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Image-based sexual abuse (IBSA) involves the sharing or distribution of erotic material without the consent of the subject in 
the material. A common scenario of IBSA revolves around an individual sharing erotic material of their former intimate 
partner following the dissolution of the relationship in order to humiliate or harass that former partner for a perceived 
wrongdoing. This scenario has caused IBSA to be referred to as “revenge porn” in the past, but that phrase does not capture 
the full breadth of IBSA behaviors and motivations. IBSA is a relatively new phenomenon, having emerged in the last decade, 
and few studies have examined public perceptions of the activity. In the present study, the attitudes of a national sample (n = 
1,023) of Americans were examined on IBSA-related issues. Results of this study showed that the general public largely 
disapproves of IBSA and supports its criminalization; however, the public also attributes blame to the victims of IBSA. Several 
factors influence these perceptions including sex, race, age, parental status, political orientation, and sexting history. 

 

Article History:  
 
Received May 13, 2021 
Received in revised form September 19, 2021 
Accepted September 21, 2021 
 
 

Keywords: 
 

image-based sexual abuse, revenge pornography, sexting, victim blaming 
 

 

 

 

© 2021 Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society and The Western Society of Criminology  

Hosting by Scholastica. All rights reserved.   

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 



 IMAGE-BASED SEXUAL ABUSE 31 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 23, Issue 3 

The sending of self-produced sexually 
explicit material to others, or “sexting,” has become 
commonplace. Studies in Australia, the United 
Kingdom (U.K.), and the United States (U.S.) indicate 
that between 41% and 61% of young adults have sent 
self-produced sexually explicit material to someone 
else at least once (Branch et al., 2017; Henry et al., 
2017; Scott & Gavin, 2018). When self-produced 
sexually explicit material is purposefully sent to one 
party and then the receiving party shares that material 
with others without the consent of the creator of the 
material, sexting transforms into image-based sexual 
abuse (IBSA).   

Prevalence rates of IBSA victimization range 
from 4% to 12.8% among samples of U.S. adults 
(Branch et al., 2017; Eaton et al., 2017; Lenhart et al., 
2016; Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020). Victims of IBSA 
have faced an uphill battle in pursuing justice. There 
is no federal law pertaining to IBSA. In 2004, New 
Jersey became the first state to enact IBSA legislation 
by making it a felony to distribute another person’s 
sexually explicit photos without their consent (Beyens 
& Lievens, 2016). IBSA legislation has been met with 
opposition as critics claim that sharing images or 
videos, even without the consent of the subject, is an 
exercise of free speech (Barmore, 2015). Thus, IBSA 
legislation infringes on First Amendment protections. 
For instance, in 2019, a Minnesota Court of Appeals 
found the state’s IBSA law too broad and in violation 
of a defendant’s constitutional rights before the 
Minnesota Supreme Court upheld the legislation the 
following year (Xiong, 2020). Despite challenges, all 
but two states (Massachusetts and South Carolina,) 
presently have laws that address IBSA. How IBSA is 
defined and the possible punishments for IBSA 
perpetrators, however, vary across state statutes 
(Cyber Civil Rights Initiative, 2021).  

IBSA has emerged as a prominent 
technology-facilitated crime and evolving criminal 
justice policy issue. As IBSA is a relatively new 
phenomenon, empirical research on the subject is 
limited. The purpose of the present study is to 
contribute to the literature on IBSA by exploring the 
experiences of U.S. residents with IBSA, gauging 
public perceptions of IBSA, and examining factors 
that influence those perceptions. 

Literature Review 

IBSA and Revenge Pornography 

IBSA has been referred to as “revenge 
pornography” with the implication being that those 
sharing sexually explicit material without consent are 
doing so with the intent to harm or humiliate the 
creator of the material following a perceived insult. 

For instance, during the course of a relationship, an 
individual creates and sends sexually explicit photos 
of themselves to their partner with the understanding 
that the photos are to be kept private. Following the 
dissolution of the relationship, however, the partner 
who received the sexually explicit photos publicly 
posts that material on the Internet. In 2019, Katie Hill 
resigned from her position as a member of the U.S. 
House of Representatives after admitting to having an 
inappropriate romantic relationship with a 
congressional staffer. The political blog RedState 
published the initial allegations against Hill along with 
several nude photos that Hill alleged were released 
without her consent by her husband to damage her 
reputation during divorce proceedings (Lee, 2019).  

While IBSA may be motivated by revenge in 
some cases, the term “revenge pornography” is 
limiting in that it does not capture the full range of 
motivations for IBSA. Perpetrators of IBSA may be 
motivated by a variety of factors including sexual 
gratification, misogyny, notoriety, financial gain, or 
entertainment (Beyens & Lievens, 2016; Kamal & 
Newman, 2016). Referring to IBSA as revenge 
pornography also implies a direct relationship between 
perpetrator and victim culminating in the perpetrator 
desiring retribution. Perpetrators of IBSA, however, 
may have no actual connection to their victim. IBSA 
may involve the hacking of private devices and theft 
of self-made sexually explicit material. In 2014, 
hundreds of intimate photos were stolen from the 
private iCloud accounts of various female celebrities 
and posted to anonymous online message boards 
before quickly spreading across the Internet (Grant, 
2014). It is also important to note that victims of IBSA 
may not have even knowingly created the sexually 
explicit material that was shared, but instead were 
covertly recorded. In 2019, PornHub, the world’s 
largest pornography website, removed secretly 
recorded videos depicting female college athletes 
undressing and showering in a locker room that were 
allegedly recorded several years prior (Bogage, 2019). 
Therefore, referring to IBSA as revenge pornography 
is an oversimplification of a complex behavior 
involving a variety of motivations and dynamics 
between perpetrators and victims. 

IBSA Perpetration 

While there is little research examining the 
characteristics of IBSA perpetrators, the available 
studies from Australia and the U.S. do reveal some 
common traits among IBSA perpetrators. IBSA 
perpetrators are more likely to be male than female 
(Powell et al., 2019; Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020). Also, 
IBSA perpetration appears to be influenced by sexual 
orientation. For instance, Powell and colleagues 
(2019) found higher rates of self-reported distribution 
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of non-consensual sexual images among lesbian, gay, 
or bisexual participants (13.7%) compared to 
heterosexual participants (5.4%). Ruvalcaba and 
Eaton (2020) also found higher rates of self-reported 
IBSA perpetration among homosexual men (10.8%) 
compared to heterosexual men (6.4%), but did not find 
a significant difference in self-reported IBSA 
perpetration between lesbian women and heterosexual 
women. Additionally, IBSA perpetrators are most 
likely to target either a current romantic partner, 
former romantic partner, or friend for victimization 
(Powell et al., 2019; Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020).  

Some websites that host non-consensual 
material allow the user uploading the content to add 
text along with the material. In an analysis of 108 non-
consensual images that contained accompanying text 
across seven websites, Uhl and colleagues (2018) 
found that the most common themes included by IBSA 
perpetrators are insulting references to the subject of 
the material (26.9%), references to the subject of the 
material being a former partner of the individual 
uploading the material (25.4%), and references to 
specific body parts of the subject of the material 
(21.6%).  

In a more direct examination of revenge-
motivated IBSA perpetration, Hall and Hearn (2017) 
analyzed the text accompanying user submissions of 
non-consensual material on one website where a 
revenge motive could be discerned. Common reasons 
for users seeking revenge against former partners by 
posting non-consensual material of them included 
claims of being controlled by their former partner 
during their relationship, claims of sexual infidelity or 
promiscuity by their former partner, and being denied 
access to their children by their former partner since 
the dissolution of their relationship. 

IBSA Victimization 

Whereas the majority of IBSA perpetrators 
appear to be male (Eaton et al., 2017; Powell et al., 
2019; Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020), IBSA victims 
appear to be overwhelmingly female (Branch et al., 
2017; Eaton et al., 2017; Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020; 
Uhl et al., 2018). For instance, Uhl and colleagues 
(2018) discovered that photographs of women 
comprised 91.8% of the material across seven 
different IBSA websites despite six of those seven 
websites allowing for submissions of material 
featuring men and women. It should be noted, 
however, that not every scholarly study expresses that 
women are the predominate victims of IBSA. In a 
survey of cyber dating abuse among university 
students in Spain, Borrajo and colleagues (2015) 
found that a significantly higher percentage of men 
(8.3%) reported that their female significant others had 
shared intimate images of them without consent 

compared to women (3.1%) and their male significant 
others.  
  Gender is not the only significant factor in 
IBSA victimization. Branch and colleagues (2017) 
examined differences between college students who 
participated in sexting, but did not experience IBSA 
and college students who had participated in sexting 
and then had the material they sent shared with other 
parties without their consent. Compared to those who 
had participated in sexting, but did not experience 
IBSA, IBSA victims were more likely to be non-white, 
more likely to be in a relationship, more impulsive, 
hold more positive attitudes toward sexting, and less 
likely to have engaged in IBSA perpetration 
themselves.  

When sexually explicit material is uploaded 
to the Internet, it may be impossible to completely 
remove the material as it spreads around the globe 
from user to user and website to website. Not only are 
the private images of victims on display, but this 
material may be accompanied by personal information 
about the victim including their full names, area of 
residence, and links to social media profiles (Stroud, 
2014). Through IBSA, victims have their privacy 
invaded, which then enables a range of other 
consequences. The effects of IBSA on the mental 
health of victims can be devastating. Victims of IBSA 
may experience powerlessness, shame, humiliation, 
anxiety, depression, loss of self-esteem, eating 
disorders, and other psychological issues (Bates, 2017; 
Kamal & Newman, 2016; Uhl et al., 2018). Bates 
(2017) equated the overall mental health consequences 
stemming from IBSA victimization to those 
experienced by rape survivors. Beyond the impact on 
their mental health, victims can suffer other life-
altering effects of IBSA including loss of educational 
opportunities, termination of employment, and 
difficulty gaining future employment as the sexually 
explicit material of the victim is discovered online 
during interview processes and background checks 
(Bates, 2017; Kamal & Newman, 2016). To manage 
these effects, some IBSA victims have developed 
negative coping strategies including withdrawing from 
society and chemical dependence while others have 
attempted suicide (Bates, 2017; Kamal & Newman, 
2016). 

Public Perceptions of IBSA  

Empirical research examining public 
perceptions of IBSA has focused primarily on victim 
blaming attitudes. As IBSA victimization may involve 
the victim creating and initially sharing the sexually 
explicit material, IBSA victims are sometimes 
attributed blame for their victimization. For instance, 
when the nude photos of Representative Katie Hill 
emerged online without her consent, the Speaker of the 
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House of Representatives, Nancy Pelosi, commented 
that young candidates should be warned to be careful 
of photos that they transmit (Adegoke, 2019). The 
argument made is that if the victim had never created 
the explicit material to begin with or had at least not 
shared it initially, then it could never have been shared 
without their consent. Varying levels of victim blame 
for IBSA victims have been recorded. In a survey of 
U.S. college freshman, only 18% of respondents 
agreed that a person who consensually shares a 
sexually explicit photo of themselves deserves to then 
have that photo shared with other people (Branch et 
al., 2017). Higher levels of victim blaming were found 
in a survey of Australians, where 65% of respondents 
agreed that a person who sends an intimate image to 
another person is at least partially responsible if that 
image is then shared with others (Henry et al., 2017).   

Four studies were identified that examined 
what factors influence attributing blame to victims of 
IBSA. All four studies utilized IBSA vignettes or 
scenarios to evaluate victim blaming attitudes across 
survey participants. In the most recent study identified, 
Mckinlay and Lavis (2020) established a relationship 
between the content of the material shared by the 
perpetrator and victim blaming attitudes. Namely, 
when the shared content featured higher levels of 
nudity, (such as exposed breasts) the victims were 
attributed greater blame than when the shared content 
featured lower levels of nudity (such as the victim in 
lingerie). Starr and Lavis (2018) discovered that the 
length of time the perpetrator and victim had been in a 
relationship prior to the victim sharing self-produced 
sexually explicit material with the perpetrator 
impacted the degree to which the victim was blamed 
for the future IBSA. Specifically, when the victim 
shared self-produced sexually explicit material earlier 
in the relationship, the victim was blamed more when 
the perpetrator shared that material without consent 
than when the victim shared self-produced sexually 
explicit material later in the relationship and it was 
then shared without consent.  

This finding by Starr and Lavis (2018) is in 
opposition to findings by Bothamley and Tulley 
(2018), who observed that the length of the 
relationship had no impact on blame attributed to the 
victim. Further, Bothamley and Tulley (2018) also 
found no relationship between how the relationship 
ended (amicably or as a result of unfaithfulness) and 
blame attributed to the victim. A significant 
relationship was found between participant gender and 
blame attributed to the victim. While, overall, the 
participants attributed low levels of blame to the 
victims across IBSA scenarios, male participants were 
significantly more likely to attribute blame to IBSA 
victims than female participants (Bothamley & Tulley, 
2018).  

Scott and Gavin (2018), however, did not 
uncover a significant relationship between participant 
gender and victim blaming. The researchers did find a 
relationship between participant sexting experience 
and victim blaming. Specifically, participants who had 
not participated in sexting were more likely to blame 
IBSA victims than participants who had participated 
in sexting in the past (Scott & Gavin, 2018).  

To a lesser extent, research examining public 
perceptions of IBSA has also focused on the 
acceptability of IBSA perpetration and attitudes 
toward criminalization of IBSA. When asked if 
someone receiving a nude or semi-nude photo of a 
friend should share that photo with others, Branch and 
colleagues (2017), found that U.S. college students 
overwhelmingly agreed (92.3%) that the receiver 
should not share the image. While that speaks more to 
the morality of the behavior, the respondents did 
recognize potential legal consequences of IBSA 
perpetration with over 77% of respondents agreeing 
that they could get into trouble if they were to share a 
sexually explicit photo of someone without their 
consent. In a survey of U.S. residents, Lageson and 
colleagues ( (2019) found that over 94% of 
respondents support the criminalization of posting 
sexually explicit material of someone without their 
permission; however, support for criminalization 
decreased to 76.3% if the victim originally created the 
sexually explicit material that was shared. While not 
specifically focusing on victim blaming, this finding 
by Lageson and colleagues (2019) does further 
emphasize how victims of IBSA are blamed for their 
own victimization and how these perceptions affect 
policy support.  

The Current Study 

IBSA is a relatively new phenomenon, and 
there is little empirical research examining public 
perceptions toward IBSA. A recent study of the 
prevalence of IBSA victimization revealed that 1 out 
of 12 U.S. residents has been a victim of IBSA 
(Ruvalcaba & Eaton, 2020). Yet, as of this writing, 
only two studies (Branch et al., 2018; Lageson et al., 
2019) were identified that surveyed U.S. residents on 
their attitudes toward IBSA. The aim of the present 
study is to gain a better understanding of how IBSA is 
perceived among the American public. The current 
study will first examine the prevalence of IBSA 
perpetration and victimization among a sample of U.S. 
residents. The study will then explore the perceptions 
of the sample toward various IBSA issues, including 
the appropriateness of nonconsensual sharing of 
sexually explicit material, criminality of IBSA in two 
forms, and responsibility of the victim in IBSA. 
Lastly, the present study will consider the role of 
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multiple factors that may influence the perceptions of 
the sample toward IBSA.  

Method 

Sample 

A total of 1,023 respondents participated in 
the study. The demographic characteristics of the 
sample are detailed in Table 1. The sample was 
predominantly female (56.5%) and white (73.8%). 
Participants were most likely to be between 30 and 39 
years old (34.4%) with slightly over one-quarter 
(26.1%) of the participants being between 18 and 29 
years old. The sample was well-educated with 66.3% 
of the respondents having some form of a college 
degree. Over one-third (39.6%) reported a yearly 
household income of at least $60,000. The respondents 
were most likely to be married (45.9%) and almost 
equally likely to be a parent (51.2%) or not be a parent 
(48.8%). The sample featured respondents from every 
U.S. state, except for Wyoming, but respondents were 
most likely to be located in the South (39.4%). 
Politically, the respondents were most likely to 
consider themselves to be liberal or very liberal 
(44.6%). 
 

Table 1: Demographics of Sample 
 
 % (N) 

Sex (n=1,019)  

Female 56.5 (576) 

Male 43.5 (443) 

  

Race (n=1,021)  

White 73.8 (753) 

African American 8.9 (91) 

American Indian or Alaskan Native 1.0 (10) 

Asian or Pacific Islander 7.9 (81) 

Hispanic or Latino 6.2 (63) 

Other 2.3 (23) 

  

Age (n=1,023); M=38.7; SD-12.6  

18-29 26.1 (267) 

30-39 34.4 (352) 

40-49 18.9 (193) 

50-59 12.6 (129) 

60-69 6.5 (66) 

70+ 1.6 (16) 

  

Education (n=1,018)  

Less than high school 1.0 (10) 

High school diploma or equivalent 
(GED) 

8.6 (88) 

Some college, but no degree 24.1 (245) 

Associate degree 12.3 (125) 

Bachelor’s degree 37.8 (385) 

Graduate or professional degree 16.2 (165) 

  

Income (n=1,019)  

Less than $10,000 4.6 (47) 

$10,001-$19,999 9.1 (93) 

$20,000-$39,999 23.1 (235) 

$40,000-$59,999 23.6 (240) 

$60,000-$79,999 26.2 (267) 

Greater than $80,000 13.4 (137) 

  

Marital Status (n=1,021)  

Never married 40.0 (408) 

Married 45.9 (469) 

Separated 2.0 (20) 

Divorced 10.0 (102) 

Widowed 2.2 (22) 

  

Have Children (n=1,010)  

No 48.8 (293) 

Yes 51.2 (517) 

  

Region (n=1,022)  

Northeast 17.8 (182) 

Midwest 19.7 (201) 

South 39.4 (403) 

West 23.1 (236) 

  

Political Orientation (n=1,018)  

Very conservative 6.1 (62) 

Conservative 19.4 (197) 

Moderate 30.0 (305) 

Liberal 30.8 (314) 

Very liberal 13.8 (140) 
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Data Collection Procedure 

Prior to data collection, Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) approval was gained to ensure the ethical 
integrity of the research plan. The data for this study 
originated from voluntary and confidential electronic 
surveys collected through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk). MTurk is a crowdsourcing service that 
allows for a variety of different types of tasks to be 
posted and then completed by individuals who register 
with MTurk as “workers.” Tasks are assigned reward 
values by the poster of the task, and a worker receives 
the reward upon successful completion of the task. 
Those who post tasks have the ability to examine 
completed work and refuse payment to the worker if 
the completed work is subpar (for example, if the 
majority of a survey was submitted unanswered). This 
method of data collection has become popular in the 
social sciences and has been utilized in several recent 
studies of crime and justice (Call, 2020; Lageson et al., 
2019; Pogarsky et al., 2017; Struckman-Johnson et al., 
2020). For the present study, a solicitation for U.S. 
residents at least 18 years of age to complete a survey 
was posted on MTurk for a reward of 25 cents. The 
solicitation linked potential respondents to the survey 
hosted on the web-based survey site SurveyMonkey. 
The solicitation for participants was posted on 
September 1, 2018. The survey was open for one 
week. Through a screening question, potential 
participants were asked if they currently work in the 
field of criminal justice. Respondents who indicated 
they were currently employed in the field of criminal 
justice were disqualified from the survey. As the 
purpose of the survey was to gauge the perceptions of 
the general public toward IBSA, the findings of the 
survey would be skewed by including those working 
in the field of criminal justice.  

Data Collection Instrument  

The data collection instrument was 
developed to measure the general public’s experience 
with sexting and IBSA and attitudes toward IBSA. To 
gauge their experience with sexting and IBSA, all 
participants were asked if they had ever sent a photo 
or video to another individual that was intended to be 
sexually explicit. If answering affirmatively, the 
participant was asked a follow-up question about 
whether, to their knowledge, a sexually explicit photo 
or video of them they had consensually shared had 
ever then been shared without their consent. All 
participants were also asked if they had ever received 
a photo or video from another individual that was 
intended to be sexually explicit. If answering 
affirmatively, the participant was asked a follow-up 
question about whether they had ever shared a 
sexually explicit photo or video sent to them with a 

third party without the consent of the person in the 
photo or video.   

Attitudes toward IBSA were measured using 
a series of five statements. Specifically, the instrument 
contained items addressing whether or not the 
recipient of sexually explicit photos or videos should 
share that material with others, if IBSA victims share 
any responsibility for their material being shared, the 
legality of IBSA in general, and the legality of IBSA 
in instances where the victim did not intend to share 
the material. Participants were asked to rate their level 
of agreement with each statement on a five-point 
Likert-type scale (strongly disagree = 1, disagree = 2, 
neither agree nor disagree = 3, agree = 4, strongly 
agree = 5). 

Analytic Plan  

The data gathered from this research was 
examined using Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS), version 25. Frequencies were used to 
determine the participants’ experiences with IBSA and 
their overall attitudes toward IBSA. Ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression was conducted in order to 
examine the impact of multiple variables toward 
perceptions of IBSA. A review of the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov Test and Q-Q plot suggests that the normality 
of the data was reasonable for OLS regression. 
Additionally, tests of the variance inflation factors 
(VIF) of predictors and the tolerance of predictor 
variables to see if the data met the assumption of 
collinearity indicated that multicollinearity was not a 
concern in any of the OLS analyses.  

Seven independent variables were used in the 
multivariate analysis. Specifically, sex (0=female; 
1=male), race (0=white; 1=non-white), age (in years), 
education (0=less than high school; 1=high school 
degree or equivalent; 2=some college, but no degree; 
3=associate degree; 4=bachelor’s degree; 5=graduate 
or professional degree), parental status (0=non-parent; 
1=parent), political orientation (0=very conservative; 
1=conservative; 2=moderate; 3=liberal; 4=very 
liberal), and sexting history (0=never sent a photo or 
video to another individual that was intended to be 
sexually explicit; 1=have sent a photo or video to 
another individual that was intended to be sexually 
explicit) were included in the regression analyses. 

Results 

The experiences of the participants with 
sexting and IBSA are displayed in Table 2. Slightly 
more than one-third (34.7%) of the respondents 
indicated that they had sent a photo or video to another 
party that was intended to be sexually explicit. These 
respondents were most likely to be female (59.4%), 
white (76.0%), in their thirties (41.4%), hold a 
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Bachelor’s degree (35.9%), be unmarried (55.49%), 
almost equally likely to have children (49.1%) or not 
have children (50.9%), reside in the South (41.24%), 
and identify as politically liberal (32.86%). Of those 
who reported engaging in this behavior, one-fifth 
(20.3%) of those respondents allege that, to the best of 
their knowledge, someone who they shared a sexually 
explicit photo or video with went on to share that 
material further without their consent. These 
respondents were most likely to be female (55.6%), 
white (81.9%), between the ages of 18 and 29 (40.3%), 
hold a Bachelor’s degree (37.5%), almost equally 
likely to be married (51.4%) or unmarried (48.6%), 
have children (57.1%), reside in the South (45.8%), 
and be equally likely to identify as either politically 
conservative (26.8%) or moderate (26.8%). Receiving 
a sexually explicit photo or video was more common 
than sending a sexually explicit photo or video as 
slightly more than one-half (51.1%) of the respondents 
indicated that they had received a photo or video from 
someone that was intended to be sexually explicit. 
These respondents were most likely to be female 
(56.6%), white (76.58%), in their thirties (39.9%), 
hold a Bachelor’s degree (35.9%), be unmarried 
(56.3%), equally likely to have children (50.0%) or not 
have children (50.0%), reside in the South (42.7%), 
and identify as politically liberal (32.3%). Of those 
respondents who reported receiving this material, 
10.2% reported that they had shared this material with 
a third party without the consent of the individual who 

originally sent them the sexually explicit material. 
These respondents were most likely to be male 
(58.5%), white (79.3%), between the ages of 18 and 
29 (39.6%), hold a Bachelor’s degree (52.8%), be 
unmarried (54.7%), have children (54.9%), reside in 
the South (49.1%), and identify as politically liberal 
(32.1%). 

The descriptive statistics pertaining to the 
perceptions of the sample toward IBSA-related issues 
are presented in Table 3. The vast majority (91%) of 
the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that if an 
individual receives sexually explicit photos or videos 
of someone, that individual should not share them 
without consent. The respondents were slightly less 
supportive, but still largely in favor of the 
criminalization of IBSA with 86.8% of respondents 
agreeing or strongly agreeing that sharing sexually 
explicit photos or videos of someone without their 
permission should be illegal. The public’s support for 
criminalization differed when a distinction was made 
between whether the victim had originally and 
consensually shared the sexually explicit material with 
the perpetrator or not.  More than one-third (36.7%) of 
the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the 
sharing of sexually explicit photos or videos of 
someone without their permission should be illegal 
only if the victim did not intend to share the material 
with anyone, such as if their mobile device or 
computer were hacked and the material stolen from 
them. Nearly half of the respondents attributed at least 

 
 

Table 2: Sexting & ISBA Experience 
 

 % (N) 

Have you ever sent a photo or video to another individual that was intended to be sexually explicit? 
(N=1,023) 

 

No 65.3 (668) 

Yes 34.7 (355) 

  

If yes, to the best of your knowledge, has someone who you shared a sexually explicit photo or 
video with, shared that material with another party without your consent? (N=355) 

 

No 79.7 (283) 

Yes 20.3 (72) 

  

Have you ever received a photo or video from another individual that was intended to be sexually 
explicit? (N=1,021) 

 

No 48.9 (499) 

Yes 51.1 (522) 

  

If yes, have you ever shared a sexually explicit photo or video that was sent to you with a third 
party without the consent of the person in the photo or video? (N=522) 

 

No 89.8 (469) 

Yes 10.2 (53) 
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some blame to IBSA victims for their victimization as 
48% of the sample agreed or strongly agreed that if an 
individual receives sexually explicit photos or videos 
from someone and then shares the photos or videos 
without permission, the victim is at least partially 
responsible due to originally creating and sharing the 
sexually explicit material.  

The results of the multivariate analysis for 
belief that an individual receiving sexually explicit 
photos or videos should not share that material without 
permission are provided in Table 4. A significant 
regression equation was found F(7, 986) = 10.89, 
p < .000), with an adjusted R2 of .07. Sex, age, 
parental status, political orientation, and sexting 
history were significant predictors of agreement. 
Specifically, males (β = -.25, p < .001) and parents 
(β = -.38, p < .001) were less likely to agree that an 
individual receiving sexually explicit photos or videos 
should not share that material without permission 
whereas older respondents (β = .01, p < .01), more 
politically liberal respondents (β = .10, p < .001), and 
respondents who had previously sent a sexually 
explicit photo or video to someone (β = .01, p < .05) 
were more likely to agree that an individual receiving 
sexually explicit photos or videos should not share that 
material without permission. 

The results of the multivariate analysis for 
belief that sharing sexually explicit photos or videos 
of someone without their permission should be illegal 
are also presented in Table 4. A significant regression 
equation was found F(7, 986) = 11.38, p < .000), with 
an adjusted R2 of .07. Only sex and political 
orientation were significant predictors of agreement. 
Males (β = -.42, p < .001) were less likely to agree that 
sharing sexually explicit photos or videos of someone 

without their permission should be illegal whereas 
more politically liberal respondents (β = .09, p < .001) 
had a greater likelihood of agreeing that sharing 
sexually explicit photos or videos of someone without 
their permission should be illegal. 

The results of the multivariate analysis for 
belief that sharing sexually explicit photos or videos 
of someone without their permission should be illegal 
only if the victim did not intend to share the photos or 
videos with anyone are displayed in Table 4. 
A significant regression equation was found F(7, 984) 
= 5.99, p < .000), with an adjusted R2 of .03. Sex, race, 
and age were found to be significant predictors of 
agreement. Male respondents (β = .27, p < .001) and 
non-white respondents (β = .41, p < .001) were more 
likely to agree that sharing sexually explicit photos or 
videos of someone without their permission should be 
illegal only if the victim did not intend to share the 
photos or videos with anyone whereas older 
respondents (β = -.01, p < .05) were less likely to agree 
that sharing sexually explicit photos or videos of 
someone without their permission should be illegal 
only if the victim did not intend to share the photos or 
videos with anyone. It should be noted that both 
parental status and political orientation were 
approaching statistical significance with parents (β = 
.15, p < .09) being more likely to agree and more 
politically liberal respondents (β = -.07, p < .07) being 
less likely to agree that sharing sexually explicit 
photos or videos of someone without their permission 
should be illegal only if the victim did not intend to 
share the photos or videos with anyone.  

The results of the multivariate analysis for 
belief that if an individual receives sexually explicit 
photos or videos from someone and shares the content 

 

Table 3: Attitudes Toward IBSA 
 
 % (N) 

 SD D N A SA SD 

If an individual receives sexually explicit photos or 
videos from someone, that individual should not 
share the photos or videos without permission. 

 
0.6(6) 

 
1.6(16) 

 
6.8(70) 

 
19.8(203) 

 
71.2(728) 

      

Sharing sexually explicit photos or videos of 
someone without their permission should be illegal.  

 
0.9(9) 

 
3.4(35) 

 
8.9(91) 

 
26.8(274) 

 
60.0(614) 

      

Sharing sexually explicit photos or videos of 
someone without their permission should be illegal 
only if the victim did not intend to share the photos 
or videos with anyone (such as if their mobile device 
or computer were hacked). 

 
 

15.0(153) 

 
 

25.9(264) 

 
 

22.4(229) 

 
 

22.0(225) 

 
 

14.7(150) 

      

If an individual receives sexually explicit photos or 
videos from someone and shares the photos or 
videos without permission, the victim is at least 
partially responsible due to originally creating and 
sharing the photos or videos.   

 
 

14.6(149) 

 
 

20.3(208) 

 
 

17.1(175) 

 
 

32.9(337) 

 
 

15.1(154) 
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without permission, the victim is at least partially 
responsible due to originally creating and sharing the 
content are presented in Table 4. A significant 
regression equation was found F(7, 986) = 21.69, p < 
.000), with an adjusted R2 of .13. Race, age, parental 
status, political orientation, and sexting history were 
all significant predictors of agreement. Specifically, 
non-white respondents (β = .17, p < .05), older 
respondents (β = .01, p < .001), and parents (β = .19, p 
< .05) were more likely to agree that if an individual 
receives sexually explicit photos or videos from 

someone and shares the content without permission, 
the victim is at least partially responsible. Whereas 
more politically liberal respondents (β = -.32, p < .001) 
and respondents who had previously sent a sexually 
explicit photo or video to someone (β = -.32, p < .001) 
were less likely to agree that if an individual receives 
sexually explicit photos or videos from someone and 
shares the content without permission, the victim is at 
least partially responsible. It should be noted that sex 
was approaching statistical significance with male 
respondents (β = .14, p < .07) being more likely to 
agree that victims bear at least some responsibility for 
their victimization. 

Discussion 

The present study examined the public’s 
participation on sexting and IBSA while also 
examining their attitudes toward IBSA and the 
variables that influence those attitudes. The prevalence 
of IBSA victimization among the sample are in line 

with those expressed in the extant literature. An IBSA 
victimization rate of 7% was found among the 
respondents in the present study while previous studies 
of IBSA have placed victimization rates among U.S. 
adults between 4% and 12.8% (Branch et al., 2017; 
Eaton et al., 2017; Lenhart et al., 2016; Ruvalcaba & 
Eaton, 2020). It should be noted that while 7% of the 
overall sample reported IBSA victimization, when 
focusing solely on those respondents who had 
participated in sexting, the victimization rate was 
20.3%. Roughly 1 out of every 5 respondents who has 

sent a sexually explicit image or video to someone else 
has had that material shared further without their 
consent.  

Fewer studies have examined the extent of 
IBSA perpetration, but the rate of IBSA perpetration 
ascertained from the sample of the present study is 
comparable to previous research. Among the 
respondents, 5.2% reported sharing sexually explicit 
material that was sent to them with a third party 
without the consent of the person in the material. A 
slightly higher rate of IBSA perpetration of 6.4% was 
found in an Australian study (Powell et al., 2019); 
however, Ruvalcaba and Eaton (2020) also found an 
IBSA perpetration rate of 5.2% in a national survey of 
U.S. residents. 

The results of the present study indicate that 
a large majority of individuals believe that IBSA is 
inappropriate. This finding is in line with the available 
research on IBSA. For instance, 91% of respondents 
in the present study agreed that those who receive 
sexually explicit material from someone should not 

 
 

Table 4:  OLS Regression of Public Attitudes Toward IBSA 
 
 Should Not Share 

Material Without 
Consent 

IBSA Should be 
Criminal 

IBSA Should be 
Criminal Only if 

Victim Did Not Intend 
Any Sharing 

Victim Responsibility 

Variable b(SE) β b(SE) β b(SE) β b(SE) β 

Sex -.25(.05) -.17*** -.42(.05) -.24*** .27(.08) .10*** .14(.08) .06 

Race -.09(.05) -.06 -.03(.06) -.01 .41(.10) .14*** .17(.09) .06* 

Age .01(.00) .09** .00(.00) .04 -.01(.00) -.07* .01(.00) .10** 

Education -.02(.02) -.03 -.01(.02) -.01 -.01(.03) -.01 -.03(.03) -.03 

Parental Status -.14(.05) -.09*** -.05(.06) -.03 .15(.09) .06 .19(.09) .07* 

Political 
Orientation 

.10(.02) .16*** .09(.02) .11*** -.07(.04) -.06 -.32(.04) -.27*** 

Sexting History .10(.05) .06* -.02(.06) -.01 -.01(.09) -.01 -.32(.08) -9.10*** 

Constant 4.39(.12)  4.36(.13)  3.11(.21)  3.46(.20) -3.75 

*.05; **.01; ***.001. 
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share that material with others without permission 
while Branch and colleagues (2017) found that over 
92% of college students agreed that someone who 
receives a sexually explicit photo from someone 
should not share that photo without permission. Nearly 
87% of the respondents in the present study also 
believe that IBSA should be illegal. This is slightly 
less than the 94% agreement with the criminalization 
of IBSA found by Lageson and colleagues (2019), but 
still, the vast majority of respondents find IBSA to be 
both inappropriate and criminal behavior.  

Support for the criminalization of IBSA 
changes when specific forms of IBSA are introduced. 
While nearly 92% of the respondents in the present 
study agreed that sharing sexually explicit material of 
someone without their permission should be illegal, 
36.7% agreed that sharing sexually explicit material of 
someone without their permission should be illegal 
only if the victim had not previously shared the 
material with anyone. Thus, more than one-third of the 
respondents only recognize certain victims of IBSA. 
The idea of certain IBSA victims being “better” 
victims can also be seen in the work of Lageson and 
colleagues (2019) who reported that 94.4% of their 
sample supported the criminalization of IBSA in 
general, but the level of support dropped to 76.3% 
when focusing specifically on the criminalization of 
IBSA that involved material originally created by the 
victim. In the study by Lageson and colleagues (2019), 
a victim who had sexually explicit material of them 
shared without permission but participated in the 
creation of the material was perceived as less of a 
victim than one who had sexually explicit material of 
them shared without consent but did not knowingly 
create the material. 

Christie (1986) proposed the existence of an 
“ideal victim” who, be it an individual or group, is 
recognized completely as a victim following a 
criminal experience. To be awarded ideal victim 
status, the victim must possess certain attributes: (1) 
weakness, (2) being involved in a respectable act at the 
time of victimization, (3) being at a legitimate 
location, (4) victimized by an offender who is 
dangerous, and (5) the offender is an unknown 
presence. The IBSA victim who shares sexually 
explicit material of themselves with others before it is 
shared without their consent does not fit the 
characteristics of the ideal victim, and this may explain 
the lower levels of support for them. One of the ideal 
victim characteristics is involvement in a respectable 
act. Christie (1986) gives the example of a victim on 
her way home from caring for her sick sister. The 
IBSA victim who created and shared sexually explicit 
material of themselves is not being recognized as 
engaging in a respectable act; thus, it is easier to view 
this victim as non-ideal. Further, an ideal victim 

requires an ideal offender. According to Christie 
(1986), “the ideal offender differs from the victim…. 
He is a dangerous man coming from far away” (p. 26). 
The ideal offender is a visible threat and a stranger. 
The IBSA offender who non-consensually shares 
sexually explicit material sent to them by the victim 
does not fit this characterization. If the victim initially 
sent the offender sexually explicit material, perhaps 
even creating it specifically for them, it stands to 
reason that the victim did not view the perpetrator as 
dangerous and that the offender is an intimate partner 
or an intended intimate partner. With that in mind, 
members of the public may not view an IBSA offender 
as an ideal offender, which also alters the perception 
of the victim.   

When discussing the concept of the ideal 
victim and IBSA, it is important not to overlook male 
IBSA victimization. Prior studies report that women 
are more likely to be victims of IBSA than men 
(Branch et al., 2017; Eaton et al., 2017; Ruvalcaba & 
Eaton, 2020; Uhl et al., 2018). In the present study, the 
majority (55.6%) of those who reported a belief that, 
to the best of their knowledge, someone who they 
shared a sexually explicit photo or video with went on 
to share that material further without their consent 
were female. Males made up 44.4% of those reporting 
the same belief. That is not an inconsequential 
minority. The male victim of IBSA is also not an ideal 
victim for the same reasons highlighted above and also 
because male victimization, particularly of a sexual 
nature, is incongruent with societal perceptions of 
masculinity.   

The finding that over one-third of the public 
is only supportive of IBSA criminalization if the 
victim never shared the sexually explicit material in 
the first place leads to the larger issue of victim 
blaming. Christie’s (1986) ideal victim is one who 
cannot be blamed for their victimization. As the IBSA 
victim does not meet the criteria for ideal victim status, 
the IBSA victim is, to some degree, blamed for being 
victimized. In the present study, nearly half (48%) of 
the respondents agreed that IBSA victims are at least 
partly responsible if someone they consensually 
shared sexually explicit photos or videos with goes on 
to share those same photos or videos without their 
consent due to the victim originally creating and 
sharing the material. This level of victim blaming is 
higher than that found by Branch et al. (2017), where 
18% of respondents agreed that a person consensually 
sharing sexually explicit photos of themselves 
deserves to have that material shared with others, but 
lower than the level of victim blaming found by Henry 
et al. (2017), where 65% of respondents agreed that a 
person who sends an intimate image to another person 
is at least partially responsible if that image is then 
shared with others. Much like victims of rape (Bieneck 
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& Krahe, 2011), intimate partner violence (Meyer, 
2016), and online fraud (Cross, 2015), IBSA victims 
appear to be yet another group who are viewed as less-
than-credible victims.  
 While majorities of the sample agreed that 
IBSA is inappropriate and that IBSA should be illegal, 
the tendency toward victim blaming of those 
experiencing IBSA has dire implications. By feeling 
as if their victimization is their own fault, the negative 
mental health consequences of IBSA victimization 
may be exacerbated. Victims may also be less likely to 
come forward to report IBSA if they feel that their 
victimization will not be taken seriously. Blaming 
IBSA victims also minimizes the abusive behavior by 
placing the expression of one’s own sexuality on the 
same level as non-consensually sharing the expression 
of another’s sexuality. Much like if the rape victim had 
not exercised their sexuality by dressing in a way that 
emphasized their sexuality, if the IBSA victim had 
never taken a photo or video of themselves to begin 
with or had at least not shared it initially, then it could 
not have been shared without consent. 

Multiple variables were found that 
significantly influenced perceptions of IBSA. It should 
be noted, however, that education level did not 
significantly influence perceptions of IBSA in any 
model. The influence of sex on the participant’s 
attitudes toward IBSA reinforced the gendered nature 
of IBSA. In the present study, male respondents were 
significantly less likely than female respondents to 
agree that an individual receiving sexually explicit 
photos or videos should not share that material without 
permission and also significantly less likely to agree 
that sharing sexually explicit photos or videos of 
someone without their permission should be illegal. 
Additionally, male respondents were significantly 
more likely than female respondents to agree that 
sharing sexually explicit photos or videos of someone 
without their permission should be illegal only if the 
victim did not intend to share the photos or videos with 
anyone.  

While male respondents seem to support the 
notion that only certain victims (i.e., those who did not 
intend to share sexually explicit material of themselves 
with anyone) are true victims of a crime, sex did not 
significantly influence the belief that an IBSA victim 
is at least partly responsible for their victimization due 
to originally creating and sharing the material. In fact, 
of all of the statistically significant variables, sex was 
the only variable that did not influence perceptions of 
victim responsibility. Race, age, parental status, 
political orientation, and sexting history all 
significantly influenced perceptions of victim 
responsibility. Specifically, non-white respondents, 
older respondents, respondents who are parents, 
politically conservative respondents, and respondents 

who had never participated in sexting were more likely 
to place blame on victims of IBSA. Of those variables, 
the only one previously examined in relation to victim 
blaming and IBSA in the extant literature is sexting 
history. Like the results of the present study, Scott and 
Gavin (2018) also found that those who had not 
previously participated in sexting were more likely to 
blame IBSA victims than those who had participated 
in sexting in the past.  

The present study is not without limitations. 
Data for this study was generated from opt-in 
respondents using the crowdsourcing service MTurk. 
A reasonable set of concerns exists over the data 
provided by these opt-in respondents and the 
representativeness of the sample. Research has 
consistently indicated, however, that MTurk produces 
reliable data that does not significantly differ from 
data derived by more traditional methods and largely 
approximates the U.S. population (Buhrmester et al., 
2011; Casler et al., 2013; Goodman et al., 2013; 
Ipeirotis, 2010). While there is nothing to substantiate 
concerns over the use of MTurk to gather the data, 
there still may be concerns over the quality of the 
responses. IBSA is an emerging social issue, and the 
respondents’ perceptions of IBSA may have been 
shaped by recent media stories related to IBSA or 
influential cases in their areas prior to their 
participation in the study. Additionally, as IBSA is a 
sensitive issue, respondents may have felt the need to 
answer the survey questions in a socially acceptable 
manner, especially if they had ever engaged in IBSA. 
IBSA is also a complex issue, and the lack of a 
qualitative component for respondents to elaborate on 
their responses limits our understanding of their 
perceptions. Furthermore, several types of behavior 
can fall under the umbrella of IBSA. IBSA can involve 
the sharing of sexually explicit material received in 
confidence, the sharing of sexually explicit material 
stolen or hacked from technological devices, the 
sharing of secretly recorded material, the sharing of 
digitally altered or “deep fake” sexually explicit 
material, and other types of behavior. The present 
study explored the issue of IBSA in a general sense. 
Future research may wish to examine public 
perceptions of various forms or scenarios of IBSA. 
Future research may also wish to examine perceptions 
of specific IBSA policies. The majority of respondents 
were supportive of IBSA criminalization, and nearly 
every state has IBSA legislation, but that legislation 
varies in terms of necessary criteria for an act to be 
considered IBSA and sanctions for IBSA. The public 
may hold varying perceptions on appropriate sanctions 
for IBSA.  

IBSA is a technology-facilitated sex offense 
that can cause substantial harm to the professional 
lives, personal lives, and mental health of victims. As 
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the technology used for IBSA becomes more 
accessible and the act of sexting more socially 
acceptable, it stands to reason that the practice of IBSA 
will persist and possibly grow. While the present study 
has its limitations, it provides a step toward better 
understanding how IBSA is perceived by the 
American public. Although the public appears to 
disapprove of IBSA and support its criminalization, 
there is still an air of blame attributed to those who are 
victimized. As the issue of IBSA continues to evolve 
in society and in the legal system, greater attention 
must be focused on understanding how IBSA is 

perceived not just by the general public, but also by 
stakeholders in the criminal justice system in order to 
better address the harm caused by IBSA and the needs 
of victims. 
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