
AS A 
SHOCK 
NEW 
SURVEY 
REVEALS THAT 
60 PER CENT OF 
TEENS HAVE BEEN 
ASKED TO SHARE 
SEXUAL IMAGES OF 
THEMSELVES WITH 
OTHERS, AND ALMOST 
HALF HAVE COMPLIED, 
KISS INVESTIGATES THE 
DARK SIDE OF THE SEXTING 
GENERATION. AND YOU’LL BE 
SURPRISED AT WHAT WE’VE FOUND.

 T he NEW  
NORMAL?
Many teens like James Finnagan*, 
17, see sexting as an everyday part 
of teen life, especially with stories 
of sexting celebrities like Vanessa 
Hudgens and Scarlett Johansson 
hitting the headlines.  “Sexting is really 
pretty normal at my age. My friends 
and I talk very openly about our 
experiences within our relationships, 
and the things we’ve sent each other. 
I’ve seen images that have been 
sent to other people, or even sexual 
pictures of their ex partners, but I’ve 
never shared any myself – I don’t 
think it’s right. But some other guys 
don’t think that way.” 

GENERATION  
  X-RATED

wo years ago, 14-year-old Kathryn McCarthy* started chatting with 
a friend of her sister’s online. � e boy – who claimed to be 17 – � irted 
with Kathryn and she was initially � attered by his attention. But their 

relationship took a dark turn when the boy asked Kathryn to send him sexual 
pictures. It soon transpired that it wasn’t another teen Kathryn had been 
getting intimate with online, but a 42-year-old man. Regretfully, this discovery 
was made too late and the damage had already been done, with embarrassing 
photos of Kathryn already in the hands of a predator. Eventually – terri� ed that 
the man would continue to pursue her – Kathryn and her family moved house 
and she switched schools to try and get over the humiliating experience.
But while Kathryn is an extreme example, the sharing of naked or sexual 
sel� es or videos by smartphone or online, known as ‘sexting’ is now so 
common among young people that it’s estimated that almost half of 13-18 
year-olds have done it. According to a new survey by ChildLine, 60 per 
cent of young people in the UK and Ireland have been asked for a sexual 
image or video, and a staggering 40 per cent have created an image or 
video of themselves. While most said the images they created were sent to a 
boyfriend or girlfriend, a third said they sent it to someone they had never 
met in person, and 15% said they sent it to a total stranger.

T



Even at 14, Kathryn says sexting is now 
the norm amongst her school friends. 
“In school there are people who send each 
other messages, like of themselves dancing 
in their underwear. They get sent all round 
school, but it doesn’t seem to stop them,” 
says Kathryn. “People have a laugh at 
it and pass it on. I think people do get 
upset that their picture or video is going 
everywhere, but they still do it again. It’s 
not just between boyfriend and girlfriend 
– it’s like a game between friends. They’re 
not thinking about what could happen 
to it – where it can go.  It’s all about the 
attention it gets them at that time.”
Ian Power, from youth site SpunOut 
says there is often an assumption among 
young people that everyone else is more 
sexually experienced, and that creates a 
pressure to get involved in sexting, even if 
you don’t really want to. “Sexuality is often 
used as a social currency. As a teen, your 

social status in school can depend upon 
sexuality,” says Ian. “But sexuality is not 
something that should define you as a 
person. If you are looking for validation 
from your peers, there are other ways to 
find a sense of self-worth.”

Private or 
Public?
The most common form of sexting is 
seemingly private messages between 
boyfriend and girlfriend, but Ian warns 
that while you may be close with that 
person now, you might not always be. 
“You might trust them wholeheartedly 
and feel like they are definitely not going 
to circulate whatever you send, but 
what happens if the relationship breaks 
down? Can you still trust that person 
post break-up to not send that image to 
anyone else?” 

James knows only too well that you 
can’t always trust someone not to share 
your intimate photos.  “Someone saw 
a video message I had sent to a previous 
girlfriend, took a screen shot and posted 
it online. They called me a pervert and 
lots of people I knew saw it – it was clearly 
me pictured. I was completely devastated 
and, to be honest, almost suicidal. I got 
the picture taken down eventually, but by 
that stage people had de-friended me and 
the damage was done,” says James.

Ian’s advice is to think about the 
consequences before you entrust 
someone with intimate pictures. 
“Think of it as if you’re uploading it to 
Facebook. How would you feel if it got 
out there? You lose control when you 
send an image to someone else. Once it 
leaves your phone, you don’t have any 
control. The only thing you can control 
is what you send in the first place.” 
After her own harrowing experience, 
Kathryn is keen to warn other young 
people about the dangers of sexting. “I 
know that where most people see a bit of 
fun, I see that people out there are taking 
advantage. It might seem like fun in the 
moment, but the people sharing your 
picture or video don’t care about what it’s 
doing to you. You can’t just assume you 
know who you’re talking to either, even 
if they’re a ‘friend’ of a ‘friend’.”

Worse than the embarrassment of 
having your picture shared around 
your school, there is the far more 
sinister threat of having your 
images fall into the wrong hands. 
Web watchdog the Internet Watch 
Foundation has warned that once these 

kind of pics are passed around or even 
shared on Facebook, they’re often stolen 
and posted on sites used by paedophiles.

Blackmail 
ThreaT
Kathryn says: “I think people my age are 
really vulnerable. The amount of time we 
spend online, the things we tell people – 
often strangers – about ourselves is scary. 
Nowadays literally everything goes on 
Facebook. People put statuses up offering 
videos of people doing sexual things – if you 
message them they’ll send it to you. People 
see pretty much everything now.”

For James, the worry about who is seeing 
his photos was escalated when a stranger 
recently tried to blackmail him. “I do 
worry about who is behind the phones of 
the people I sext with – obviously if you 
don’t know the person in real life there’s no 
guarantee that they are who they say they 
are,” admits James. “Once someone I was 
sexting said if I didn’t send more pictures 
they would post those I’d already sent on 
Facebook. I deleted them as a contact, and 
fortunately didn’t hear any more about it 
after that. It was definitely a close call.”

If you have shared a sexual photo, it’s easy 
for the situation to spiral out of control 
and you could find yourself in too deep, 
like James. It can be embarrassing to talk 
to your parents about and worryingly, 
only 17% of young people polled by 
ChildLine said they would talk to their 
parents about concerns over sexting. But 
Ian says that any trouble you may get into 
will pale in comparison to trying to deal 
with a sexting problem alone. “A trusted 
adult is the best person to talk to because 
they can fix it. There may be an unpleasant 
conversation to be had either in the moment 
or afterwards, but your mum, dad, aunt, 
uncle or big sister, or whoever you choose 
to talk to, will help you in the first instance. 
That is the only consequence that you 
need to worry about. The value of getting 
someone to help you over the threat of 
having the pictures posted online, it really is 
a small price to pay to get your mum and dad 
involved. And you’ll feel much better after 
you have talked it through with someone.”

Kathryn is glad she turned to her parents 
when her sexting situation got too much 
to handle. “If someone is making you feel 
uncomfortable, saying or asking things 
that just don’t feel right, I’d say to stop all 
contact immediately and tell someone. 
Talk to your mum or dad about your 
concerns. Don’t try to deal with it alone.”
* Names have been changed     

Sexting SuSSed
Last month, ChildLine launched the 
Zipit app designed to help young 
people to deal with the pressure to 
send explicit images or videos. The 
free app offers witty images to send 
instead of explicit ones, advice on 
how to engage in safe chat, what to do 
if you feel threatened or if an image 
becomes public, as well as a direct 
link to call ChildLine. Download the 
app today or call ChildLine 1800 66 
66 66 or 0800 1111 (from Northern 
Ireland), or visit www.childline.ie or 
www. childline.org.uk. You can also 
contact SpunOut for help and advice 
www.spunout.ie
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