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Abstract

Female adolescents are at risk of online sexual harassment as they are in a period of sexual identity formation
and sexual exploration. Thus, studying online sexual harassment in female adolescents can contribute to
preventing this type of abuse and reducing its possible consequences. To this end, the present study aimed to
analyze the factors underlying online sexual harassment in female adolescents. This study was conducted using
a qualitative and descriptive phenomenological approach. The participants (n = 15) were selected through
purposive sampling from 15-19-year-old female adolescents in Tehran who had a history of online sexual
harassment at least once. The data were collected through semi-structured interviews until the data were
theoretically saturated. Two additional interviews were conducted to ensure data saturation. The collected data
were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method with MAXQDA-2020 software. Data analysis revealed 20
subthemes, 11 main themes (intrapersonal psychological factors, interpersonal psychological factors, the role of
culture, the influence of the media, the role of peers, the role of the family, unrestricted online interactions, the
feeling of no identity in cyberspace, the role of people online, unawareness, and inadequate training), and 4
core themes (predisposing psychological factors, predisposing social and cultural factors, the role of cyberspace
structure, and unawareness and inadequate training). The insights from this study implied that people close to
adolescents can play a big role in preventing and stopping online sexual harassment by providing support,
giving information, and responsible reporting. Moreover, professionals can prevent online sexual harassment in
female adolescents by developing effective training programs based on the factors underlying online sexual
harassment.
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Introduction

Unintentional sharing of sexual content, also called online sexual harassment, is on the rise (Mishna et al, 2023).
Female adolescents often receive unwanted requests and pressures for sex chat (Hartikainen, 2021). There is
no clear definition of online sexual harassment (Henry et al, 2023), leading to inconsistent data about the
prevalence of this phenomenon. However, recent studies have operationally defined online sexual
harassment and have provided three main typologies of online sexual harassment: visual, verbal, and
cybersex. The verbal typology involves all harassing behaviors that use texts or audio notes or talk about sex,
etc. Visual typology refers to harassment that results in the use of images, photos, videos, etc., such as
sending or receiving photos/videos or publishing photos/videos without consent. The typology of cybersex
involves interpersonal sexual interactions that occur through technology, for example, a person is forced to
undress during a video call (Angela et al, 2023). Previous studies have specified the role of cultural
differences in online sexual experiences. However, no study has yet addressed online sexual harassment in
Iran. Thus, research findings on online sexual harassment cannot be generalized to adolescents in other
countries due to cultural differences. Moreover, no phenomenological study has examined factors underlying
online sexual harassment. Accordingly, using a phenomenological approach, the present study seeks to
examine the factors underlying online sexual harassment in Iranian adolescents from their perspective. The
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findings from this study can serve as a guide for effective action to prevent online sexual harassment and its
consequences in Iranian female adolescents.

Methods

The present study was conducted with a qualitative and phenomenological approach. Phenomenology is a strategy
to reach the pure reality of a given phenomenon and explore the lived experiences of people about the
phenomenon. The research population consisted of 15-19-year-old female adolescents in Tehran who had at least
one experience of online sexual harassment. A total of 14 adolescents were selected as the participants through
purposive sampling. The data were collected through semi-structured interviews until the data were theoretically
saturated. Two additional interviews were conducted to ensure data saturation. The interviews were conducted for
25 days in the office of the school counselor and private schools in safe places that ensured the confidentiality of
the interviews. Before each interview, the interviewer provided some instructions about the objectives of the
study, the research procedure, and ethical protocols. Furthermore, due to the sensitivity of the subject, some
schools did not allow the interviews to be recorded. Thus, the interviewers transcribed the content of the
interviews word by word and without deleting any statements. In addition, to collect richer data, the participants’
emotional moods were recorded. The collected data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method. To
enhance the rigor of the data, the data analysis and codification were reviewed and checked by a subject-matter
expert. Moreover, the interviewers tried not to involve their personal preferences and biases in the content of the
interviews. The participants were also selected with maximum variation in terms of demographic characteristics.
In addition, the steps taken to conduct the study were described in detail to ensure the replicability of the study.

Results

Data analysis revealed 151 open codes that were placed in 27 subthemes, 11 main themes, and 4 core themes
(predisposing psychological factors, predisposing social and cultural factors, the role of the structure of
cyberspace, and unawareness and wrong insights) as detailed in Table 1:

Table 1
The main and core themes

Main themes Core themes
Intrapersonal psychological factors
Interpersonal psychological factors
Role of culture

The influence of the media

The role of peers

The role of the family

Unrestricted internet use

Predisposing psychological factors

Predisposing social and cultural factors

No sense of identity in cyberspace The structure of cyberspace
The role of people online
Unawareness

- Unawareness and inadequate training
Inadequate training

Discussion

The present study examined the factors underlying online sexual harassment in female adolescents in Iran.
The analysis of the interviews revealed 11 main themes including intrapersonal psychological factors,
interpersonal psychological factors, the role of culture, the influence of the media, the role of peers, the role
of the family, unrestricted online interactions, the feeling of no identity in cyberspace, the role of people
online, unawareness, and inadequate training. These findings were in line with the observations made in
previous studies (Joleby et al, 2020; Allen Jill, 2013; Choi & DeLong, 2019; Helweg-Larsen et al, 2012;
Marcum et al, 2010). These studies have addressed issues such as credulity, the role of emerging values, and
parental supervisory role. Furthermore, previous studies have highlighted the role of privacy in online
platforms in preventing online sexual abuse (Sanderson & Weathers, 2022).

Conclusion

The findings from the present study concerning the factors underlying online sexual harassment in female
adolescents showed that gullibility caused female adolescents who lack experience and are unaware of the
risks of online interactions to be easily abused by people with sinister intentions. They use different
techniques such as showing off and making various promises to abuse female adolescents. In addition,
emerging values and perspectives can be among the factors that can contribute to the occurrence of online
sexual harassment. These emerging values may justify sexual interaction online and offline, and people with
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such attitudes may prefer to share sexual content or images and allow others to have sexual interaction with
them. In the Iranian community dominated by the Islamic culture, moral values, modesty, and respectful
communication with others are important. The Prophet of Islam (PBUH) says that every religion and ritual
has its temperament. Islam has been founded on modesty and humbleness. Thus, the departure from such
values and the disposition for new values expose a person to the risk of sexual harassment. Moreover, the
present study revealed that the existence of a gap between parents and adolescents and inadequate parental
supervision facilitates online sexual harassment because adolescents have easy access to various sexual
information and contents and engage in abusive interactions online without parental supervision and
guidance. Furthermore, peer groups in social networks tend to engage in destructive interactions and create
social tensions. They may also spread rumors, encourage impulsive behavior, and even participate in group
sexual harassment. These actions can create a fearful and unsafe environment with long-term psychological
and social consequences for adolescents. Thus, taking into account the destructive role of peers and the
significance of social education to promote respect and solidarity in the online community can contribute to
preventing online abusive behaviors. In addition, professionals can prevent online sexual harassment in
female adolescents by developing effective training programs based on the factors underlying online sexual
harassment. Finally, future studies need to develop and validate training interventions to reduce the
occurrence of online sexual harassment.
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