure across participants: partner first (“… to cheer 
him up, make him happy, help him reach climax, and just because 
he wanted a picture of me”), mutual second (“we were both sexu-
ally attracted to each other and it was mutual”), personal third (“Be-
cause I was horny”). Consistent with our conceptualization, one partic-
ipant also differentiated pleasure along similar lines “… to be mutually 
turned on, to please a man, to initiate sex, just to be turned on.” In-
deed, our observation about the prevalence of mentioning various tar-
gets of pleasure would have been impossible to make without these 
distinctions. Insights on prioritization within participants rather than 
between them could be further investigated by prompting women to 
consider how they rank these various targets of pleasure. 

Additionally, we found that a few women were motivated by a 
sense of power and control (e.g.,”[Nudes] are fun and can be used to 
create power in a relationship”). Another participant wrote: “I wanted 
to exert a sense of power over the men I sent nudes to; I could make 
them desire me and they would do anything to get a picture.” These 
findings demonstrate the idea that under cisheteropatriarchy women 
may exert control by modulating their sex appeal for personal benefit 
(i.e., via sending nudes). This could be adaptive in a society that ob-
jectifies women on a structural and interpersonal level, making expe-
riences objectification practically unavoidable for women regardless 
of their individual behaviors while also restricting avenues to empow-
erment. At the same time, it is also noteworthy that this only emerged 
with 3 participants (1.4%), suggesting that it may only be top of mind 
for a subset of women such as those who view sex as a source of 
power. Relatedly, the “Power” motivation coinciding with motivations 
“To Feel Sexy” and “Felt Cute” aligns with prior work on women’s en-
joyment of sexualization and viewing sex as a source of power (Liss 
et al., 2011). These findings may warrant additional exploration of the 
power, control, and predictability mechanism of objectification theory. 
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4.2. Recommendations for researchers 

The findings from this study also provide insight into future measure-
ment approaches for research on sexting and sending nudes. First, 
we recommend that researchers consider what aspect of sexting they 
are interested in (written only, image only, or both) and specify ac-
cordingly. Likewise, when deciding how to measure motivations, re-
searchers should weigh whether they are more interested in salience 
or comprehensiveness. If researchers are interested in learning about 
the most salient motivations for sexting or for sending nudes, then 
a qualitative approach could be favorable, whereas if they are inter-
ested in garnering individual participant’s endorsement across a com-
prehensive list of motivations, a quantitative approach may be bet-
ter. Regardless of approach, it is essential that researchers reflect on 
their own biases about sending nudes so they can better account for 
the nuanced range of reasons that women engage in this behavior, 
which include negative, neutral, and positive motivations. It is also crit-
ical that researchers avoid stigmatizing language. Finally, we recom-
mend that future researchers develop measures specifically for send-
ing nudes, given that existing quantitative measures do not capture 
several important motivations we identified for sending nudes in the 
qualitative data. 

4.3. Limitations and future directions 

While this work yielded several new insights into motives for send-
ing nudes, it is not without limitations. Because our sample was pri-
marily White, cisgender, heterosexual women from an undergradu-
ate participant pool, our findings may not apply to the experiences of 
people who do not share those identity characteristics. While gener-
alizability is not the goal of qualitative research, transferability is a rel-
evant consideration for these qualitative findings—that is, how your 
findings may or may not apply to other contexts (Kuper et al., 2008). 

In terms of gender and sexual diversity, the sample was primar-
ily cisgender heterosexual women, with a significant minority of cis-
gender bisexual women. The prevalence of these gender and sexual 
identities was unsurprising given the study’s focus on the dynamics of 
women sending nudes to men, but our findings do little to clarify the 
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potentially unique motivations for sending nudes among transgender 
women or in queer dynamics. For example, perhaps sending nudes 
could feel gender affirming or elicit gender euphoria for some trans-
gender people. Conversely, some may find the experience dysphoric. 
The lack of racial and ethnic diversity is another limitation related to 
the sample, especially given potentially unique sociocultural pressures, 
racialized stereotypes, and culturally situated values about sexual-
ity that may influence motives (Ruvalcaba et al., 2020). For example, 
among Black women, additional pressures to adhere to respectability 
politics or an awareness of the “Jezebel” stereotype could influence 
cyber-sexual behavior and experiences (e.g., Leath et al., 2021; Pitcan 
et al., 2018). The age range of our sample is consistent with research 
suggesting the developmental groups most likely to sext—emerging 
adults (Mori et al., 2020). While adolescents are another age group 
with high rates of sexting (Klettke et al., 2014; Mori et al., 2022), we 
did not recruit adolescents in the current study due to practical con-
cerns when collecting data for sex research with people below the age 
of consent in the state where the research was conducted. With these 
limitations in mind, we acknowledge that our results are not neces-
sarily applicable to all women’s motives for sending nudes but rather 
apply primarily to young, White, cisgender women in college. Future 
research should prioritize expanding beyond this population. 

An additional methodological limitation is that we modified vali-
dated measures of sexting to assess motivations for sending nudes 
without prior information about how such changes might influence 
the psychometric properties of these validated scales. However, sev-
eral items on these scales, or the subscales themselves, already fo-
cused on images or videos without using the word “nudes” (e.g., the 
Body Image Reinforcement subscale on the SMQ). Furthermore, the 
internal consistency of the SMQ, as evidenced by good to excellent 
Cronbach’s alphas, was similar to (or better than) those reported in 
the original SMQ validation paper (Bianchi et al., 2016). While our em-
phasis on the phrase “sending nudes” (which was clearly defined for 
participants) was a departure from the terms used in the validated 
versions of these measures (e.g., “sexts”), other researchers have chal-
lenged the relevance of the word “sexting” for young participants 
(Walker et al., 2013). Additionally, modification of existing measures/
items for various reasons is a relatively common practice in sexting 
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research (e.g., Maes & Vandenbosch, 2022). Future research could also 
further examine the psychometric properties of the modified versions 
of the SMQ to ensure that they are psychometrically sound (e.g., via 
exploratory or confirmatory factor analysis). 

Potential next steps for this research include the development 
of a scale that measures motivations for sending nudes specifically, 
includes positive motives, and is designed specifically for use with 
women. Relatedly, the field is currently ill-equipped to examine mo-
tives in gender diverse samples and should develop scales to better 
account for the role of gender in sending nudes. Additionally, these 
findings offer an initial exploration of an under explored mechanism 
of self-objectification that could be fertile grounds for further research 
on objectification and sexual empowerment. More broadly, future re-
search should consider how objectification theory and sexual scripts 
apply to other cybersexual phenomena, and what we can learn about 
other classic social scientific theories by transposing them into new 
digital contexts. 

5. Conclusions 

The purpose of the present research was to examine why women send 
nudes to men using a novel triangulation approach. In addition to the 
motivations highlighted in previous studies (e.g., pressure, relation-
ships expectancies), the present research revealed that some women 
also send nudes because they were already feeling good about their 
bodies, wanted to initiate sex, or wanted to explore their sexuality re-
motely. These findings contrast with the general emphasis on nega-
tive motivations in the sexting literature and undermine the notion 
that sending nudes is mainly, exclusively, or inherently detrimental 
to women. Triangulating qualitative and quantitative data in a sin-
gle study also highlighted that women send nudes for many reasons, 
and that different measurement approaches may inform which, and 
how often, certain motivations emerge in their sample. Additionally, 
we provided guidance for a more affirming and comprehensive ap-
proach to the measurement of this behavior in future research—which 
is generally to consider sending nudes separately from sexting to bet-
ter account for women’s unique experiences of looking at oneself, and 
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being looking at, in an objectifying culture, and to ask about this be-
havior in a nonstigmatizing manner. In offering a more robust and 
nuanced picture of women’s motivations to send nudes, we find that 
women are not thoughtlessly sending images of their bodies to oth-
ers, but rather are acutely aware of their motivations. 
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