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a b s t r a c t

The internet offers several opportunities to explore sexuality among adolescents. However, some studies
have also revealed problematic effects of cybersex in earlier stages. Despite this, few studies analyze the
online sexual behavior among adolescents, even less in Spain where there is very little data. For this
reason, our aim is to examine the use of internet for sexual purposes among Spanish adolescents,
including gender differences. Three hundred and twenty-two adolescents completed an ad-hoc ques-
tionnaire and the Spanish version of the Internet Sex Screening Test. In general, boys report more
cybersex than girls do, for example, in masturbating while the Internet (60.6% of boys and 7.3% of girls).
In addition, internet sex interferes with lifestyles more frequently in boys (12.7% of them) than in girls
(4.7% of them). Moreover, according to linear regression, variables such as general pornography use or
oral sex seem to be connected to cybersex for both groups, while same-sex behaviors are more associated
with cybersex for boys and masturbation for girls. Therefore, these findings support the existence of
cybersex among Spanish adolescents (ranging from 3.1% to 60.6% in boys and 0%e11.5% in girls for some
online sexual activities), including certain problematic behaviors (8.6% of boys show a risk profile), and
the relevance of gender in its analysis. These results should be considered in prevention and support
strategies.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The internet become an accessible manner to discover human
sexuality without restrictive sexual standards (Griffiths, 2012). In
this context cybersex, the use of the internet for sexual purposes
such as viewing online pornography or engaging in online sexual
activities (Delmonico, Griffin, & Moriarity, 2001), is a place where
adolescents explore their sexuality (Bleakleya, Hennessya, &
Fishbein, 2011; Doornwaarda & van den Eijndena, 2015).

In Europe many adolescents (ranging from 15 to 16 years old)
use the internet (Livingstone, Haddon, G€orzig, & �Olafsson, 2011).
According to Kuss, van Rooij, Shorter, Griffiths and van de Mheen
(2013), they use it almost every day, at home and without

parental control. In general, adolescents use internet for different
purposes such as keep in contact with friends or seeking infor-
mation but they mainly use it for enjoyment (Sinkkonen, Puhakka,
& Meril€ainen, 2013). In particular, some of them (24% of boys and
17% of girls) have already done cybersex (Livingstone et al., 2011).

In Spain, where almost 100% of men and women adolescents
have accessed to the internet, at least 10% practice online sexual
activities (Ministerio del Interior-Gobierno de Espa~na, 2014). Most
of the Spanish young people, who increase this percentage to 82%,
report retrospectively that they had begun online sexual activities
at eleven age (Labay, Labay, & Labay, 2011). In this population, the
use of cybersex is mainly recreational although at least 18.7% of
boys and 2.9 of girls reveal a risk or pathological use (Ballester-
Arnal, Castro-Calvo, Gil-Llario, & Gim�enez-García, 2014).

Probably, particular characteristics of adolescents such as lack of
control and sensation seeking would facilitate a risk use of cybersex
(Steinberg, 2008) because adolescents would not have enough
understanding and development to distinguish a healthy and an
unhealthy use of it (Freeman-Longo, 2000). Consequently, online
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sexual activities could become more complex in earlier stages
(Cooper, Mansson, Daneback, Tikkanen, & Ross, 2003).

Therefore, cybersex could be healthy and beneficial for sexual
development. For example, when adolescents seek sexual infor-
mation or explore sexual activities and preferences easily
(Shaughnessy, Byers, Clowater, & Kalinowski, 2014). But, at the
same time, this sexual activity could be a potential hazard
(McCarthy, 2010). The internet could propagate misinformation
and reinforce stereotypes about sexuality (Longo, Brown, & Price,
2002). In addition, it could become a distressing experience for
adolescents who receive online unwanted sexual contents and
solicitations (Castro, G�omez, Gil, & Gim�enez, 2015). Even more the
online sexual behaviors could facilitate psychological and social
problems, such as addictive usage patterns, interfering with their
daily life (D€oring, 2009).

According Edwards, Delmonico and Griffin (2011) there is a
continuum between healthy internet use for sexual purposes and
pathological use. On the first level, there are “recreational users”
who access to online sexual material for entertainment and curi-
osity. As a consequence, there are not social or psychological
disruption. In any case, they divide this first level into two groups:
(1) “appropriate recreational users” when people use the internet
without problematic symptoms (opened behavior, minimal time
spent etwo hours per week-, no feeling embarrassed) and (2)
“inappropriate recreational users” when people shame others
sharing online sexual contents. On the second level, there are
problematic cybersex users who are divided into three groups.
People in “discovery group” have no problems because of their
online sexual activities, but they spend many hours in cybersex.
People in “predisposed group” spend less hours than others, but
their online sexual behavior could be more problematic. Probably,
these people had managed their sexual urges in other contexts but
they have difficulties to do it on the internet. Finally, people in
“lifelong sexually compulsive group” had experimented problem-
atic sexual activities in other contexts and the internet is a new
opportunity for doing it again. Accordingly to these authors, almost
15% of cybersex users would be risk users.

CyberHex model (Delmonico et al., 2001) describes some rea-
sons for attractiveness of the internet and its facility to captivate
users. The Internet is accessible and offers any kind of sexual
experience twenty-four hours. Moreover, this is a low cost way to
experiment sexuality, because the internet prices are affordable. In
addition, this is an isolated manner to experiment sexual activities
without distractions of “real world”. In this sense, there is a sup-
posed anonymity which facilitates developing fantasies. Further-
more, the internet lets us interact and intimate with people
avoiding face to face relation. Additionally, the speed and simplicity
to access sexual content, facilitate an immediate reinforce in the
addictive behaviors (Edwards et al., 2011; Laier, Pawlikowski, Pekal,
Schulte, & Brand, 2013).

Several sociodemographic aspects influence on these online
sexual activities (Edwards et al., 2011). In particular, as in other
aspects related to sexuality, some studies have revealed gender
differences among adolescents in cybersex (Doornwaarda & van
den Eijndena, 2015) but, more frequently, among young people
who have received more attention (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2014;
Shaughnessy et al., 2014). Generally, boys use more frequently the
internet for sexual pursuits (Ballester, Gil, Cass�a, & G�omez, 2010;
Bleakleya et al., 2011) and they use more online pornography
than girls (Ybarra &Mitchell, 2005). Additionally, more boys prefer
online sexual excitation than having intimacy with their physical
partners (Ballester, Ruiz, Gil, Gim�enez, & Castro, 2012) and report
more arousal online sexual activities than girls (Shaughnessy,
Byers, & Walsh, 2011). Furthermore, boys inform more factors to
become risk users in terms of online sexual compulsivity and online

sexual spending (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2014).
Therefore, online sexual activities take place in sexual devel-

opment of adolescents in a natural way although the more detailed
studies have focused on other populations (young and adult peo-
ple), as well as they restrict their broad possibilities. These limita-
tions are greater in regions like Spain in which conservative values
prevails in sexuality. In light of this gap of knowledge about
cybersex in Hispanic adolescents, this study analyzes the use of
internet for sexual purposes among Spanish adolescents, including
gender differences.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Three hundred and twenty-two adolescents at three state
schools of Castellon (Spain) participated in this study. Regarding
gender, 46.9% were boys and 53.1% were girls. The range of age was
between 13 and 17 years old and the average was 14.76 years old
(SD ¼ 0.97). There were no differences based on gender (see
Table 1). All of them were Spanish, lived in the urban area and
belonged to the middle class. Most of them had computer at home.
There were no differences in hours being online in the last week
between boys and girls.

2.2. Instruments

For this study two questionnaires were used: an ad-hoc ques-
tionnaire and the Spanish version of the Internet Sex Screening Test
by Delmonico (1997) (Ballester, Gil, G�omez, & Gil, 2010). The first
one evaluates socio-demographic variables (gender, age and
studies), internet use (accessing computer and hours being online
in the last week) and sexual behavior (type of activities, sexual
frequency, sexual orientation and having partner).

The second one, evaluates if the Internet sexual behavior has
become clinically problematic. It includes five factors: (1) Online
sexual compulsivity that measures sexual online behaviors which
could be related to sexual problems and feeling out of control with
their online sexual interest (2) Online sexual behavior-isolation non
compulsive. which explores isolating forms of cybersex and using
materials for sexual purposes (3) Online sexual behavior-social that
evaluates social interaction associated with online sex, such as
sexual chats or humor use or innuendowith others while online (4)
Online sexual spending which explores economical investment
during online sex behavior and (5) Seriousness perceived of online
sexual behavior that measures self-perception of behavior as a
problem, related to dysphoria, dissatisfaction and motivation to
stop their dysfunctional consumption of cybersex.

This Spanish version by Ballester, Gil, Cass�a, et al. (2010) and
Ballester, Gil, G�omez, et al. (2010) was validated among 1.239 ad-
olescents and young people who self-administered the question-
naire offline and revealed an internal consistency of 0.88 and a test-
retest reliability of 0.84. In this study, the Spanish version of the
questionnaire showed a reliability of 0.84.

2.3. Procedure

For this study, participants completed the questionnaires during
school hours voluntarily, confidentially and anonymously. After
obtaining authorization by the Ethical Committee of Research and
the involved secondary schools, the adolescents received the in-
formation about the study. When their parents gave the informed
consent for their participation, they were involved in the study.

In order to obtain reliable data and solve any doubts arising from
the questionnaire, two trained psychologists assisted the data
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