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Abstract. Digital gender-based violence (DGBV) is a pressing issue that dispropor-
tionately affects adolescents, particularly young women. This study examines how
digital platforms show gender-based violence, exploring adolescents’ perceptions, expe-
riences, and coping mechanisms. Drawing on a mixed-methods approach, data were
collected from 242 students (94 males and 148 females) aged 16 from upper second-
ary schools in Italy. Findings reveal that digital violence, including cyberstalking, sex-
tortion, and non-consensual sharing of intimate images, is normalized among adoles-
cents. Boys are more likely to justify or minimize the impact of digital abuse, while
girls experience heightened vulnerability and distress. The research also highlights
the normalization of controlling behaviors in adolescent relationships, with over 50%
of boys and 25% of girls considering phone surveillance by a partner as acceptable.
Additionally, perceptions of online abuse differ significantly by gender: while 63.5% of
girls equate digital abuse with physical-world violence, only 44.7% of boys share this
view. These findings underscore the urgent need for gender-sensitive digital literacy
programs in educational institutions. Schools, policymakers, and digital platforms
must work together to implement interventions that challenge harmful gender norms,
enhance digital safety, and promote respectful online interactions. Addressing DGBV
requires a multifaceted approach, integrating education, regulatory policies, and com-
munity engagement to foster a safer and more equitable digital environment for ado-
lescents.

Keywords: digital gender violence, social media, cyberstalking, sextortion, digital lit-
eracy.

Riassunto. La violenza di genere digitale (Digital Gender-Based Violence, DGBV) &
un problema urgente che colpisce in modo sproporzionato gli adolescenti, in partico-
lare le giovani donne. Questo studio analizza come le piattaforme digitali veicolino la
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violenza di genere, esplorando le percezioni, le esperienze e le strategie di coping degli adolescenti. Attraverso un approccio a meto-
di misti, sono stati raccolti dati da 242 studenti (94 maschi e 148 femmine) di 16 anni, provenienti da scuole secondarie di secondo
grado in Italia. I risultati mostrano che la violenza digitale, inclusi il cyberstalking, la sextortion e la condivisione non consensuale
di immagini intime, ¢ normalizzata tra gli adolescenti. I ragazzi tendono maggiormente a giustificare 0 minimizzare I'impatto degli
abusi digitali, mentre le ragazze sperimentano livelli piti elevati di vulnerabilita e disagio. La ricerca evidenzia inoltre la norma-
lizzazione di comportamenti di controllo nelle relazioni adolescenziali: oltre il 50% dei ragazzi e il 25% delle ragazze considera
accettabile il controllo del telefono da parte del/della partner. Le percezioni degli abusi online differiscono significativamente in
base al genere: mentre il 63,5% delle ragazze equipara la violenza digitale a quella fisica nel mondo reale, solo il 44,7% dei ragazzi
condivide questa opinione. Questi risultati sottolineano l'urgenza di programmi di alfabetizzazione digitale sensibili al genere nelle
istituzioni educative. Scuole, decisori politici e piattaforme digitali devono collaborare per implementare interventi che contrastino
le norme di genere dannose, rafforzino la sicurezza digitale e promuovano interazioni online rispettose. Affrontare la DGBV richie-
de un approccio multifattoriale che integri educazione, politiche regolatorie e coinvolgimento della comunita, al fine di favorire un

ambiente digitale piu sicuro ed equo per gli adolescenti.

Parole chiave: violenza di genere digitale, social media, cyberstalking, sextortion, alfabetizzazione digitale.

1. INTRODUCTION

Digital gender-based violence (DGBV) has become
an increasingly salient dimension of adolescent life,
shaped by platform architectures that amplify pre-exist-
ing gendered inequalities and expose young peo-
ple to new forms of harm Historically, GBV has been
entrenched in societal norms, perpetuated through ste-
reotypes and discriminatory practices against women.
These cultural narratives have evolved over time, but
their harmful impacts remain evident, particularly as
they find new forms of expression in the digital land-
scape (Vickery, 2017; DeCook et. al., 2022; Dubois &
Reepschlager, 2024). In modern society, the digital realm
serves as both a mirror and an amplifier of these soci-
etal inequities, fostering environments where abuse can
occur with alarming ease and reach.

Digital environments, like all aspects of human
interaction, are not gender-neutral. Instead, they tend
to replicate the existing power dynamics found within
society. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2021)
reports that nearly 35% of women globally have experi-
enced physical or sexual violence. However, such statis-
tics fail to capture the growing incidence of non-physi-
cal abuse, especially in digital spaces. Digital violence
includes forms such as cyberstalking, revenge pornog-
raphy, sextortion, and online harassment, which have
become increasingly common (Alonso-Ruido, Sande-
Muiiz & Regueiro, 2022). These digital threats often
coalesce with traditional forms of abuse, creating a con-
tinuum of harm that extends beyond the online sphere
and deeply impacts victims’ real lives (Narayani, 2024).

Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to such
abuse (Mainardi & Voli, 2024). Growing up immersed
in technology, their social interactions are frequently
mediated through digital platforms. For this genera-

tion, the boundaries between online and offline experi-
ences are increasingly blurred, with virtual interactions
exerting significant influence over their social develop-
ment and mental well-being (Chassiakos & Stager, 2020;
Kaarakainen et al., 2024). Adolescence is a critical devel-
opmental stage marked by identity formation, emotional
exploration, and the establishment of interpersonal rela-
tionships. It is also a period of heightened vulnerability
to external influences, including manipulation and coer-
cion (Chesters, 2024). Digital platforms, while offering
unprecedented opportunities for connectivity and self-
expression, simultaneously expose adolescents to risks
such as harassment, exploitation, and control (Nyamwe-
sa, 2024). Following boyd’s notion of networked publics
and the insights of on digital sociology, we frame ado-
lescents” online engagement as shaped by platform affor-
dances that simultaneously create opportunities for con-
nection and self-expression, while also exposing young
people to risks. This ambivalent environment positions
social media as both a space of support and a potential
arena of harm (Orton-Johnson & Prior, 2013)
Educational institutions are uniquely positioned
to recognize the intersection of digital technology and
DGBV. Despite the pressing need for intervention, there
is a significant gap in resources and strategies tailored
to adolescents. Many existing frameworks for addressing
DGBYV are designed with adults in mind, overlooking
the specific needs and experiences of younger popula-
tions. This oversight is particularly concerning given the
unique ways in which adolescents engage with technol-
ogy and the distinct vulnerabilities they face. Effective
prevention and intervention strategies must account for
these nuances, incorporating perspectives from adoles-
cents themselves to ensure relevance and efficacy.
Against this backdrop, the present study adopts an
exploratory approach to investigate how adolescents in



Social media, power, and control: Addressing digital gender-based violence among adolescents 21

two upper secondary schools in Northern Italy perceive
and navigate DGBV. The analysis is grounded in the rec-
ognition that digital interactions cannot be separated
from broader sociocultural dynamics, and that under-
standing adolescents’ interpretations is essential for
designing effective interventions.

To clarify the analytical direction of the study while
maintaining its exploratory nature, we pose the follow-
ing guiding research questions:

1. How do adolescents perceive and interpret different
forms of digital gender-based violence and their
manifestations across online contexts?

2. In what ways do gender differences shape adole-
scents’ attitudes, emotional responses, and experien-
ces related to DGBV?

3. How are controlling digital behaviours - such as
monitoring, access demands, or restrictions on onli-
ne visibility — normalised, justified, or contested
within adolescent relationships?

These questions orient the empirical analysis and
support a nuanced understanding of how digital violence
becomes embedded in adolescents’” everyday social and
relational practices.

2. ADDRESSING DIGITAL GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

Digital Gender-Based Violence (DGBV) encompass-
es a broad spectrum of gendered harms enacted, facili-
tated, or amplified through digital technologies. Con-
temporary scholarship defines DGBV as violence rooted
in power imbalances and discriminatory gender norms
that manifests through behaviours such as cyberstalk-
ing, image-based sexual abuse, non-consensual image
sharing, online harassment, coerced sexting, doxing, and
forms of digitally mediated coercive control (Powell &
Henry, 2017; Jane, 2017; Dragiewicz et al., 2018; Flynn &
Henry, 2021). International organisations including UN
Women and UNESCO similarly emphasise that DGBV
extends beyond individual acts to reflect structural ine-
qualities and cultural norms that are reproduced and
intensified through digital platforms.

Importantly, DGBV should not be conflated with
other online risks such as cyberbullying: while cyber-
bullying may involve repeated aggression, DGBV is spe-
cifically anchored in gendered logics and often targets
girls, women, and gender-diverse youth. The distinc-
tion between these phenomena helps clarify the unique
relational, sexualised, and power-laden dynamics of
DGBV. Furthermore, young people encounter digital
risks within socio-technical ecosystems shaped by plat-
form affordances, peer culture, and normative expecta-

tions around visibility and intimacy. We need to situate
DGBV within the broader landscape of youth digital
practices, acknowledging how online environments both
expose adolescents to harm and serve as crucial spaces
for connection, identity work, and support. By integrat-
ing these perspectives, the revised theoretical framework
situates DGBV as a multi-layered construct involving
technological affordances, gendered socialisation pro-
cesses, and structural inequalities, therefore aligning the
study with current international scholarship and provid-
ing a stronger conceptual basis for analysing adolescents’
experiences.

While media representations and digital gender-
based violence are distinct phenomena, they are con-
nected through the gender norms and symbolic power
relations that shape adolescents’ interpretations of online
behaviour. Media stereotypes contribute to a wider cul-
tural continuum in which femininity and masculin-
ity are differently valued, and this framework influences
how young people recognise, justify, or minimise digital
harm. Distinguishing these levels of analysis avoids con-
ceptual overlap while clarifying how cultural narratives
inform digitally mediated violence.

The role of media in perpetuating harmful gender
stereotypes has been extensively documented (Valls,
Puigvert, & Duque, 2008; Women U.N. 2015; Abbott,
Weckesser, & Egan, 2021; Torp Lekkeberg et al., 2023;
Andrade, Sampaio & Donard, 2024). For decades, wom-
en have been portrayed through reductive and often
objectifying lenses, reinforcing societal expectations of
subservience and compliance. These portrayals have
shifted over time, but the underlying stereotypes per-
sist, evolving to fit modern narratives. Today, the digi-
tal media landscape continues to propagate these ste-
reotypes, albeit in more nuanced forms. Social media
platforms play a dual role: they empower women to
challenge societal norms but also serve as arenas where
misogyny and harassment are rampant (Castells, 2009;
2012; DeCook et al., 2022).

Digital GBV (DGBV) encompasses various forms
of abuse, including cyberstalking, non-consensual por-
nography, and sextortion, which have profound psycho-
logical and social impacts on victims. These behaviors
often exploit the anonymity, scalability, and permanence
of digital platforms, making them particularly difficult
to combat (Ybarra, Diener-West & Leaf 2007; Jones,
Mitchell & Finkelhor, 2013). The anonymity afforded by
online platforms emboldens perpetrators, allowing them
to act without fear of immediate repercussions (Powell
& Henry, 2017; Sarda et al.,, 2019). Scalability ensures
that abusive content can reach a wide audience within
moments, amplifying its impact (Recuero, 2024). Final-
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ly, the permanence of digital tracks means that harm-
ful content can persist indefinitely, causing long-term
psychological distress for victims. These features make
digital violence a formidable challenge to address, neces-
sitating innovative strategies that go beyond traditional
approaches to combating DGBV.

2.1. Youths’ use of emerging technologies for engaging
services

Adolescents often lack the tools to recognize and
respond to digital abuse effectively (Patton, 2020; Tin-
tori, Ciancimino, & Cerbara, 2024). A 2020 report by
Save the Children highlights that many young people
perceive certain abusive behaviors, such as excessive
monitoring or unsolicited messages, as expressions of
affection rather than as red flags for coercive control.
This misinterpretation underscores the urgent need for
education that fosters critical digital literacy and helps
young individuals navigate their online interactions safe-
ly. Moreover, the normalization of digital abuse in ado-
lescent relationships contributes to its perpetuation, with
many victims hesitating to seek help due to fear of judg-
ment or social stigma (Mainardi & Magaraggia, 2024).

Structural inequities further exacerbate the challeng-
es faced by marginalized groups. Women, LGBTQIA+,
and those from socioeconomically disadvantaged back-
grounds are disproportionately targeted by both tradi-
tional and digital forms of abuse. Research by McInroy
& Beer (2022) indicates that LGBTQIA+ youth frequent-
ly encounter harassment online, but they also use digital
platforms as critical spaces for community building and
access to mental health resources. This duality high-
lights the complexity of digital environments, which can
simultaneously serve as sources of harm and avenues for
empowerment.

Adolescents increasingly turn to digital technolo-
gies as a vital part of their social lives, shaping how they
interact with peers, access information, and seek sup-
port. The last generations have grown up in a hypercon-
nected world where online and offline experiences are
deeply intertwined (Chassiakos & Stager, 2020; Lajnef,
2023). Nearly 95% of youth own a mobile device, with a
significant proportion using social media platforms daily
to maintain relationships and find resources (Rideout &
Robb, 2018; Fitzpatrick, Harvey & Almeida, 2024). This
ubiquitous connectivity presents both opportunities
and challenges in addressing issues such as DGBV. Ado-
lescents, who are among the most active users of social
media, are disproportionately affected, often lacking the
tools to navigate these threats effectively.
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Educational institutions have a pivotal role in
addressing digital GBV by fostering awareness and pro-
moting preventive strategies. Schools can implement
gender-sensitive curricula that challenge stereotypes
and equip students with critical digital literacy skills.
Such initiatives can help young people recognize abusive
behaviors, understand the risks associated with shar-
ing personal content, and develop strategies for seeking
support. Studies emphasize the importance of a multi-
stakeholder approach in tackling digital GBV, involv-
ing educators, parents, policymakers, and technology
providers (Auriemma et. al., 2020; Blatterer, 2022; Scott
et al., 2024). Collaborative efforts can create safer digi-
tal environments by enhancing platform accountability,
promoting community engagement, and integrating dig-
ital safety features into app designs (Castells, 2012).

The pervasive use of digital platforms by adolescents
provides new avenues for accessing support services,
especially in cases where stigma or fear prevents indi-
viduals from seeking help through traditional methods.
Digital interventions, such as apps or online counseling
platforms, have shown potential in reducing barriers to
access by offering anonymity and reducing perceived
judgment (Storer, Nyerges & Hamby 2022). These tools
also allow youth to process sensitive issues, such as inti-
mate partner violence or digital abuse, in environments
perceived as more neutral and accessible than physical
services (Bailey et al., 2023).

Despite these advancements, gaps remain in under-
standing the effectiveness of these technologies across
diverse youth populations. While digital tools facilitate
access to information and support, studies highlight the
critical need for education on safe online behaviors and
the recognition of abusive patterns (Grignoli, Barba &
D’Ambrosio 2022). Young people often struggle to dis-
tinguish between care and control in relationships, par-
ticularly in digital contexts where constant communica-
tion may be normalized. This highlights the importance
of integrating digital literacy into educational programs,
equipping adolescents with the skills to identify and
resist manipulative behaviors online.

3. DATA
3.1. Materials and methods

The study aims to explore how technologies show
digital gender-based violence (DGBV) among youth,
particularly in educational settings. The research focus-
es on understanding how media and digital platforms
shape perceptions of gender stereotypes and violence. It
investigates the impact of digital abuse on adolescents.
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The methodology involves quantitative approaches to
capture the nuanced experiences of young individuals in
a digital context (Leavy, 2022).

Understanding how adolescents relate to digital vio-
lence is a complex task for several reasons. On the one
hand, it is essential to consider the developmental char-
acteristics of this age group. Adolescents are in a stage
of growth characterized by a focus primarily on them-
selves and their personal experiences. This introspective
tendency may lead them to underestimate or overlook
the consequences of their actions on others, as well as to
develop a limited awareness of risky phenomena that can
be difficult to recognize at such a formative age.

On the other hand, digital violence represents a rela-
tively new phenomenon that remains under-researched
compared to violence in the physical world. Therefore,
gaining insight into how young people perceive and
engage with digital violence is crucial for developing
effective interventions. Understanding their perspectives
can provide valuable insights for educators, psycholo-
gists, teachers, social workers, and other support profes-
sionals seeking to address and mitigate the impacts of
digital violence. For these reasons, this study conducted
a quantitative investigation aimed at analyzing adoles-
cents’ perceptions of digital violence.

For this study, a self-administered online question-
naire using Google Form was chosen as the research
instrument (De Leeuw & Hox 2012; Kostyk et al,
2021). This method allows participants to provide their
responses independently, without the presence of an
interviewer. The questionnaire consisted of 30 closed-
ended questions designed not only to explore how ado-
lescents engage with digital violence but also to examine
its various manifestations across different contexts. Addi-
tionally, several questions aimed to assess whether ado-
lescents perceive controlling and manipulative behaviors
as normal or as expressions of interest. To facilitate ques-
tionnaire administration, QR codes were used. Given
adolescents’ familiarity with smartphones, this approach
enabled quick and easy access to the questionnaire, con-
tributing to a high response rate (Sevén et al., 2023).
Ensuring the autonomy of responses, emphasizing the
credibility of the research institution, and highlighting
the role of the researcher are essential aspects of scientif-
ic research (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Leavy, 2022). To
enhance transparency, the questionnaire included a link
to a document providing a detailed explanation of the
study. This document outlined the research objectives,
the measures taken to protect privacy and anonymity,
and ensured a trustworthy and transparent environment
by offering both students and parents clear information
about the nature of the questions.

The administration of the questionnaires differed
between the two schools involved in the study.

In one of the two school, the initial approach, as
decided by the principal, required students to complete
the questionnaire at home using their parents’ creden-
tials to access the survey. However, this method signifi-
cantly limited the response rate. This limitation may
have been due to the lack of prior presentation of the
study to students, which prevented them from feeling
actively engaged, as well as potential time constraints
on the part of parents in assisting their children with
the survey completion. To address this issue, an alter-
native approach was agreed upon with the principal of
the first school. The revised method involved teachers
administering the questionnaires during class by pro-
viding QR codes only to students whose parents had
given consent. This modification led to a substantial
increase in response rates.

In the second school, a different level of collabora-
tion was observed. Principal showed immediate interest
in the study, recognizing its value not only for academ-
ic purposes but also for its relevance as a contemporary
social issue. Additionally, some teachers emphasized
the importance of introducing the research to students
beforehand.

As a result, the questionnaires were administered
directly by the lead researcher, in the presence of the
teacher supervising the class at that time. This approach
allowed students to actively participate in the research,
fostering a sense of involvement rather than passive
compliance. The researcher’s presence facilitated mean-
ingful interactions, enabling students to share their
thoughts and perspectives on the topic. Moreover, it
allowed for real-time observation of students’ engage-
ment with the questionnaire and provided an opportu-
nity to clarify any doubts or questions.

A participative approach that prioritizes student
engagement and individual participation can have a
positive impact on research outcomes by fostering deep-
er involvement and higher response rates (Decataldo &
Russo, 2022; Sevon et al., 2023).

After selecting the participating schools, the quan-
titative sample consisted of all students present in the
second-year classes, while the qualitative subsample
was recruited on a voluntary basis: five female students
expressed interest in further discussing their experienc-
es and were therefore invited to take part in semi-struc-
tured interviews. The interview guide was structured
around key thematic areas emerging from the question-
naire, including adolescents’ use of social media, the
emotional significance of ‘likes, experiences of online
insults, perceptions of intimate image sharing, attitudes
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toward partner surveillance, and awareness of different
forms of digital violence. Quantitative data were ana-
lysed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 29 to compute
descriptive statistics and explore gender-based differ-
ences, while the qualitative interviews were transcribed
verbatim and examined through thematic coding sup-
ported by NVivo 14. This integrated analytical strategy
allowed for a coherent interpretation of patterns across
the two datasets.

Additionally, parental consent was obtained through
a digital form created using Google Forms, which was
included in the official school circulars. This approach
reduced paper waste and minimized the risk of students
losing, damaging, or forgetting the consent form before
questionnaire administration. Parents received an auto-
matic email confirmation of their submitted consent,
ensuring full transparency and documentation of their
authorization.

The survey provided a broad overview of adoles-
cents’ digital practices, perceptions, and attitudes, while
the semi-structured interviews offered contextualised
insights that deepened the interpretation of emerging
statistical patterns. Rather than functioning as separate
strands, the two datasets were intentionally brought into
dialogue through a process of conceptual triangulation:
qualitative narratives were used to illuminate why cer-
tain quantitative trends occurred, how adolescents made
sense of digital harms, and which mechanisms contrib-
uted to the normalisation of controlling behaviours. The
interviews thus served to refine, nuance, and critically
situate the survey findings, enhancing the overall inter-
pretive robustness of the study.

3.2. Data and sampling

The target population consisted of 16-year-old stu-
dents enrolled in the second year of upper secondary
school. The research involved a significant sample of 242
students (94 males and 148 females) from the second-
year classes of two upper secondary schools in Lom-
bardy Region in Italy in May 2024. The first school is
based in Milan city center, the second school is located
in the hinterland of Milan within Lombardy regions:
both the schools have heterogeneous cultural and socio-
economic background within students. To minimize
the risk of self-selection bias, a census-based analysis
of entire classes was conducted. This approach ensured
broader and more representative participation, as all stu-
dents present in the selected classes were invited to com-
plete the questionnaire, regardless of their prior interest
or awareness of the research topic.
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3.3. Data collection

Data collection was conducted using a mixed-
methods approach (Creswell & Clark, 2017). Research-
ers utilized an online questionnaire designed to capture
the attitudes, behaviors, and experiences of adolescents
regarding digital violence and gender stereotypes. The
survey was distributed via school networks and took
approximately 20-30 minutes to complete. The question-
naire included both closed and open-ended questions to
allow for both statistical analysis and qualitative insights.

In addition to the questionnaire, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with a smaller subset of par-
ticipants (5) to delve deeper into their personal experi-
ences with digital violence. The interview guide was
developed based on sensitizing concepts derived from
the literature on DGBYV, focusing on themes such as
online harassment, revenge porn, sextortion, and the
role of social media in perpetuating or combating stereo-
types. Interviews were conducted by trained researchers
and were audio-recorded with the consent of partici-
pants, ensuring confidentiality. Pre-test was made on a
sample of boys and girls in the friend’s network of the
authors.

4. RESULTS

4.1. Social media use and the perceived importance of
Tikes’

Regarding social media usage (e.g., Facebook, Insta-
gram, Twitter), no significant disparities were observed
in platform preferences. Both male and female students
showed a clear inclination toward Instagram and Tik-
Tok, with nearly identical percentages favoring these
platforms.

However, notable differences emerged in how young
people perceive the importance of ‘likes’ on their content
and their concerns related to them. A defining feature of
platforms such as Instagram and TikTok is the presence
of ‘likes,” which users receive for their posted content.
While for some individuals, these interactions may hold
little significance, for adolescents, they appear to play a
crucial role, particularly for female students.

Figure 1 presents data on the perceived impor-
tance of ‘likes. A clear gender-based distinction emerges
from the analysis. Boys tend to place less importance
on receiving ‘likes.” Specifically, 45.7% of male students
assigned a score of 1 to the significance of ‘likes, indi-
cating a relatively low perception of them as a measure
of success or approval. In contrast, female students dis-
played a greater sensitivity toward this feature. Only
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Perceived Importance of Likes by Gender

&
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10.0f

0.0

Figure 1. Gender differences in the perception of ‘likes.

30.4% of girls assigned the lowest score (1), suggesting
that a larger proportion of them attribute greater value
to ‘likes’ compared to boys.

Additionally, gender differences become evident in
the middle-range scores. Among female students, 12.2%
assigned a score of 4 to the importance of ‘likes,” where-
as this percentage drops to 8.5% among male students.
These findings suggest that, for a notable portion of
female respondents, ‘likes” hold a more substantial social
and psychological significance.

An analysis of the motivations behind the signifi-
cance attributed to ‘likes’ revealed notable gender dif-
ferences. The question aimed to explore the reasons why
young people consider ‘likes’ highly important, target-
ing only those respondents who assigned a significant
value to them.

The primary reason for valuing ‘likes” among female
students is an increase in self-esteem, reported by 58.7%
of respondents. Similarly, male students also acknowl-
edge this factor, though to a lesser extent, with 40%
indicating self-esteem enhancement as their main moti-
vation. This suggests that while external validation is
significant for both genders, it appears to have a stronger
impact on the self-esteem of female students.

Regarding the influence of others’ judgment, 33.7%
of female respondents emphasized its importance, high-

. Male
N Female

2
Importance of Likes (Scale 1-5)

lighting the crucial role of peer opinions in shaping their
self-perception. In contrast, only 18% of male students
reported being significantly affected by others” opinions,
suggesting that social judgment plays a less prominent
role in their perception of self-worth.

Finally, 25% of female participants stated that
receiving ‘likes’ makes them feel desired, reinforcing the
idea that social approval and recognition are key fac-
tors for them. Among male students, this motivation was
reported by 18%, indicating that while feeling desired is
relevant for both groups, it is slightly less pronounced
among males.

Overall, these findings suggest that although exter-
nal validation through ‘likes’ is important for both gen-
ders, its impact on self-esteem, social judgment, and the
need for recognition is generally stronger among female
students.

As shown in Figure 2, among male respondents,
58.5% reported having no fears and feeling highly confi-
dent when sharing content. This suggests a greater sense
of ease and self-assurance among boys in their use of
social media platforms, possibly linked to a lower con-
cern about external judgment.

In contrast, female respondents expressed sig-
nificantly higher levels of concern. Only 20.9% of girls
reported feeling completely secure when posting con-
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Major Concerns About Posting on Social Media by Gender

Receiving negative comments about my appearance

Fear of not being attractive enough

Feeling inferior to others

Not being understood

Concerns When Posting on Social Media

None, | feel very confident

e Male
N fFemale

Figure 2. Concerns about posting on social media.

tent, indicating greater vulnerability and anxiety regard-
ing online visibility. Furthermore, girls exhibited spe-
cific fears that were less prevalent among boys. Notably,
38.5% of female respondents feared receiving negative
comments about their appearance, a concern shared by
only 19.1% of boys. Additionally, 31.1% of girls expressed
anxiety about feeling inferior to others, compared to
10.6% of boys. Similarly, 30.4% of girls worried about
not being attractive enough, whereas this concern was
reported by only 11.7% of boys.

These fears reflect not only the social pressures
adolescent girls experience but also the crucial role that
digital platforms play in their lives. Social media often
becomes a battleground for social validation, deeply
influencing self-perception and self-esteem. Adolescent
girls, in particular, may invest significant emotional
energy in conforming to beauty and success ideals pro-
moted by media and peers. This heightened concern
over their online image can lead to reduced self-confi-
dence and negatively impact their sense of security and
freedom of expression.

4.2. The echo of an offense: How online words become
silent poison

A key challenge in the digital sphere is adolescents’
understanding of the strong link between the virtual and
real worlds. Many young people struggle to recognize
how experiences and interactions on social media can

10 20 30 40 50 60
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significantly impact their identity and overall well-being.
As a result, they may perceive digital insults and aggres-
sion as less serious or impactful than those occurring in
the physical world. The survey analyzed how adolescents
perceive insults on social media, revealing both simi-
larities and significant differences between genders. The
percentage of young people who reported experiencing
digital insults was similar for both boys and girls, with
no major discrepancies between the two groups. How-
ever, a substantial difference emerged in their emotional
reactions to these insults. The majority of boys (75.7%)
reported feeling indifferent when receiving insults,
whereas only 24.5% of girls expressed the same reaction.
In contrast, girls exhibited stronger emotional responses,
with 59.2% reporting sadness and 18.4% experiencing
a sense of powerlessness. Regarding offensive behavior
directed at others through social media, notable gender
differences were also observed. The percentage of boys
and girls who admitted to offending someone online var-
ied significantly, suggesting that the nature of offensive
behaviors and their perception differ between genders.

To gain further insight, the study explored the
emotions felt by those who admitted to offending oth-
ers online. Among boys, the predominant emotion was
satisfaction (38.5%), followed by anger (34.6%), indif-
ference (30.8%), and a feeling of increased strength
(28.8%). This latter sentiment was significantly higher
than among girls, where only 4.5% reported feeling more
powerful after offending someone.
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Conversely, among girls, the most common emo-
tional response was feeling provoked (50%), compared
to 23.1% of boys who reported the same. Additionally,
31.8% of female respondents reported feeling both sat-
isfied and indifferent, with a lower incidence of anger
(22.7%) compared to boys. These differences suggest that
adolescent experiences and perceptions of online aggres-
sion vary significantly depending on gender.

4.3. Perceptions of the severity of online insults vs. real-
world offenses

The analysis of how adolescents perceive the sever-
ity of online offenses compared to those in the real world
further highlights significant gender differences, war-
ranting a more in-depth examination.

As shown in Figure 3, survey responses indicate a
clear gender-based difference in the perception of online
offenses. The majority of girls (63.5%) considered social
media insults to be just as serious as those occurring in
the real world. This suggests that girls tend to perceive
digital interactions with the same level of seriousness as
face-to-face interactions.

In contrast, only 44.7% of boys shared this opinion,
which may indicate a tendency to downplay the sever-
ity of online offenses, possibly perceiving them as less
harmful than in-person insults. Indeed, 40.4% of boys
viewed online offenses as less serious, compared to just
11.5% of girls, suggesting a distorted perception of their
impact. Girls appear to have a greater awareness of the
potential harm caused by online insults and their impact
on emotional well-being.

70 Perception of Online vs. Real-World Insults by Gender

mm Female
! Male

60

B v
=) =]
T :

w
o

Percentage (%)

20

il | | -
0 y

Same seriousness Less serious
Perception of Online Insults

More serious

Figure 3. Offenses on social media.

Moreover, 25% of girls considered online offenses
to be more severe than real-world insults, compared to
14.9% of boys. This suggests that girls may experience
digital aggression more frequently and perceive it as par-
ticularly harmful or invasive.

When asked why they perceived online offenses as
less severe, the majority of respondents - without sig-
nificant gender differences - selected the response: «The
person may not know their aggressor and therefore
remain indifferent.»

However, an interesting trend emerged in the open-
ended responses, where participants could freely express
their views. One boy’s response stood out: «The person
is a pussy, so they feel powerful but actually aren’t.»

This statement reflects the respondent’s perception
that an online aggressor is inherently weak, as indicated
by the derogatory term ‘pussy.” This term carries a nega-
tive connotation toward the female anatomy and is often
used as an insult toward men, implying cowardice, lack
of courage, or low self-esteem. It highlights a deeply
ingrained gender bias, reinforcing the stereotype that
weakness is associated with femininity. Such findings
reveal how gender stereotypes are already internalized
during adolescence.

A significant gender divide was also observed in how
adolescents respond to offensive online behavior directed
at others. The majority of girls (63.5%) stated that they
disapproved of such behavior and actively reported it,
compared to only 29.8% of boys. Among boys, the most
frequent response (40.4%) was: «If they deserved it, I
don’t think it’s wrong.»

This response suggests a concerning trend among
male adolescents, indicating a greater tendency to justify
or downplay offensive actions, particularly when they
perceive the victim as deserving of mistreatment. This
attitude may contribute to a minimization of the harm-
ful effects of such behavior, in contrast to their female
peers, who exhibit higher sensitivity toward these issues.

A striking difference also emerged in responses relat-
ed to participation in offensive behavior to feel included
in a group: 18.1% of boys reported engaging in such
behavior for social acceptance, compared to only 1.4% of
girls. This stark contrast suggests that boys may be more
likely to adopt aggressive online behaviors as a means of
social integration and group identity reinforcement.

4.4. From keyboard to wounds: The impact of digital
violence on real life

Social media has made it easier to offend others,
and these offenses are often minimized or perceived as
less serious than those occurring face-to-face. However,
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it is crucial to recognize that digital offenses can be just
as harmful - if not more so - than those in the physi-
cal world. This is because online aggression can occur
with less emotional involvement and greater boldness, as
aggressors do not directly face their victims. Addressing
online violence is essential, especially given the signifi-
cant gender differences in exposure to digital risks. One
critical aspect to examine is adolescents’ perception of
which gender is more exposed to digital violence.

The data presents a highly concerning picture. Both
male and female respondents acknowledged that women
are more vulnerable to online violence, with 60.6% of
boys and an even higher 68.9% of girls agreeing with
this statement. This suggests that adolescents are aware
of the greater risks faced by girls in digital spaces, indi-
cating a shared perception of the gendered nature of
online violence. While this awareness is positive in terms
of problem recognition, it underscores the urgent need
for interventions to prevent and combat such discrimi-
natory and violent behaviors. Furthermore, it highlights
the elevated risks girls face in digital environments,
emphasizing the necessity of targeted protection and
awareness measures.

To further explore online risks, the study examined
the practice of sharing intimate images among adoles-
cents, aiming to assess potential gender differences in
exposure and consequences. The data indicated a higher
prevalence among boys, with 24.5% of male respondents
reporting that they had shared intimate images, com-
pared to 16.2% of girls. Participants who had shared
intimate images were then asked whether they had
feared their images being leaked or if they had actu-
ally experienced non-consensual distribution. The data
shows that girls exhibited greater concern over privacy
risks than boys. 41.9% of girls expressed fear that their
images could be shared without consent, compared to
25.9% of boys. However, when looking at actual cases of
non-consensual distribution, the numbers were similar:
14.8% of boys and 9.7% of girls reported that their inti-
mate images had been leaked.

Gender differences were also evident in the reasons
for sharing intimate content. 48% of girls stated that
they shared images to please their partner, compared to
only 16% of boys. Regarding sexual gratification, 48%
of boys and 36% of girls reported that sharing intimate
images contributed to their sexual fulfillment. This indi-
cates a higher perception of sexual gratification among
boys compared to girls.

Additionally, 36% of boys reported feeling more
confident after sending intimate content, whereas only
16% of girls shared this experience. Conversely, 12% of
girls stated that sending intimate images made them feel
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more insecure, a sentiment not reported by any male
respondents.

These findings highlight significant gender differ-
ences in the emotional and psychological consequences
of sharing intimate images. Girls appear to experience
greater insecurity and feel more pressure to meet their
partner’s expectations, while boys associate the practice
more with self-confidence and sexual satisfaction. To
assess adolescents’ understanding of digital violence, the
survey investigated their awareness of revenge pornogra-
phy, sexting coercion, cyberstalking, online harassment,
upskirting, and doxing. The findings revealed that most
students were familiar with revenge pornography, cyber-
stalking, and online harassment, with similar aware-
ness levels between boys and girls. However, a particu-
larly interesting gender difference emerged in awareness
of upskirting. More boys (18.1%) than girls (7.4%) were
aware of this form of abuse. This disparity suggests that
boys may be more curious about upskirting while simul-
taneously failing to recognize it ‘as a form of sexual har-
assment.

4.5. A digital cage: When control is disguised as care

Considering the sensitive nature of adolescence,
it is important to understand how young people per-
ceive controlling behaviors in romantic relationships
through digital tools. The survey sought to analyze how
adolescents interpret these behaviors and whether they
perceive them as signs of interest or affection (Jamie-
son 2013; Pérez-Marco et al., 2020). Respondents were
asked whether they considered it normal for a partner
to request access to their phone or to forbid them from
posting pictures online.

The results revealed a significant gender gap. 53.2%
of boys considered phone-checking by a partner as nor-
mal. Given that 94 male students participated in the sur-
vey, this means that more than half (50 boys) accepted
phone surveillance as a standard practice in relation-
ships. The percentage of girls who found this practice
normal is about 25%. With 148 female respondents, this
indicates that 37 girls accepted phone-checking as a nor-
mal behavior.

This gender difference suggests that boys are more
likely to accept or request this behavior compared to
girls, potentially reflecting perceived power dynamics
in adolescent relationships. A high percentage of boys
viewing phone surveillance as acceptable could indicate
a normalization of controlling behaviors, which may
be mistaken for acts of care or protection. However,
such behaviors are often symptomatic of unhealthy and
potentially abusive relationships.
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Figure 4. Offenses on social media.

Girls’ responses, while lower than boys), still indicate
a social or relational pressure leading them to accept
these behaviors.

As shown in Figure 4, the survey also examined
responses to the question ‘If my partner forbids me from
posting a picture online. The results further demon-
strated differences in attitudes toward control in rela-
tionships:

- 66.9% of girls and 42.6% of boys rejected the prohi-
bition, considering it a violation of their personal
freedom.

- 34% of boys, however, stated that they would accept
the restriction out of respect for their partner, sug-
gesting that some interpret control as a form of care
rather than a violation of rights.

- Only 12.8% of girls shared this perspective, indica-
ting that most female respondents did not view con-
trol as a sign of respect.

Moreover, 4.7% of girls and 11.7% of boys stated
that they would accept the restriction because they
themselves impose similar rules on their partner. This
response reflects a reciprocity in control, further rein-
forcing the normalization of such behaviors in adoles-
cent relationships.

These findings reveal important gender differences
in how control is perceived and accepted. While a major-
ity of adolescents reject controlling behaviors, a substan-
tial portion normalizes them, interpreting them as signs
of love and commitment.

During the survey, an interesting reflection emerged
from a male student regarding relationship control
through digital tools. The student observed that many
couples he knew used the application ‘Life 360’ to track

each other’s locations in real time. When asked about
the reasons for this habit, the student explained: «Peo-
ple use it to make sure there are no betrayals. But in my
opinion, that’s not a sign of love; it’s a sign of a lack of
trust. Loving someone means trusting them, not moni-
toring them.»

He further added: «For me, this isn’t normal, but
now it’s something that happens a lot... umh... theyre
happy with it. It would have been useful to include a
question about this, because that app is really widespread.

This reflection highlights two key points:

1. Some adolescents perceive controlling behaviors as
normal and associate them with care and love.

2. Others recognize these behaviors as abusive and
indicative of mistrust, rather than genuine affection.
Hearing a 16-year-old express such a mature per-

spective demonstrates a sincere interest in understand-

ing the normalization of digital control in relationships.

It also emphasizes the importance of educating young

people on healthy relationship dynamics and the differ-

ence between protection and control (Storer, Nyerges &

Hamby, 2022).

These findings underscore the need for comprehen-
sive education on digital violence, healthy relationships,
and gender dynamics to prevent harmful behaviors from
becoming normalized in adolescent interactions.

The descriptive operationalisation of DGBV devel-
oped in this study can be understood as an initial
‘attribute space’ that organises the key dimensions
through which adolescents encounter and interpret
digital violence. This framework - encompassing forms
of aggression (e.g., harassment, coercive control, image-
based abuse), relational contexts (peer, romantic, group



30

dynamics), and gendered patterns of emotional response
- provides a structured lens for future mixed-methods
research. While the present study employed the attrib-
ute space primarily for descriptive and exploratory pur-
poses, it offers a conceptual foundation for more formal-
ised integration strategies, such as mapping qualitative
themes onto quantitative indicators or developing typol-
ogies of adolescent digital experiences. In this sense,
the attribute space serves not only as an analytical tool
for the current study, but also as a scaffold for future
investigations aiming to compare, extend, or deepen the
understanding of DGBV across contexts.

5. DISCUSSION

The findings of this study highlight the urgent need
to address DGBV as an integral part of adolescent edu-
cation and intervention strategies. With the increasing
integration of technology into daily life, digital spaces
have become arenas where traditional gender-based vio-
lence extends into new and often more pervasive forms
(Powell & Henry, 2017). The results indicate that girls
are disproportionately affected by digital abuse, includ-
ing cyberstalking, sextortion, and non-consensual shar-
ing of intimate images (Alonso-Ruido, Sande-Muiiz, &
Regueiro, 2022). Boys, while also experiencing digital
violence, tend to normalize and justify certain behaviors,
reflecting entrenched gender norms (Sundaram, 2013).

A key observation from this research is the normali-
zation of controlling behaviors in adolescent relation-
ships, often perceived as signs of care rather than coer-
cion. The findings indicate that over 50% of boys and
25% of girls consider it acceptable for a partner to check
their phone or restrict their social media activity. This
suggests a pressing need for educational interventions
that challenge such attitudes and emphasize healthy,
respectful relationships. Without targeted awareness
campaigns and preventive measures, these controlling
behaviors may escalate into more severe forms of abuse
in adulthood (Tintori, Ciancimino, & Cerbara, 2024).

One of the most concerning trends emerging from
the data is the perception of online harassment as less
severe than real-world aggression, particularly among
boys. While 63.5% of girls equate digital abuse with
physical-world violence, only 44.7% of boys share this
view. This disparity in perception highlights a gap in
digital literacy and awareness that needs to be bridged
through comprehensive education on the impact of
online abuse. The anonymity, scalability, and perma-
nence of digital interactions make online harassment
particularly insidious, requiring innovative strategies to
combat it effectively (Recuero, 2024).
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The integration of quantitative and qualitative data
provides a more nuanced understanding of how adoles-
cents perceive and navigate digital gender-based violence.
Survey results highlighted marked gender differences
in the emotional and behavioural responses to online
aggression — girls reporting higher levels of sadness, anx-
iety, and fear of exposure, while boys displayed greater
indifference and a tendency to justify harmful behav-
iours. The qualitative interviews helped contextualise
these patterns by revealing the interpretative frameworks
adolescents use to make sense of digital interactions.
For instance, girls described feeling vulnerable to online
judgement and reputation damage, which resonated
with the survey finding that they place greater emotional
weight on social media validation. Conversely, boys fre-
quently framed offensive online behaviour as ‘banter’ or a
normative part of peer culture, aligning with quantitative
data showing their reduced perception of harm.

Qualitative narratives also shed light on the normal-
isation of controlling behaviours. While over half of the
boys in the survey considered partner phone-checking
acceptable, interviews revealed that some boys (by the
point of view of girls) interpreted surveillance as a sign
of loyalty or a way to maintain relational certainty. At
the same time, a minority articulated critical perspec-
tives, recognising such practices as rooted in mistrust
- thus qualifying the broader statistical trend. These
integrative insights underscore the value of a mixed-
methods approach, allowing the study to capture not
only behavioural prevalence but also the meanings ado-
lescents attach to digital practices.

The influence of social media in shaping adolescent
self-perception and gender identity is another critical
aspect that emerged from the study. Female participants
reported higher levels of concern regarding their online
image, with many associating social media validation
(e.g., ‘likes’) with self-worth. This reliance on exter-
nal validation contributes to increased vulnerability to
online abuse, cyberbullying, and manipulation. Pro-
grams promoting digital resilience and self-esteem must
be incorporated into school curricula to help young peo-
ple navigate online spaces safely (Rideout & Robb, 2018;
Perry et al., 2023).

The role of educational institutions in combating
digital gender violence cannot be overstated. Schools
serve as essential platforms for fostering digital literacy
and gender-sensitive education. The implementation of
structured programs that address digital consent, healthy
relationships, and the ethical use of technology is impera-
tive. Equipping educators with the tools to recognize and
address digital abuse will further strengthen the protec-
tive environment necessary for adolescent development.
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Recent evidence highlights the importance of ground-
ing school-based prevention efforts in established educa-
tional models. Approaches inspired by programmes such
as Lights4Violence and the EU Kids Online framework
demonstrate how structured activities can help adoles-
cents recognise digital consent, identify controlling or
abusive behaviours, and strengthen bystander interven-
tion. Within this perspective, gender-sensitive digital lit-
eracy becomes central: curricula should address platform
affordances, privacy governance, and the power dynam-
ics embedded in everyday online interactions, offering
students concrete tools to navigate digital environments
in safer and more autonomous ways.

Additionally, policymakers and social media plat-
forms must collaborate to create safer digital environ-
ments. Regulatory measures that enhance privacy pro-
tections, improve reporting mechanisms, and hold
perpetrators accountable are crucial in mitigating the
spread of digital gender violence. Encouraging platforms
to integrate Al-driven content moderation and user-con-
trolled safety settings can empower adolescents to pro-
tect themselves from digital abuse.

Parental involvement is also a critical component in
addressing DGBV. Educating parents on digital safety,
open communication strategies, and the risks associated
with online interactions can provide adolescents with a
supportive network for navigating digital challenges. A
balanced approach that fosters autonomy while ensuring
guidance is essential in creating a safer digital landscape
for young people.

In conclusion, addressing digital gender-based vio-
lence requires a multifaceted approach involving educa-
tion, policy, technological innovation, and community
engagement. By implementing targeted interventions,
fostering digital literacy, and challenging harmful gender
norms, we can create a safer and more equitable digital
environment for adolescents. This research underscores
the importance of proactive measures to prevent digital
abuse and promote a culture of respect and empower-
ment in online and offline spaces.

6. LIMITS AND CONTRIBUTION’S
POINTS OF STRENGTH

This study provides insights into the normalization
of digital gender-based violence (DGBV) among ado-
lescents, highlighting the ways in which young people
perceive and experience online abuse. By employing a
mixed-methods approach, it was possible to capture both
quantitative trends and qualitative reflections, offering
a comprehensive understanding of the issue. The find-

ings contribute to ongoing discussions on gender norms,
online safety, and digital literacy, emphasizing the
urgent need for targeted educational interventions. The
study also sheds light on controlling behaviors in ado-
lescent relationships, revealing how digital tools can be
misused to exert power and surveillance, often under the
guise of care and affection.

However, despite these contributions, the study has
certain limitations that should be acknowledged. First,
the research is based on a sample of 242 students from
two upper secondary schools in Lombardy, Italy. While
this allows for an in-depth examination of adolescent
experiences within a specific educational and cultural
context, it may limit the generalizability of the findings
to broader populations. Future studies could expand the
sample to include a wider geographic range, incorporat-
ing data from multiple regions or even cross-national
comparisons to better understand how digital gender-
based violence manifests across different socio-cultural
environments.

Another limitation is the cross-sectional nature of
the study. The research captures adolescent perceptions
at a single point in time, providing valuable but static
insights into their understanding of digital violence.
However, attitudes, behaviors, and coping mechanisms
evolve over time, particularly as young people gain more
awareness, digital literacy, and personal experiences. A
longitudinal study would be beneficial in tracking how
perceptions of digital abuse change with age and wheth-
er interventions — such as educational programs - have a
lasting impact on reducing harmful behaviors.

Additionally, while the study effectively highlights
the gendered dynamics of digital violence — particularly
how boys are more likely to justify or minimize digital
abuse while girls experience greater emotional distress
- there remains an opportunity for further exploration.
The experiences of LGBTQ+ youth and male victims
of online abuse were not explicitly addressed, despite
evidence suggesting that these groups face unique risks
in digital spaces. Future research should incorporate a
more intersectional approach, examining how sexual ori-
entation, gender identity, and other social factors influ-
ence experiences of digital violence.

The study also presents policy recommendations,
advocating for digital literacy programs, awareness
campaigns, and intervention strategies in schools. How-
ever, further discussion is needed regarding the practi-
cal challenges of implementing such measures. Schools
may face resource constraints, lack of teacher training,
or resistance from students and parents. Examining
successful case studies from other educational systems
could provide actionable insights on how to effective-
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ly integrate digital violence prevention programs into
school curricula.

Finally, ethical considerations played a key role in
this research. While parental consent was required, we
observed variations in response rates between the two
schools, partly due to differences in administrative pro-
cedures and parental involvement. This may have intro-
duced selection bias, potentially underrepresenting stu-
dents who experience higher levels of parental control or
digital surveillance at home. Furthermore, given the sen-
sitive nature of digital violence, future research should
explore additional ways to ensure emotional support for
participants who may recognize their own experiences
in the study’s themes.

Despite these limitations, this study makes a mean-
ingful contribution to understanding digital gender-
based violence among adolescents, offering new evidence
on how gender norms influence online interactions. The
findings emphasize the urgent need for interventions in
schools, stronger digital safety policies, and increased
awareness among young people, educators, and poli-
cymakers. By addressing the identified gaps, future
research can build upon these insights to further devel-
op effective prevention strategies and promote a safer,
more equitable digital environment for all adolescents.
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