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Abstract
Peers can positively or negatively influence situations where nudes are forwarded without the original sender’s consent. This 
study aims to explore opinions and representations of adolescents regarding bystanders’ reactions to nudes being forwarded 
without consent. Discussions through focus groups (FG) were facilitated with vignettes using quotes related to bystanders. 
While discussions revolved around the quotes, acting as scenarios, most participants referred to personal experiences as 
most knew such situations in their social circles. Between May and June 2021, 42 adolescents (23 females) aged between 
14 and 17 years participated in eight online FG. A thematic content analysis was performed. Participants reported different 
levels of bystanders’ responsibility depending on whether one does nothing, reacts by laughing or insulting, or continues to 
share, this last action being, for most, the most serious one. Several active behaviors were mentioned: shunning the victim, 
gossiping, laughing, mocking, insulting, and prolonging the sharing. Peer pressure, fear of retaliation, emotional manage-
ment, friendships, age, and gender were explanations for the different bystanders’ behaviors. There is a lack of awareness 
of peers’ responsibility regarding nudes being forwarded without consent. It is essential to include bystanders in prevention 
strategies to make them aware of their influential role within the social dynamic. Demonstrating the weight that the group, 
collectively, can have in such situations could encourage bystanders to play a proactive role, fostering a sense of responsibil-
ity and empowerment. Deconstructing gender stereotypes from an early age is crucial to reduce violence related to power 
imbalances, discrimination, or expectations associated with gender roles.
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Introduction

Nudes is the term used to define personal sexual-related pic-
tures electronically shared between two persons (Needham, 
2021). In addition to pressure issues to obtain such content, 
nudes are sometimes forwarded to third parties without the 
consent of the depicted person (Celizic, 2009; Clancy et al., 
2019; Madigan et al., 2018; Wolak & Finkelhor, 2011). 
The prevalence of non-consensual forwarding among youth 
ranges from 8 to 20% (Barrense-Dias et al., 2020; Madigan  
et al., 2018; The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and 

Unplanned Pregnancy, 2008). Some authors consider non-
consensual forwarding in a bullying perspective with char-
acteristics common to both issues such as power imbal-
ance between victims and perpetrators and group pressure  
(Finkelhor et al., 2021; Ojeda et al., 2019).

As bystanders, peers can positively or negatively influ-
ence a situation by, for example, reporting the forwarding to 
adults or supporting the victim or, on the contrary, through 
participating to and reinforcing the bullying (DeSmet et al., 
2019; Harder, 2021; Salmivalli, 2010; Salmivalli et al., 
2011). Even one peer’s passivity could worsen the problem 
(Pozzoli et al., 2012). Four distinct roles of people witness-
ing bullying situations can be distinguished: assistant who 
is joining in the bullying, reinforcer who is giving positive 
feedback without being active, outsider who is staying away, 
and defender who is comforting and supporting the victim 
(Salmivalli, 1999). In a recent Belgian study, 72% of adoles-
cents reported no reaction when they received a forwarded 
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nude while 8% admitted having showed or forwarded it to 
someone else (Van Ouytsel et al., 2021). Some bystanders’ 
reactions may be related to a lack of empathy, but also to 
insecurity, including the fear of being victimized in turn 
(Allison & Bussey, 2016; Schacter et al., 2016).

Females and males would be equally likely to witness a 
non-consensual forwarded nude and to forward it as third 
parties (Flynn et al., 2022; Van Ouytsel et al., 2021). How-
ever, motivations to act in a certain way as a bystander may 
differ according to gender, just as motivations to share 
without consent can. Indeed, one study showed that for-
warding a nude without consent was linked to gossiping 
intent for girls, and to normalizing the practice of sexting 
for boys (Casas et al., 2019). In the same line, another study 
found that males were more likely to report showing off as 
a motive to forward without consent (Barrense-Dias et al., 
2020). Another gender specificity was identified in relation 
to the slut-shaming issue with bystanders’ reactions towards 
the victim of a non-consensual forwarding being more nega-
tive if the victim was a female (Lippman & Campbell, 2014; 
Ringrose et al., 2012; Van Ouytsel et al., 2014; Walker 
et al., 2013; Walrave et al., 2015).

Several authors advocated for not only including the 
potential victim and the perpetrator in bullying preven-
tion measures but also peers or, in other words, potential 
bystanders to increase solidarity and strengthen empathy 
(Harder, 2021; Schacter et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2013; 
Walrave et al., 2015). In addition, peer responsibility in 
relation to forwarded nudes would not be so clear to young 
people (Clancy et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2013; Walrave 
et al., 2015). Perhaps this is due to the absence of this actor 
in most prevention campaigns. Indeed, social or group 
dynamics, which can lead to deleterious reactions towards 
the victim, are rarely considered in nudes-related preven-
tion, mainly focusing on potential victims (Barrense-Dias 
et al., 2018).

In the French-speaking part of Switzerland, the approach 
adopted in recent years to prevent peer-to-peer bullying in 
school context is the non-blaming shared concern method 
(Pikas, 2002). This method is designed to involve not only 
the victim and the bully but also the larger peer group in 
addressing bullying situations. More precisely, during inter-
views conducted by an adult trained in the method, partici-
pants are encouraged to share their perspectives, feelings, 
and concerns related to the bullying situation, with a focus 
on problem-solving. Thus, those interviewed are actively 
encouraged to contribute to finding solutions to the prob-
lem, adopting a collaborative approach that aims to empower 
peers to play a proactive role in creating a supportive and 
respectful social environment, while promoting empathy. 
The approach is consistent with a broader recognition of the 
significance of addressing the social dynamics associated 

with bullying (Harder, 2021; Salmivalli et al., 1996). As 
overcoming peer pressure during adolescence might be a real 
barrier, some authors suggest working on moral engagement 
or reasoning of young people to avoid harmful bystanders’ 
reaction (Gini et al., 2015; Song & Oh, 2018).

A significant research gap exists concerning the role 
of bystanders and group dynamics in the context of non- 
consensual forwarding of explicit content (Mainwaring 
et al., 2024), particularly among minors. This is especially 
relevant as adolescents may be driven by a higher desire 
for conformity and “normality” during their exploration 
and experimentation in relationships and intimacy. In this 
line, and in order to better understand the roles of peers 
when a nude is forwarded without consent, this study aims to 
explore opinions and representations of adolescents regard-
ing bystanders’ reactions to such a situation.

Methods

Participants

Between May and June 2021, 42 adolescents (23 females) 
aged between 14 and 17 years (median 16) participated in 
eight focus groups (FG), which lasted approximately1 h. 
Given the sensitive topic of this study, we decided to see 
females and males separately. In addition, gender homoge-
neity is often recommended for FG with youth, avoiding an 
adaptation of the speeches or embarrassment and encourag-
ing discussions thanks to this common characteristic. No 
one from another gender category than females or males 
contacted us.

Procedure

We conducted this exploratory qualitative research in the 
canton of Vaud (French-speaking part of Switzerland) using 
FG. This method allows to capture the meaning that can be 
given to a social phenomenon and to deepen the interpreta-
tions and perceptions of participants (Flick, 2018; Heary 
& Hennessy, 2002). This technique also offers a space for 
interaction between participants and a climate of safety and 
trust during the discussion, which is particularly beneficial 
for adolescents who have to discuss sensitive topics (Frith, 
2000; Hyde et al., 2005).

An ad calling for adolescents aged 14–17 who were inter-
ested in giving their opinion on the role of bystanders in 
sexting context was posted in a job recruitment website for 
youths aged 15–22 and on the social network of a prevention 
association and sent to several regional community cent-
ers. We indicated that we aimed to collect general points of 
view and not personal experiences. The snowball method 
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was also used. Participants had to reach us through phone, 
e-mail, SMS, or instant message, and we asked them their 
age, gender, and availability. We stopped recruiting when we 
reached data saturation or informational redundancy regard-
ing the emergence of additional insights or the main themes 
that we aimed to address (Saunders et al., 2018).

FG were conducted by videoconference using the secure 
professional version of the Zoom© platform due to the sani-
tary measures imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior 
to each meeting, participants received a link to an online 
questionnaire to answer some sociodemographic questions 
(gender, age, current main occupation). The platform also 
included an information letter explaining the study and the 
rules of confidentiality, as well as an electronic participa-
tion consent form to sign. The link for the discussion was 
sent a few hours before the appointment. Before starting, 
the important points included in the information sheet were 
verbally recalled. Discussions were audio-recorded (with 
a voice recorder not through the Zoom© platform), anony-
mously transcribed verbatim, and then deleted. To ensure 
anonymity, all identification elements were removed during 
transcription. Each participant received an electronic gift 
card approximately 30 US$ for a store.

The Cantonal Ethics Committee verified the protocol and 
gave a waiver as it did not need to be evaluated according 
to Swiss law. According to the Federal Act on Research 
involving Human Beings, discussions could be carried out 
without the informed parental consent as participants were 
at least 14 years old and risks of the study were minimal. 
Contacts for help institutions were included in the informa-
tion letter. A participant who had reported personal diffi-
culties could have been referred to these institutions. None 
of the participants directly reported any problems during 
these discussions.

Discussions were initiated with questions about what 
sexting was in general and how the practice could some-
times go wrong (e.g., What is sexting? What are the risks 
of sexting? How do you explain that sometimes sexting goes 
wrong? Are there any gender differences?). Subsequently, 
vignettes using bystanders’ perspectives were used to focus 
on these actors and facilitated the discussions. The vignettes 
came from previous qualitative studies (blinded reference) 
on sexting using quotes from adolescents aged between 13 
and 19 years old. Different situations were presented: (1) 
discussion on the difference between verbal and physical 
violence; (2) quote on gossip intent; and (3) quote on respon-
sibility issues. The discussions revolved around the quotes, 
acting as hypothetical scenarios, but also on personal expe-
riences, as most of participants having already been aware 
of such issues in their social circles. Based on the quotes, 
we asked them their first reactions after reading them and 
how they designated and defined the persons who were talk-
ing (bystanders). We asked them how they perceive the role 

of bystanders when a non-consensual nude is forwarded. 
We followed with questions on the different behaviors a 
bystander might adopt (e.g., How might a bystander react to 
an image being forwarded without consent? Do you perceive 
any gender differences in these reactions?) and why (e.g., as 
a prompt How do you explain that some youth do nothing?).

Data Analysis

We performed a thematic content analysis, a method for 
identifying and reporting patterns, extracting subjective 
interpretations and meanings using a process of organiza-
tion, classification, and categorisation of the data (Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005). A computer-assisted analysis was car-
ried out using MAXQDA (v22.1.1). Some codes or themes 
were developed a priori with the interview grid based on 
literature, mostly the main themes (definitions of bystander 
and accomplice, responsibility, potential bystander reac-
tions, and explanations of reactions), and others, principally 
subthemes, were then developed through the analyses and 
derived directly from the data.

Two discussions were double-coded by the first and last 
authors, and the coded transcripts were then compared for 
agreement. The final codebook was applied to all the tran-
scripts by the first author and crosschecked by the other 
authors. Each new code or doubt was discussed between the 
authors. This process allowed for a form of triangulation at 
the level of the analysis, thus avoiding the risk of bias as much 
as possible. Quotes were translated from French into English.

Results

Based on the interview grid, four main themes were dis-
cussed: definitions of a bystander, bystanders’ responsibility, 
potential bystanders’ reactions, and factors explaining the 
reactions. The subthemes are developed within each section.

Definitions of a “Bystander”

Bystander  First, participants were asked to define what 
a bystander is in such a context. For some participants, a 
bystander was a person who saw a situation but did not 
react. Hearing a story would be enough to be considered as 
a bystander. “For me, the place of bystander […] it’s when 
you just hear a story.” (Female, 171). Specifically with a 
nude, a person who received an unsolicited intimate pic-
ture and did nothing could be defined as a bystander. “For 
me, a bystander is someone who has seen it (the picture) 
but who does not talk about it […]” (Male, 17). The status 

1  (Gender, Age).
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of bystander would therefore depend on whether or not the 
person was aware of a problem.

Accomplice  There would be a distinction between those who 
knowing something did not react, the bystanders as defined 
previously, and those who would react in a negative way, 
becoming perpetrators. “For me, the one who shares is a 
witness, but I think he becomes the stalker. He adds to it (the 
problem) instead of shutting up. […] He/She moves on to 
another stage.” (Male, 17). Finally, a real bystander would be 
someone who knows the problem and tries to help. All other 
reactions, even the fact of doing nothing, would transform a 
bystander into an accomplice. “We are all bystanders if we 
know, and then it depends on how we act. For example, if we 
share it (the picture), we go from being a witness to being an 
accomplice, and if we let it happen, we remain a witness but 
we also remain an accomplice. And then you can be a real 
witness by trying to help the person or make it stop […].” 
(Female, 15).

Responsibility

Lack of Awareness  First of all, some participants reported 
a lack of awareness of peer responsibility regarding these 
issues. “Maybe they don’t necessarily realize the damage 
they can do or how the person can feel.” (Male, 16). This 
would allow some to disclaim responsibility for their action, 
especially when the picture has already been shared, think-
ing that one more time would not change anything. “[…] 
The fact is that if the picture has already been shared, then 
you feel irresponsible and […] you don’t have any trouble 
sending it again because you say to yourself ‘Anyway, eve-
ryone has it so it’s no big deal!’ […].” (Male, 17).

Level of Responsibility in Terms of Behaviors  Then, there 
would be different stages of responsibility depending on 
whether one does nothing, reacts by laughing or insulting, 
or continues to share, this last action being, for most, the 
most serious one.

First, opinions were divided about those who were aware 
of a problem but did nothing. For some, doing nothing 
would already be part of the responsibility for not solving 
the problem. “I said that if the person does not react, he or 
she is guilty […]. This person could have done something to 
help this other person […].” (Female, 16). While, for others, 
a person would not be liable as long as they did not share the 
content. “For me, as long as you don’t share it, you’re not 
guilty […].” (Female, 17).

The most serious reaction, and the one that would incur 
the most responsibility, is to share. Regarding this action 
of sharing, the participants made several distinctions. First, 
there were discussions about the difference in responsibility 
between sharing by sending or sharing by showing on your 

phone. “Well I think it depends on when you want to show 
someone like ‘Oh look, I know bla bla…’, it’s indirectly. 
Completely directly, it’s when you share.” (Female, 16). 
Opinions were mixed with participants thinking that show-
ing would be less serious. “I find that sharing on WhatsApp 
or like that, it stays, whereas (showing) on a phone, it’s seen 
once and then it’s over.” (Male, 16). While for others, both 
actions would incur the same responsibility given the effect 
that could occur, including massive sharing and rumors. 
“But it’s still serious because depending on our reaction, 
we can motivate the person (who shows the content). If we 
laugh, it will encourage the person who showed it to us to 
share it even more […].” (Male, 17).

Level of Responsibility in Terms of Chain Link  Second, some 
participants distinguished between the first person who 
shares and subsequent senders, considering the latter to be 
less responsible. “Yes it is sure that the one who shares the 
photo first […], this is in the most serious. And then, I would 
say that it’s those who continue to share.” (Female, 17). 
However, for the majority of participants, the responsibility 
was equal. “[…] All those who share, it does not change any-
thing. For me, they all have the same degree of fault; ‘it (the 
picture) has been shared all over the place so I’m going to 
share it even more’. It doesn’t make sense, whether it’s about 
nudes or anything else.” (Female, 15). In this line, respon-
sibility of third parties would be as important as the one 
incurred with the first sharing as without them, the problem 
would not even exist. “[…] If there was just one person who 
published the photos and there was nothing behind them that 
would change everything.” (Female, 17).

Potential Bystander Reactions

In relation to how a bystander could react to a non-
consensual sharing of intimate pictures, participants 
mentioned different passive and active behaviors ranging 
from doing nothing to prolonging the sharing and 
participating to the bullying.

Doing Nothing  First, doing and saying nothing was reported 
as a way of not being involved in the problem. “[…] Some-
one who […] does not talk about it (a picture); […] because 
he/she does not […] want to be involved in it […].” (Male, 
17). Or not knowing what could be done as a witness. “Hon-
estly, even if we receive them (nudes), it’s complicated to 
know what to do…” (Female, 17). However, it would seem 
that doing absolutely nothing would not be really possible 
because it seemed inevitable that such an event would, at 
least, be discussed with friends. “Well, we wouldn’t share 
but I think that… well […] we’d talk about it with friends 
[…], close friends, not in front of everyone but everyone 
does that I think. To say to your best friend ‘Oh, did you 
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see the picture?’ And that, well, I mean, it’s… inevitable.” 
(Female, 16).

Deleting the Content  Second, even though several partici-
pants were pessimistic about the impact of such an action, 
participants talked about deleting the picture. “But the 
problem, […] even when you delete a photo, […] from 
the moment it starts, it’s very, very hard to stop it […].” 
(Female, 17). This action was also presented as a way to 
protect themselves. “[…] I delete it (the picture) from my 
phone because if there’s a police investigation for harass-
ment or something like that, I obviously don’t want to have 
the picture on my phone and be involved […].” (Male, 15).

Supporting the Victim  Third, another action being reported 
was supporting the victim, but it remained in the minority 
and it was mainly the females who presented this opportu-
nity to act. “They’ll comfort the victim […]. They’re going 
to say that it’s okay, that she can do what she wants with her 
body and… yes they’re going to support her because that’s 
what she needs.” (Female, 15). This support could also be 
indirect and, therefore, easier to achieve. “[…] I think that 
there are ways to support the person even if we don’t talk to 
her/him directly. Like for example, if it’s in a school setting, 
talking to the people who work in the school so that they 
can intervene […].” (Female, 17). Finally, some admitted 
that they could not resist adopting a sanctimonious discourse 
towards the victim, with no malicious intent. “To be honest 
with you, if […] I see a picture of a female, I wouldn’t go as 
far as insulting her […] just… let’s say lecture her and say 
‘Be careful next time!’.” (Male, 15).

Bullying the Victim  Fourth, several steps in the bullying 
of the victim were mentioned: shunning the victim, gos-
siping, laughing and mocking, insulting, and prolonging 
the sharing.

The shunning of the victim would be due to the negative 
opinion that others would have of this person with regard to 
sexting practice. “I would say that the reaction is often that 
the person will automatically be put aside because people 
will have a negative image of the person whose pictures are 
being shared and so when they see the picture, they will not 
necessarily say anything but they will automatically put the 
person aside.” (Male, 17). There was also a lot of discussion 
about rumors and gossips, which turned out to be a big con-
cern for adolescents. “I sincerely think the worst thing are 
the rumors because it goes very very fast and after a while 
there are several schools that know and it’s hard.” (Female, 
17). Laughing and mocking could be directly related to the 
victim’s body. “[…] It was a friend who sent it to me saying 
like ‘Oh look! She has no ass!’ or something silly like that 
but it was in that sense I mean… just kidding!” (Female, 15). 

The term “whore” or “bitch” or “slut” was very often used 
to describe the insults, obviously towards females exclu-
sively. “When it’s a female, […] it’s easily a whore, a slut 
because she sent pictures […].” (Female, 16). Besides the 
gender difference in the individuals targeted by the insults, 
with females being more frequently victims, a higher rep-
resentation of females among the perpetrators of the insults 
was also reported. This could be explained by the fact that 
females already criticize each other a lot for other reasons. 
Moreover, it seems that this kind of reactions would last 
much longer among females than males. “They (males) talk 
about it for two minutes and then they talk about another 
subject, whereas the females, […] they’ll stay on it and so 
they’ll look at it (the picture), they’ll judge it a bit more. In 
the long term, it will last longer than with males.” (Male, 
17). Finally, the last reaction mentioned was to continue 
sharing as a third party, which was considered as the most 
serious action for most participants. “[…] There are people 
who react and then they share to other people saying ‘Look 
what she is doing!’ […].” (Female, 15).

Explanatory Factors

Different factors to explain the diverse reactions emerged in 
the discussions: peer pressure or group dynamics, age and 
maturity issues, relationship and degree of friendship with 
the victim, or emotion generated by the picture.

Peer Pressure or Group Dynamics

Some youth would simply follow the reactions of the major-
ity. Fear of retaliation was also reported, mainly by females. 
“I’d like to go and help but […] it could turn against me, I 
don’t want to be in trouble, I don’t want to be insulted so 
I stay there and watch […].” (Female, 15). Some people, 
mainly females, might also react negatively to the victim 
to show the group that nudes are not part of their practice. 
“[…] Maybe to clear their name. Often, sharing is for say-
ing “No, but I don’t do that (sending nudes of herself)!” 
(Female, 15). Laughing with others or making others laugh 
would also be a reason to talk about a picture, show it, or 
share it. “[…] Three or four years ago… I would have surely 
sent it (the nude) to my best friend. ‘Look, it’s too funny!’; 
it seems to me quite obvious […].” (Male, 17).

Age and Maturity Issues

Negative reactions are more likely to be found among 
younger adolescents who are more impressionable and less 
understanding of the practice of sexting. “In my opinion, 
the younger you are, the greater the group effect is because 
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you grow up, […] you learn things and you mature, so you 
have much less need to be the same as everyone else […].” 
(Female, 16).

Degree of Friendship with the Victim

Not participating in violence or bullying and showing 
support to a victim would also depend on the degree of 
friendship. Indeed, it would be easier for a friend to take 
a stand against the group than for a simple acquaintance 
or a stranger. “[...] If it’s an acquaintance, it’s harder to get 
involved publicly because people will wonder […] why 
he defended him/her […] whereas if’it’s […] your best 
friend […] to whom it happens […], people will say to 
themselves that it is logical that he intervenes […].” (Male, 
17). Similarly, revenge and jealousy were mentioned as 
possible explanations for negative reactions, especially 
among females. “[…] I think it’s also a lot of revenge. Well, 
personally, I know a story […]. There were two females who 
were friends, well best friends, and then they were no longer 
friends and in fact, what is really disgusting is that her friend 
sent worse than a nude; it was really a sex tape to her mother 
[…].” (Female, 17).

Emotions Generated by the Picture

Finally, certain emotions, such as shock or disgust, generated 
by the viewing of the nude could lead to negative reactions. 
“Maybe, it’s also […] a way of reacting given that you’re 
getting something that’s not necessarily normal every day 
[…].” (Male, 17).

Discussion

This qualitative study presents the opinions of adolescents 
regarding bystanders’ reactions to nudes being forwarded 
without consent and discussions covered definitions and dis-
tinctions between witness and accomplice in such a situation, 
collective responsibility, and passive and active behaviors as 
a peer. The status of witness would depend on whether or 
not the person was aware of the problem. There would be 
a distinction between those who would try to help the vic-
tim of forwarding, and would therefore remain witnesses, 
and those who would do nothing or continue to share, who 
would no longer be witnesses but accomplices. Some young 
people reported a lack of awareness, or knowledge, of peers’ 
responsibility in such situations. The participants reported 
several possible (in)actions by peers towards a sexual-related 
content of someone else shared in a non-consensual manner: 
doing nothing, trying to delete the content, supporting the 
victim, and bullying the victim. Several reasons were given 
to explain these reactions such as direct or indirect influence 

of the group, aiming to make people laugh, reacting out of 
revenge and/or jealousy, young age and maturity, closeness 
and friendship with the perpetrator and/or victim, the shock 
of seeing the content, or beauty standards. In terms of what a 
bystander could feel, participants mentioned embarrassment, 
surprise, disgust, and feeling bad.

As previously reported, participants reported a lack of 
awareness among youth on peer responsibility in relation to 
forwarded nudes (Clancy et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2013; 
Walrave et al., 2015). Yet participants were rather adamant 
about the definitions of bystanders considering that they 
could even become accomplices in certain situations. How-
ever, some youth would use strategies to maintain distance 
from an action, minimize its impact, or relieve oneself of 
guilt, especially when other peers also react (e.g., when the 
image has already been forwarded). Mainwaring et al. (2024) 
used the term diffusion of responsibility in this line. In addi-
tion, some participants were quite pessimistic about positive 
actions, such as supporting the victim, to resolve problems 
linked to a forwarded nude. As in Bennett et al. (2014), some 
participants reported that they do not have enough skills to 
intervene. Gossips were also discussed when doing noth-
ing was mentioned by the participants as no reaction at all 
was considered as being mission impossible when receiving 
such a nude, highlighting the fact that even if youth consider 
doing nothing or wish to remain passive when faced with 
such an image, there will be consequences for the victim.

The difference between forwarding and showing was not 
always clear in our study, with some youth accepting more 
the fact of showing without sending the content in terms of 
bystanders’ responsibility. Indeed, opinions were divided on 
bystanders’ guilt as, for some, someone who would show a 
picture directly on the screen phone would be less respon-
sible than someone who would send it, the latter action 
being unanimously considered as the most serious ones. 
While studies showed that males and females can equally 
witness forwarded nudes (Flynn et al., 2022; Van Ouytsel 
et al., 2021), we were able to identify gender differences in 
terms of reaction, with females sometimes reacting more 
negatively, especially when the victim of the non-consensual 
forwarding was a female. This was particularly the case with 
the action of shunning someone. These reactions may also 
be related to the fear of being assimilated to that person 
and that others will believe they are sending nudes of them-
selves. This fear can be seen as part of the slut-shaming and 
cybersexism issues that are also present in the context of 
sexting (Lippman & Campbell, 2014; Ringrose et al., 2012; 
Van Ouytsel et al., 2014; Walker et al., 2013; Walrave et al., 
2015). In the same line, bystanders who have stereotyped 
beliefs in regard to sexual violence and rape are less likely 
to help a victim.

Our study demonstrated the important influence of the 
group on the reactions of young people as bystanders to a 
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forwarded nude. In adolescence, peers become the main 
resource and acceptance by the group is therefore essential. 
In this line, fear of retaliation might explain some bystand-
ers’ behaviors (Forsberg et al., 2018; Strindberg et al., 2020). 
As previously found (Mainwaring et al., 2024), the fact of 
feeling safe or not may influence bystanders’ reaction, and 
those who are afraid of becoming a target if they intervene 
will not take sides. The fear of being out of the group would 
even be the main concern of young people (Strindberg et al., 
2020). As another explanation, we also identified whether 
or not adolescents knew the victim of the forwarded nude, 
specifically whether or not they were friends with her/
him. In contrast to a study (Mainwaring et al., 2024) which 
showed that some participants stressed the importance of 
helping the victim independently of their relationship, we 
found that bystanders’ reaction would depend on the friend-
ship with the victim. Moreover, risk of retaliation would be 
perceived as lower if a bystander opposes the group for a 
friend. However, the other study (Mainwaring et al., 2024) 
included adults with a mean age of 23 (age range 18–53), 
and morality may have taken over with age.

Finally, the practice of sexting could present an ambiva-
lence in terms of emotions mixing excitement and disgust 
among youth (Macdowall et al., 2022). Receiving a for-
warded nude as a bystander could be unsolicited, making 
it more difficult to manage emotionally, especially among 
younger adolescents. This could be in line with the disgust 
towards sexuality in young adolescents, explained by a lack 
of maturity and sensitivity to such matters (Borg et al., 
2019). In this context, disgust acts as a protective mecha-
nism, helping them navigate and manage certain emotions 
related to new experiences. The emotions that the reception 
of a nude could generate and the fact that young adolescents 
could encounter difficulties in managing them could then 
explain certain negative reactions as described above.

Strengths and Limitations

Thanks to this study, we were able to explore bystanders’ 
perspective in a bullying situation related to non-consensual 
forwarding of nudes, a perspective that is not often con-
sidered in research and prevention (Harder, 2021). In addi-
tion, our sample consisted of adolescents, period during 
which sexting-related problems appear to be most prevalent 
(Ševčíková, 2016; Van Ouytsel et al., 2019). However, some 
limitations need to be discussed. Firstly, our findings are 
based on self-report and we cannot assure that there was no 
social desirability bias in the responses. Nevertheless, as we 
specified that we were not looking for personal experiences 
or testimonies, we certainly reduced this bias as partici-
pants were able to share their opinions without necessarily 
revealing their own behaviors or emotions. We also used 
vignettes to facilitate the discussion and create a context 

where participants could share their views without feeling 
constrained by personal experiences and showing that we 
were looking for general opinions and not personal experi-
ences. Secondly, the snowball method could have the bias 
of recruiting participants who share the same characteristics 
and opinions, but few participants were recruited using this 
method. Thirdly, despite that all participants had heard of a 
case of bullying or violence related to sexting, not all par-
ticipants took on the role of direct bystander and experienced 
all the reactions discussed.

Implications for Practice

The school is an ideal place to make young people aware of 
the group effect in relation to this type of problem because 
they have to live in and with a group most of the week. The 
aim would be to improve their knowledge on the respon-
sibility of each person when a nude is forwarded without 
consent, avoiding the diffusion of responsibility (Mainwaring 
et al., 2024). Young people were quite pessimistic about their 
power and skills to intervene. I would therefore be impor-
tant to demonstrate to them the weight that the group can 
have to solve a problem and act positively. It is certain that 
a nude should not even be forwarded without consent in the 
first place. Prevention must focus on the perpetrators of these 
first non-consensual forwarding, but peers must be included 
as they can positively or negatively influence the situation. 
Finally, the stigmatization of victims, often exacerbated by 
gender norms, may contribute to the minimization of cer-
tain actions under the excuse that the victim, mostly females, 
should never have sent her/his own image. Deconstructing 
gender stereotypes from an early age is therefore essential.
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