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ABSTRACT 
Introduction: Sexting refers to the act of sending and 
receiving sexually explicit content in the form of in the form 
of texts, photos, or videos via the Internet and mobile 
phones. This behaviour is associated with many negative 
health consequences among young people. However, there 
is a lack of intervention studies to curb this behaviour. We 
have developed a new sexting prevention module and tested 
it using a randomised controlled field trial. This paper 
reported the phase one of the study i.e., the development of 
an animated sexting prevention module using the prototype 
willingness model (PWM) to reduce the intention and 
willingness to sext amongst diploma students in Malaysia.  
 
Materials and Method: The initial phase involved a review of 
previous interventions, validation from field experts, and the 
process of developing video. Then the module pilot was 
tested among 30 diploma students from a public university. 
They were given access to the newly developed videos 
posted on a private YouTube channel and asked to evaluate 
the videos quantitatively and qualitatively by using the 
acceptability of the intervention module (AIM), intervention 
appropriateness measure (IAM) and feasibility of the 
intervention measure (FIM). The minimum and maximum 
scores of each measure were 12 and 24 respectively 
whereby a higher score indicated greater acceptability, 
appropriateness and feasibility.  
 
Results: The intervention consisted of five sections 
addressing the constructs of PWM, namely attitude, 
perceived norm, prototype perception, as well as intention 
and willingness of sexting. The contents were then 
converted into five videos with a total duration of 23 
minutes. Based on the pilot test, the scores of AIM, IAM and 
FIM were not normally distributed and their median and the 
interquartile range values were 20 (4), 21 (4) and 22 (4) 
respectively. Most of the respondents gave favourable 
opinions on the intervention besides providing some input 
for improvement.  
 
Conclusion: This animated sexting intervention module 
based on PWM to reduce the intention and willingness was 
novel. The module was acceptable, appropriate and feasible 
to be implemented among undergraduate students. Further 

evaluation of this intervention module can be performed to 
provide more comprehensive evidence of its effectiveness.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The term sexting is a combination of sex and texting. It refers 
to the act of sending and receiving sexually explicit content 
in the form of texts, photos, or videos via the Internet and 
mobile phones.1,2 
 
Sexting is a new form of sexual communication among the 
young population in discovering sexual needs and desires as 
well as for them to maintain sexual intimacy.3 However, 
recent studies reported that sexting might cast some adverse 
psychosocial consequences on young people, for example, 
cyberbullying, depression and attempted suicide.4–8 

Furthermore, it is also associated with sexually risky 
behaviours such as sexual intercourse with multiple partners. 
Due to the profound impact of sexting and its association 
with other risky behaviours that can burden young people’s 
health, sexting must be curtailed. In relation to that, sending 
obscene content via media is a punishable act under 
Malaysian law, and the penalty is more severe if minors were 
involved.9,10 
 
Currently, interventional studies are scarce on sexting-related 
issues. The majority of previous studies followed a within-
subject experimental study design that focused on the effects 
of social images on the prototype perception and willingness 
to sext among adolescents.11 To date, observational studies 
have asserted that engagement in sexting can be forecasted 
by intention and willingness to sext.12–14 By definition, 
intention refers to a deliberately planned behaviour15 while 
willingness refers to an individual's spontaneous response to 
risky circumstances.16 Both intention and willingness are 
involved in the behaviour that precedes any cognitive 
process.17 By focusing on the intention and willingness to 
sext, the intervention aimed at preventing sexting amongst 
those who have never sexted, reducing the act of sexting 
among those who have sexted and minimising multiple risky 
behaviours associated with sexting. 
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The application of a theory-based intervention is more likely 
to yield a better outcome.18,19 Therefore, we used the prototype 
willingness model (PWM) theory as the backbone of our 
intervention to reduce the intention and willingness to sext. 
The PWM has been applied to predict risky behaviours 
amongst the adolescents and young adult population.14,20–22 
However, this theory has not been applied to sexting 
interventions to date. To our knowledge, this is the first 
intervention module developed based on PWM for sexting. 
The evaluation of the effectiveness of this module involved 
two phases, i.e., phase one involved the development and 
validation of the newly developed module and the second 
phase involved evaluating the effectiveness of this module 
using randomised controlled trial (RCT). In this paper, we 
reported phase one of the study. The second phase is reported 
elsewhere. 
 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
Phase one involved the identification of the suitable contents 
for the intervention based on the respective constructs of the 
PWM before matching them with the suitable behavioural 
change techniques (BCT).18 These processes involved 
reviewing previous literature and consultation with experts in 
the field. Three public health experts and a clinical 
psychologist were invited to examine the content validity. 
Once the contents were agreed upon by all the experts, the 
storyboard and scripts for the animated video was created. A 
private multimedia company was then appointed to develop 
the animated video. The animated video used to deliver the 
intervention was assessed for its objective, structure, 
presentation and relevance as a part of the validation 
process. A series of reviews of the scripts and the flow of the 
storyboard was also conducted by the same experts before it 
was finalised. The flow of the development of the video as in 
Appendix 1. 
 
Later, a pilot study was conducted at a public university, 
which is the same university where phase two of the study 
was conducted. The university has 13 diploma programmes. 
One programme was randomly selected for the pilot study. 
The remaining 12 programmes were involved in phase two of 
this study, where a randomised controlled field trial (RCT) 
was conducted to test the effectiveness of this module. Thirty 
voluntary students who fulfilled the inclusion criteria of the 
RCT but were not included in the main study were invited to 
participate in the pilot study. The sample size of 30 was 
derived from 10% of the sample size calculated for the RCT.23 
 
YouTube channel was utilised as the online medium to 
distribute the newly developed video as it was convenient and 
easily accessible. The videos were set to be private and only 
those with access could view them. The pilot study aimed to 
determine the acceptability, appropriateness, and feasibility 
of the intervention module by using quantitative measures.24 
Acceptability is a form of personal judgment made by 
individuals about the intervention and it can vary according 
to individual needs, preferences or expectations. In 
comparison, appropriateness refers to the perceived fit, 
relevance or compatibility of the intervention to be practiced 
in a given setting. In other words, it assesses the technical or 
social perspective towards the intervention. Feasibility, on the 

other hand, is the practicality with which the new 
intervention can be successfully carried out in a given setting. 
 
Three quantitative scales were used, namely acceptability of 
intervention measure (AIM), intervention appropriateness 
measure (IAM) and feasibility of intervention measure 
(FIM).24 Each of these scales consisted of four-item 
statements. The response scale for all item statements ranged 
from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). The 
minimum and maximum scores of each of the measures are 
12 and 24 respectively. A higher score indicates greater 
acceptability, appropriateness and feasibility. The 
respondents were also requested to provide opinions and 
feedback on the videos. 
 
The studies involving human participants were reviewed and 
approved by the Ethics Committee for Research Involving 
Human Subjects at Universiti Putra Malaysia (JKEUPM-2020-
321). The patients/participants provided their written 
informed consent to participate in this study. The RCT of this 
intervention module was prospectively registered in the Thai 
Clinical Trials Registry (TCTR20201002001). The approval 
from the administration department of the higher education 
institution and the head of the program, as well as 
respondents’ written consent, were obtained before the 
commencement of the study.  
 
 
RESULTS 
The PWM consists of five constructs, i.e. intention, 
willingness, attitude, perceived norm and prototype 
perception. Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical construct of the 
PWM.21,25 
 
The intervention was developed in the Malay language to 
suit the target population. It comprises five sections, namely 
Section 1 (Sexting and Z generation), Section 2 (What are the 
implications of sexting?), Section 3 (Who is behind sexting?), 
Section 4 (What others' opinion?) and Section 5 (What can 
you do?). The summary of constructs and contents in each 
section of the intervention is summarised in Table I. 
 
Section 1: Sexting and Z generation 
This was an introductory session that was delivered via an 
animated video. Participants were informed of the definition 
of sexting and the population was deemed to be at risk of 
being involved in it. 
 
Section 2: What are the implications of sexting? 
Participants were educated on the consequences of sexting 
from four aspects, including sexual and reproductive health, 
cyberbullying, mental health and the legal aspect. The 
content of this section was based on the literature review on 
the implications of sexting.2,6–8,26–28 In this section, the 
participants were also exposed to the real scenario of 
negative consequences of sexting as reported in the local 
media. 
 
Section 3: Who is behind sexting? 
Participants were exposed to the different personalities of 
people who are more prone to engage in sexting (for 
example, individuals with a high sensation-seeking 
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Items                 Item statement                                                                                      Responses (n=30) 
                                                                         Completely           Disagree (%)             Neither agree              Agree (%)          Completely 
                                                                        disagree (%)                                          nor disagree (%)                                       agree (%) 
AIM 1      This SIM meets my approval                  0                              0                              17%                          53%                    30% 
AIM 2      This SIM is appealing to me                   0                              0                              20%                          50%                    30% 
AIM 3      I like SIM                                                  0                              0                              23%                          50%                    27% 
AIM 4      I welcome SIM to be given                    0                              0                              10%                          47%                    43% 
                to other students                                      

Table II: Acceptability intervention measure (AIM)

Items                 Item statement                                                                                  Responses (n=30) 
                                                                         Completely              Disagree                Neither agree                Agree             Completely  
                                                                        disagree (%)                  (%)                  nor disagree (%)                 (%)                 agree (%) 
IAM 1      This SIM seems fitting in                        0                              0                              10%                          50%                    40% 
                the sexting prevention effort                  
IAM 2      This SIM seems suitable for                    0                              0                              13%                          50%                    37% 
                university students                                    
IAM 3      This SIM seems applicable                      0                              0                              13%                          40%                    47% 
IAM 4      This SIM seems like a good                    0                              0                              13%                          37%                    50% 
                match with the current  
                technology era.                                         
 
 

Table III: Appropriateness measure

Items                 Item statement                                                                                 Responses (n=30) 
                                                                         Completely              Disagree               Neither agree             Agree (%)          Completely  
                                                                        disagree (%)                  (%)                  nor disagree (%)                                       agree (%) 
FIM 1       Things that we learn from                     0                              0                              13%                          37%                    50% 
                SIM seem implementable                         
FIM 2       Things that we learn from                     0                              0                              13%                          37%                    50% 
                SIM seem possible                                     
FIM 3       Things that we learn from                     0                              0                              13%                          37%                    50% 
                SIM seem doable                                      
FIM 4       Things that we learn from                     0                              0                              13%                          37%                    50% 
                SIM seem easy to apply in  
                real life                                                       
 

Table IV: Feasibility of intervention measure

Fig. 1: The theoretical construct of the prototype willingness model.
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personality trait, low agreeableness, neuroticism and 
attachment anxiety). The content of this section was based 
on the findings from the literature review on studies of the 
relationship between personality type and sexting 
behaviour.28-30 
 
Section 4: What others' opinion? 
Participants were provided with relevant information on the 
perceived and actual prevalence of sexting in Western and 
Asian countries as a comparison. Besides, they were also 
provided with information about the perception and 
approval of others about sexting behaviour, particularly 
parents, friends, religion and culture. The content was 
adapted from the findings of quantitative and qualitative 
studies obtained during the literature review.31–33  
 
Section 5: What can you do? 
Participants were provided with the instructions on how to 
resist social pressure to sext, such as a demonstration on how 
to resist sext requests by others. The participants were also 
reminded to use prompts, whereby they are taught to identify 
environmental prompts that can be applied as a reminder for 
them to avoid potential situations that can lead to sexting. 
The participants were also prompted to think about the 
potential barriers that can prevent them from engaging in 
sexting and to identify ways to overcome the behaviour. 
 
Based on the response of the pilot study, the majority of the 
respondents found this intervention module to be acceptable 
(Table II). The scores were not normally distributed, giving a 
median (interquartile range, IQR) of 20 (4). Qualitatively, 
respondents suggested improvement in the video’s graphics 
and animation, as well as increasing examples using real-
world sexting scenarios. Furthermore, some respondents 
recommended for the intervention be expanded to school 
children. 
 
Based on the response, the majority of the respondents found 
this intervention to be appropriate (Table III). The scores were 
not normally distributed, giving a median (IQR) of 21 (4). No 
additional comment was made qualitatively in this section. 
 
Based on the response, the majority of the respondents found 
that this intervention was feasible (Table IV). The scores were 
not normally distributed, giving a median (IQR) of 22 (4). 
Qualitatively, the respondents suggested uploading the video 
on social media platforms such as TikTok to gain more 
attention.  
 
 
DISCUSSION 
In this paper, we reported the development of an online 
animated sexting intervention module based on the PWM 
aimed at reducing the intention and willingness to sext 
among diploma students in Malaysia. The PWM was chosen 
as the model to address the intention and willingness of 
sexting, both of which represented important precursors to 
sexting behaviour. This model has also been used in previous 
interventions for the reduction of risky behaviours.14,20–22 
Therefore, this intervention module was established based on 
the previous interventions using PWM, and consultation with 
experts, before being validated via a pilot study involving a 

subgroup of the study population who were not participants 
of the main RCT. 
 
Sexting is a complex behaviour that has been explained by 
several behavioural theories, including PWM. The 
application of PWM in the design of the intervention video in 
this study represented a systematic approach to determine its 
efficacy in reducing the sexting intention and willingness 
among young adults. Since most of the published literature 
focused on the use of PWM for smoking, skin tanning 
prevention and prevention of alcohol consumption, it is 
necessary to acknowledge how PWM could contribute to the 
reduction of the intention and willingness to sext among 
undergraduate students. 
 
Next, the design of this intervention was adapted from the 
several experimental studies that were conducted based on 
PWM.34–37 Based on an experimental study, sharing the 
negative social consequences of having unsafe sex with 
university students has been effective in decreasing their 
willingness to perform unsafe sex.34 One of the possible 
reasons could be how the information might change their 
attitude with regard to their willingness to have unsafe sex. 
Therefore, we postulated that the provision of relevant 
information on possible negative outcomes resulting from 
engagement in sexting behaviour might contribute to the 
change in attitude and subsequently the willingness to sext 
among young adults. 
 
With regard to the best approach to improve the perceived 
norm of sexting, we included information on the pattern of 
sexting behaviour globally and locally, previous opinions on 
sexting prevalence, and others’ opinions on sexting 
behaviour in the intervention module. These were based on 
an experimental study that provided information on the 
typical drinking behaviour, average drinking behaviour on 
campus, and previous thoughts on the average drinking 
behaviour on campus for undergraduate students in the 
USA.35 The study outcome showed a successful reduction in 
the perceived norm regarding drinking among the 
respondents. Therefore, in our study intervention, we 
provided the opinions of parents and other young adults on 
individuals involved in sexting in order to reduce the 
perceived norm among the respondents. 
 
Lastly, the review findings of the behavioural change 
techniques used in PWM were applied to improve the 
prototype perception towards the sexters.38 Several studies 
provided positive and negative identities for the actors or 
abstainers.34,39 For example, a study has described the 
personality of people who practiced unsafe or safe sex in a 
bogus survey created for the intervention which in turn, the 
technique was found to successfully increase participants’ 
willingness to wear condoms.34 This technique was considered 
adequate to modify the prototype perception.36 Therefore, in 
our intervention, we provided information on the type of 
personality associated with sexting behaviour and a brief 
explanation of why this type of person would be more prone 
to engage in sexting. 
 
Based on the results from the pilot study, the online video was 
considered to be a form of acceptable, appropriate and 
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feasible intervention. Furthermore, these videos were 
uploaded to a private YouTube channel, making it 
convenient for the participants to access during their free 
time. Besides, the videos were considered to be more 
attractive for the participants because they were in the form 
of animation, easy to understand, with contents that might 
relate to them and short (only took a few minutes of their 
time to complete viewing). However, they provided some 
comments on improving the graphics and animation of the 
video, apart from incorporating more examples based on 
real-world sexting scenarios. In addition, they also suggested 
that the videos be uploaded to other social media platforms 
once the effectiveness of this intervention has been 
established. Last but not least, they also recommended that 
the intervention module be expanded to school children. 
 
Despite the positive feedback from this pilot study on our 
module, we acknowledge that this module will be one of the 
strategies to prevent sexting and cannot be a standalone 
strategy. There are several other factors that could influence 
sexting that are beyond the scope of this module. For 
example, family dynamics, interrelationships between family 
members and peers, and financial constraints. Therefore, 
other strategies could be implemented in parallel with the 
implementation of this module in order to have a greater 
impact on sexting prevention. Such strategies include 
parental involvement, peer-to-peer education, digital literacy 
programmes, sexting-related legislation awareness, reporting 
mechanisms for sexting victims, religious workshops, moral 
guidance and public campaigns on sexting that emphasise 
the importance of responsible online behaviour. 
 
 
CONCLUSION  
This animated sexting intervention module aimed at 
reducing the intention and willingness to sext represented an 
important contribution to the body of literature on the use of 
prototype willingness model (PWM). The intervention was 
deemed acceptable to the majority of diploma students that 
were involved in this study. However, a randomised 
controlled field trial (RCT) can be undertaken to establish its 
effectiveness. 
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