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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Objective: Nearly 50% of adults under age 29 report using some form of online dating to
find sexual partners or romantic relationships. Limited evidence suggests online and offline
dating behaviors and experiences can vary. We aimed to expand understanding these differences by examining how attachment styles are associated with online and offline search for
partners and emotional responses to sexual experiences. Methods: In a sample of single
adults (N ¼ 247; Mage¼ 27.34), we examine how attachment styles relate to individual differences in how people search for partners and respond to sexual experiences with partners
met online and offline. Results: Individuals high in attachment anxiety reported higher use
of online dating apps and more negative experiences (e.g., lower satisfaction, more guilt)
following their most recent sexual encounters with partners met online and offline and
reported feeling more used after engaging in sexual activity specifically with partners met
offline. Individuals high in avoidance also reported more negative experiences following
their most recent sexual encounters but only with partners met offline. Conclusions: This
study moves our understanding by highlighting nuances in how attachment insecurity is
associated with differences in online dating app use and emotions following sexual experiences when meeting partners online and offline.
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Introduction

Over the last decade, the expansion of internet
availability and consumer electronics (e.g., smartphones, smartwatches, tablets, etc.) allowing consistent access has revolutionized the way millions
of people seek out romantic and sexual partners,
birthing the term “online dating.” Online dating
involves using internet-based dating applications
to facilitate relational experiences ranging from
casual sexual encounters to committed romantic
relationships (e.g., Finkel et al., 2012; Gatter &
Hodkinson, 2016). Prior work affirms widespread
adoption of online dating methods more generally; for example, in 2019 as many as 48% of U.S.
adults aged 18–29 and 30% of individuals of all
ages reported using a dating site or app (Vogels,
2020), with 39% of cross-sex couples reporting
that their relationships originated online
(Rosenfeld et al., 2019).
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Previous research also suggests that online dating represents a novel and unique context, distinct from that of offline dating (e.g., Finkel
et al., 2012). For example, online dating allows
people to evaluate detailed profiles with expressed
dating desires (e.g., relationship, hookup) that
may be less evident or salient in offline contexts.
In addition, meeting offline (e.g., at a friend’s
party, at work) often results in greater social connection than meeting online, which may afford a
higher degree of anonymity. Despite recognition
of significant experiential differences in dating
behavior, relatively little is known about how differences in individuals’ attachment styles might
shape the quality of their sexual and dating experiences within the distinct contexts of online and
offline dating. In the current study, we build on
previous work exploring the associations among
adult attachment style (attachment avoidance and
attachment anxiety), romantic relationships, and
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sexual behavior (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Hazan &
Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016) by
examining these associations in the novel contexts of both online and offline dating.
Attachment style, romantic relationships, and
sexual behavior

Attachment theory (Ainsworth et al., 1978;
Bowlby, 1969/1982) offers a unique lens for
understanding sources of individual differences in
adult romantic experiences (Fraley & Shaver,
2000). The theory posits that individuals’ early
relational experiences shape their internal working
models (IWMs) of the self and others, an enduring cognitive and affective lens through which
relationship experiences are interpreted and interpersonal behaviors are expressed across the lifespan (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Fraley & Shaver, 2000;
Sroufe, 2005). Originally developed to explain differences in parent-child relationships, attachment
theory has been increasingly applied to adult
romantic relationships and sexual behaviors for
single people and people in relationships (Hazan
& Zeifman, 1999; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).
A common model for conceptualizing adult
attachment uses two factors underlying attachment security or insecurity—attachment anxiety
and attachment avoidance (e.g., Hazan &
Zeifman, 1999; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).
Attachment anxiety is defined by a profound
desire for closeness, concern about the availability
and reliability of relationship partners, and
hyperactive emotional responses (e.g., exaggerated
and more intense expression of emotions).
Attachment avoidance is characterized by the
minimization of attachment needs, a desire for
independence, evasion of emotional closeness,
and use of deactivating emotional responses, such
as emotion suppression (Fraley & Shaver, 2000;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer & Shaver,
2016). In contrast, attachment security is represented by low levels of both attachment anxiety
and avoidance. Those with secure attachment
styles tend to be more comfortable with all (positive and negative) emotions and more adept at
regulating them in adaptive ways. They are also
comfortable giving and receiving care in close,
interdependent
relationships—neither
overly

concerned about their partner’s availability nor
uncomfortable with emotional closeness and
intimacy (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).
Previous work demonstrates that differences in
individual attachment insecurity (anxiety and
avoidance) are related to individual experiences
in adult romantic relationships. For example,
individuals high in attachment anxiety desire
more intimacy within their relationships, have
more stringent requirements about what constitutes intimacy (Hudson & Fraley, 2017), interpret
neutral information as evidencing rejection
(Collins, 1996), and report that their relationships
are less satisfying than they would like
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Individuals high in
attachment avoidance tend to remain independent from their partners and resist commitment
(Birnie et al., 2009; Campbell et al., 2001; Hazan
& Shaver, 1987), demonstrate fewer nonverbal
closeness and support-seeking behaviors (Collins
& Feeney, 2000; Tucker & Anders, 1998), and
report less satisfaction within their relationships
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Broadly, higher
insecurity—either avoidance, anxiety, or both—
has been linked with increased negative emotions
and decreased positive emotions within romantic
relationships (Simpson, 1990). By contrast,
greater attachment security has generally been
associated with greater harmony and more positive experiences within close relationships
(Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Simpson, 1990).
In the context of dating, attachment theory can
also shed light on how individuals search for and
evaluate romantic or sexual partners. For example,
research suggests that higher attachment anxiety is
linked with the need for increased attention and
disclosure to feel close (Hudson & Fraley, 2017),
induction of jealousy in a partner to draw them
closer (Wegner et al., 2018), engagement with dating as a way to mitigate loneliness (McClure
et al., 2010), lower selectivity in partner selection
(McClure et al., 2010), and increased sharing and
bids for attention during relationship formation
(Brumbaugh & Fraley, 2010). By contrast, individuals high in attachment avoidance tend to be
more averse to perceived increases in closeness
(Hudson & Fraley, 2017), and to use touch earlier
in a dating relationship (Brumbaugh & Fraley,
2010). Higher avoidance also links with lower
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perceived expectations of closeness and intimacy
in future relationships, which translates into lower
engagement in the dating process (Spielmann
et al., 2013). Further, higher avoidance predicts
averting entry into committed relationships
(Schindler et al., 2010)—and when entry does
occur, it is accompanied by an aversion to commitment that contributes to expectations of relationship failure (Birnie et al., 2009).
The associations between individual differences
in attachment style and sexual attitudes and
behavior are less straightforward, with previous
research yielding mixed findings (Birnbaum
et al., 2006; Schachner & Shaver, 2004; Snapp
et al., 2014). For example, some work indicates
that higher attachment avoidance generally links
with more open attitudes toward casual sex (e.g.,
Sprecher, 2013) and a greater number of sexual
partners (e.g., Garneau, et al., 2013; Gentzler &
Kerns, 2004), whereas other research notes that
factors such as elevated self-reliance (a characteristic of avoidant attachment) are linked with
fewer sexual partners among college-aged women
in particular (Schneider & Katz, 2017). For those
high in attachment anxiety, some studies find no
link to open attitudes toward casual sex
(Sprecher, 2013) or the number of sexual partners (Schneider & Katz, 2017) but instead a partiality toward sexual activity within committed
relationships (Gillath & Schachner, 2006); however, other work demonstrates that higher attachment anxiety is related to a greater willingness to
engage in sexual activity while single (Cooper
et al., 1998) and a higher frequency of having
done so (Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020).
Individual differences in emotional responses
to sexual activity are also linked with attachment
style. In some cases, those high in avoidance and
anxiety appear similar in their emotional
responses—for example, both have been associated with the experience of negative affect and
concerns about giving and receiving love during
sexual activity, as well as more negative feelings
about previous sexual experiences (Birnbaum
et al., 2006; Gentzler & Kerns, 2004). Other
research highlights differences in how those high
in avoidance versus anxiety feel about their sexual activity while dating—for example, individuals higher in avoidance were more likely to
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engage in consensual but ultimately undesired
sexual experiences (Gentzler & Kerns, 2004).
Greater anxiety has been related to an increased
desire for intimacy and closeness during sexual
activity and more destructive post-coital behavioral, including the questioning of relationship
compatibility when negative feelings are experienced during sexual activity (Birnbaum et al.,
2006). Despite these previous explorations of the
connection between individuals’ attachment and
feelings in response to their sexual behavior, no
research has examined whether this link is altered
by the different online or offline dating contexts
of single individuals.
Online and offline dating contexts

Given that people communicate differently in
online and offline contexts (e.g., Young et al.,
2019), it is unsurprising that some research supports the notion that online dating and offline
dating represent fundamentally different relational
contexts (Ciocca et al., 2020; Finkel, 2015; Finkel
et al., 2012; Gatter & Hodkinson, 2016). For
example, dating and sexual experiences originating
in the offline domain may occur within a more
interconnected social web (e.g., a romantic pair
that meets at work), whereas experiences originating from online platforms may evolve through
electronic communication and involve less (or no)
social overlap, allowing a more discreet experience. Previous work has generally supported the
notion that individuals’ real or imagined behavior
is often different under conditions of anonymity
(e.g., Young et al., 2019), suggesting that the
greater degree of behavioral anonymity afforded
by and made possible through the use of online
platforms may influence or alter individuals’
behavioral displays. Likewise, potential partner
selection in an online platform involves profiles of
key information (e.g., pictures, location, profession, mutual attraction) not likely to be as readily
and immediately available in offline experiences
(e.g., meeting in a bar). This key difference is
important to note in light of previous work demonstrating that individuals feel and behave differently toward others once they become aware of
mutual attraction (Luo & Zhang, 2009), or have
access to information communicating the presence
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of attractive but potentially unobservable characteristics like status (Akbulut & Weger, 2016).
Often online sites require a mutual indication of
attraction before communication is allowed.
Finally, online dating is premised upon the notion
that potential partners are abundant, thus providing a context for exploring romantic interest with
a lower perceived threat of rejection than may
otherwise be present in offline dating experiences
(e.g., Chin et al., 2019). In light of previous
research demonstrating that one’s sensitivity to
rejection may influence both one’s behavior (e.g.,
self-disclosure) and emotions (e.g., anxiety) in the
process of dating, it remains possible that the less
threatening dating experience afforded by online
dating may uniquely impact individual experiences
in dating when compared with offline dating
(Hance et al., 2018).
Given the role of attachment in shaping relationship formation and emotional experiences, one
would expect attachment to play a role in shaping
individual differences in the ways individuals
engage with online dating platforms and how they
feel as a result. However, the limited amount of
prior explorations of the links between attachment
style and online dating platform behaviors have
yielded mixed results about use; for example, some
studies indicate that attachment style does not significantly predict the use of online dating
(Blackhart et al., 2014), while others indicate that
higher attachment anxiety is linked with a greater
likelihood of online dating (Chin et al., 2019;
Jonason & Bulyk, 2019). Concerning the frequency
with which individuals contact romantic partners,
research has generally supported the notion that
individuals higher in attachment anxiety contact
potential partners more frequently using electronic
means of communication (Goodcase et al., 2018),
use online dating sites and applications more frequently (Rochat et al., 2019), have higher numbers
of matches and connections on dating sites, and
demonstrate a wider variety of motives behind their
online dating use (Timmermans & Alexopoulos,
2020). Notably, research suggests that despite a
higher frequency of use and matches, individuals
higher in attachment anxiety report a lower likelihood of meeting up in person with matches met
online (Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020).

Previous findings are mixed when it comes to
the link between attachment avoidance and
online dating, with some studies indicating that
higher avoidance links with less frequent electronic romantic communication (Morey et al.,
2013) and others failing to find this link (e.g.,
Goodcase et al., 2018). Likewise, some research
suggests that individuals higher in avoidance are
more frequent online dating platform users than
securely attached individuals (Rochat et al., 2019)
and have a higher number of online connections
(Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020), whereas
other work fails to support these connections
(e.g., Jonason & Bulyk, 2019).
Given research suggesting that attachment plays
a role in adult romantic relationship behaviors and
in light of recent studies suggesting that it may
play a role in whether individuals choose to use
online dating platforms at all (and how they behave
if they do), it stands to reason that attachment may
also uniquely relate to individuals’ emotional
responses to dating experiences in the distinct context of online dating. For example, prior work
affirms that attachment style plays a role in how
individuals feel and behave following a rejection
experience in the context of (offline) dating more
generally (e.g., Besser & Priel, 2009). That said, in
an online dating context, rejection may represent a
different level of threat to attachment needs than
in-person interactions and rejections, especially
given the unique characteristics of online dating
related to anonymity, more rapid confirmation of
mutual attraction, perception of alternative partner
availability, and communication mediums in which
rejection cues may be less salient. Despite established differences in online and-offline dating contexts, a significant body of work highlighting the
role attachment plays in shaping dating experiences
more generally, and recent explorations into how
attachment shapes engagement with online dating
specifically, prior work has yet to explicitly examine
how attachment style and dating context may
together associate with the ways individuals feel
about their dating experiences.
The current study

In the present study, we aimed to address this
gap in the literature by examining whether
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associations between attachment style and sexual
experiences differed as a function of the context
in which they originated (e.g., online or offline
dating). Specifically, we sought to focus on two
domains: (1) individuals’ search for sexual partners and (2) emotional responses to sexual experiences. As we aimed to compare outcomes
across these two domains in the context of both
online and offline dating, we measured offline
dating experiences for all participants, and we
measured online dating experiences for those that
reported them. In the first domain of searching
for partners, we measured individuals’ use of
online dating sites, frequency of online dating
platform use, whether they felt safe using online
dating platforms, and whether they were motivated to use online dating sites for uncommitted
sexual experiences.
In light of the research reviewed above, we
advanced the following hypotheses:
1. Higher attachment anxiety would predict a
greater likelihood of online dating use and a
higher frequency of use.
2. Higher attachment anxiety would predict lower
feelings of safety using online platforms, and a
lower likelihood of reporting that current use
was motivated by a desire to engage in uncommitted sex (i.e., a hookup).
3. Higher avoidance would predict lower frequency of online dating application use.
4. Higher attachment avoidance would not be associated with feeling unsafe using online platforms.
5. Higher attachment avoidance would predict a
greater likelihood of reporting use of online
dating platforms as a means to engage in noncommitted sex.

Our second domain of outcomes relates to
how individuals feel regarding their online and
offline sexual experiences, including both negative
feelings—such as whether individuals felt like
their sexual partner had lost respect for them, as
well as whether they felt used or guilty after
engaging in uncommitted sexual behavior—and
positive feelings—such as satisfaction with their
most recent uncommitted sexual experience.
Given the limited literature above that has noted
that there may be noticeable differences between
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online and offline dating, we explored these
relationships.
6.

7.

Higher attachment anxiety would be associated
with greater feelings of lost respect, feeling
used, and feeling guilty, and lower reported
satisfaction.
Higher attachment avoidance would be associated with lower reporting of concerns about
lost respect, feeling used, and feeling guilty, and
higher reported satisfaction regarding their
most recent sexual experience.

Method
Participants

In the fall of 2016, participants were recruited via
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform as
part of a broader study on adult dating, relationships, and sex. A screening survey was used to
restrict participants to be single, between the ages
of 18 and 35 years of age, from the United States,
and to self-identify as straight or bisexual. All
data were collected using a 30-minute online survey. MTurk participants were compensated $0.80.
This study was approved by the Sewanee: The
University of the South’s Institutional Review
Board (Approvals #152-40, 16S-11). Notably,
Tinder was a newer dating application where
users were more direct about looking for sexual
encounters along with romantic partners. As
such, participants were asked to report on Tinder
use (if any), other online dating use (if any), and
offline dating. Responses for Tinder and online
dating sites were combined into a composite representing all online dating activities for
each variable.
Data from 291 qualified participants were
inspected for missed attention checks (e.g., “select
‘agree’ for this answer”). All participants who had
2 or more incorrect attention check answers were
removed (n ¼ 44). The average age (see Table 1)
of the remaining 247 participants was 27.34 years
(SD ¼ 4.47 years) and 59.51% were males.
Reported income ranged from less than $10,000
to more than $150,000, but most participants
(96.64%) indicated an income below $60,000
(52.10% reported an income below $30,000;
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Table 1. Means
Study Variables.

and

Standard

Males
Variable

n

Attachment avoidance 144
Attachment anxiety
144
Permissiveness
144
Offline dating experiences
Loss of respect
123
Satisfaction
123
Used
123
Guilt
122
Online dating experiences
Daily app use
77
Safety
78
Loss of respect
67
Satisfaction
67
Used
67
Guilt
67

M

Deviation
Females

SD

n

M

of

Key

Total
SD

n

M

SD

3.11 1.30 97 3.47 1.30 241 3.25 1.31
3.53 1.51 97 3.74 1.47 241 3.62 1.49
3.47 0.96 97 2.76 1.06 241 3.18 1.05
1.10
3.29
1.40
1.46

0.30
0.75
0.78
0.76

79
78
79
78

1.37
3.06
1.82
1.83

0.49
0.87
0.98
1.01

202
201
202
200

1.20
3.20
1.56
1.61

0.40
0.81
0.89
0.88

4.27
5.32
1.34
3.11
1.49
1.49

5.05
1.37
0.48
0.81
0.72
0.64

55
57
38
38
38
38

3.35
4.65
1.55
2.74
2.03
1.63

4.37
1.36
0.50
0.88
1.09
0.90

132
135
105
105
105
105

3.89
5.04
1.42
2.98
1.69
1.54

4.78
1.40
0.50
0.85
0.90
0.74

Note. Attachment style dimensions ranged from 1 to 7, with higher scored
indicating less security. Permissiveness ranged from 1 to 5, with higher
scored indicating more permissiveness. Safety was rated from 1 to 7,
with higher scores indicate more feelings of safety. Loss of respect
responses were dichotomous: yes (1) and no (2). Felling of satisfaction,
guilt, and being used ranged from 1 to 4, with higher scores indicating
higher endorsement of that feeling. Sex was coded as a dichotomous
variable (male ¼ 1, female ¼ 2).

21.05% were in college). Participants were geographically diverse (residing in 43 of the 50
states). Most identified as White (70.45%); others
identified as African American (8.91%), Asian
(8.91%), Hispanic or Latinx (6.88%), and other
racial-ethnic identities (1.2%); 3.64% declined
to respond.
Procedure

After consenting online, all participants completed measures of their attachment style and
sexual attitudes. In the instructions, we defined
sex or a hookup as “any experience involving
oral sex (giving or receiving), anal sex (penetrating your partner or being penetrated), or vaginal
sex.” Next, those who reported Tinder use
responded to questions about their attitudes and
experiences with Tinder. Regardless of their
Tinder use, participants who reported using any
other online dating sites responded to questions
about their attitudes and experiences with online
dating sites. Finally, all participants were asked
similar questions about offline dating attitudes
and experiences, as well as demographic questions. Although questions were generally identical
across the different contexts (online and offline
dating), some questions were excluded for offline
dating to reduce participant burden; questions

removed were generally inapplicable to the offline
dating context (e.g., details about their online
dating profiles). Finally, all participants provided
demographic information.
Measures
Demographic covariates

Participants entered their age in years.
Participants were asked to identify their sex by
selecting male or female, coded as 1 and 2,
respectively. Participants reported their average
annual income.
Attachment style

To measure adult attachment anxiety and avoidance, participants responded to the widely used
Experiences in Close Relationships—Revised
questionnaire (Brennan et al., 1998; Fraley et al.,
2000). Designed to work with various relationship
statuses (e.g., single, dating, committed), this
scale directs participants to respond based on
how they “generally experience relationships,”
and items are written such that some ask about
relationships or partners more generally. This
survey includes 18 items for each of the attachment anxiety (e.g., “I find that my partner(s)
don’t want to get as close as I would like”) and
avoidance (e.g., “I find it difficult to allow myself
to depend on romantic partners”) subscales.
Participants responded on a seven-point scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). In line with prior research (Fraley et al.,
2000), Cronbach’s alpha was high for attachment
anxiety (.96) and avoidance (.93).
Permissiveness

The permissiveness subscale of the Brief Sexual
Attitudes Scale (Hendrick et al., 2006) measures
individuals’ openness to sexual experiences.
Participants responded to 10 items about having
sex with someone they are not dating (e.g.,
“Casual sex is acceptable”) by indicating their
agreement on a 5-point scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to (strongly agree). Higher
scores indicated more permissive attitudes toward
sex. Cronbach’s alpha was high (.93) in our sample, similar to prior research (Hendrick
et al., 2006).
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Domain 1: Searching for partners
Use of online dating

Participants were asked if they used Tinder and
online dating in separate questions scored 0 for
no and 1 for yes. If yes, they answered specific
questions about online experiences respective to
their yes answers.
Frequency of use

Participants were asked, “On average, how many
times a day do you open or check [dating type]
dating profile(s)?” Answers ranged options
ranged from 0 to 10þ. We summed together
Tinder and online dating site totals in calculating
the daily frequency of use across all online dating platforms.
Safety

Participants who indicated that they had used
either Tinder or online dating platforms were
asked if they feel safe using these online dating
apps on a 7-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree)
to (strongly agree). If participants used both dating types, their score was averaged.
Looking for a hookup

Participants were asked if they had indicated that
they were looking for a hookup on any of their
online profiles. Scores were coded with no ¼ 0
and yes ¼ 1.
Domain 2: Feelings following sexual experiences
Respected less

Participants responded to the question, “Have
you ever hooked up with someone from [dating
type] and afterward had the feeling the person
respected you less because you hooked up with
him or her?” Response options were yes, no, or I
have not hooked up with someone from [dating
type]. Participants indicating no hook up were
excluded from this and follow up questions about
the experience. Scores were coded with no ¼ 0
and yes ¼ 1.
Satisfaction

Participants indicating that they had had a sexual
encounter stemming from their use of an [dating
type] dating platform were asked, “How satisfied
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were you with your most recent [way of meeting]
related sexual encounter?” Response options
ranged from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 4
(extremely satisfied).
Negative feelings

Participants indicating a sexual encounter using a
platform were asked about feeling guilty (“I felt
guilty after my most recent sexual encounter with
a [dating type]” and used (“I felt used after my
most recent sexual encounter with a [dating
type]”). Response options ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
Data analysis

In preliminary analyses, we examined distributional properties of the data (see Table 2), bivariate correlations, and partial correlations
(controlling for age and sex) among study variables. Next, we compared differences in experiences by performing paired t-test comparisons
between all online and offline experiences. For
primary analyses,1 we conducted hierarchical linear regressions for outcomes with continuous
variables and logistic regressions for dichotomized outcomes. Each regression accounted for
shared variance in attachment anxiety and avoidance while controlling for four covariates: sex,
age, income, and permissiveness. Income and
permissiveness tend to increase with age, so all
three variables were included as covariates.
Although these covariates were not always significantly related to primary outcomes, they were
retained for robustness and consistency across
regressions. Each regression included two steps:
covariates were entered in Step 1 and attachment
avoidance and anxiety in Step 2.
Results
Preliminary analyses

Most participants (56.50%) indicated using some
form of online dating but only 19.00% reported
using both Tinder and online dating platforms.
Most participants indicated having a sexual
experience with someone met offline (80.57%)
but only 41.70% indicated having a sexual experience with someone met through online dating or
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Table 2. Full Correlations.
Variable
1
Age
2
Sex
3
Attachment avoidance
4
Attachment anxiety
5
Income
6
Permissiveness
Offline dating experiences
7
Loss of respect
8
Satisfaction
9
Used
10
Guilt
Online dating experiences
11
Daily app use
12
Online dating app use
13
Safety
14
Loss of respect
15
Satisfaction
16
Used
17
Guilt

1

2

3

4

5

–.08
.02
–.04
.25
.10

.14
.07
–.02
–.33

.42
–.11
–.11

–.17
.06

.04

.03
–.09
.02
–.06

.33
–.14
.23
.21

.26
–.31
.27
.28

.34
–.27
.38
.29

–.03
.11
–.11
–.04

–.12
.06
.06
.02
–.10
–.08
–.01

–.10
.03
–.24
.20
–.21
.29
.09

–.02
.03
–.16
.19
–.25
.31
.27

.25
.18
–.06
.38
–.28
.25
.24

–.12
.08
–.03
.05
.03
–.12
.09

1
Age
2
Sex
3
Attachment Avoidance
4
Attachment Anxiety
5
Income
6
Permissiveness
Offline dating experiences
7
Loss of respect
8
Satisfaction
9
Used
10
Guilt
Online dating experiences
11
Daily App Use
12
Tinder/Online dating app use
13
Safety
14
Respect loss
15
Satisfaction
16
Used
17
Guilt

6

7

8

9

–.11
.12
–.13
–.11

–.30
.40
.28

–.30
–.32

.61

.06
.16
.16
–.10
.19
–.28
–.29

.10
.15
–.15
.34
–.24
.26
.19

–.20
–.05
.11
.02
.31
–.18
–.16

.14
.14
–.04
.24
–.42
.67
.48

11

12

13

14

15

16

.25
.16
.30
.16
.05
–.04

.10
.34
–.12
.14
.27

–.07
.22
–.06
–.14

–.01
.30
.37

–.45
–.37

.60

10

.14
.14
–.03
.24
–.19
.56
.47
17

Note. Sex was coded as a dichotomous variable (male ¼ 1, female ¼ 2).
p < .05. p < .01.

Tinder. Only 4 (1.62% of the sample) participants
reported a sexual experience with someone met
online without also having a sexual experience
with someone met offline.
Next, we used paired sample t-tests to compare
meeting offline and to all online sexual experiences for those that reported meeting partners offline and online. Compared to most recent offline
experiences, most recent online sexual experiences were less satisfying, t(92) ¼ 3.20, 95% CI
[.51, .12], p ¼ .002. Sexual experiences originating from online platforms were more likely to
result in participants feeling a loss of respect,
t(93) ¼ 2.89, 95% CI [.27, 05], p ¼ .005, as
compared to sexual experiences originating offline. There were no differences in guilt t(93) ¼
1.26, p ¼ .21, or feeling used, t(93) ¼ .535, p ¼
.59, after the most recent meeting offline and
online sexual experiences.

Domain 1: Search for a partner

In regression analyses controlling for covariates
(age, sex, income, and permissiveness), higher
attachment anxiety, but not avoidance, was associated with a higher likelihood of using online
dating (b ¼ .19, p ¼ .009) and higher frequency
of use (b ¼ .28, p ¼ .003). Thus, Hypothesis 1
was supported, but Hypothesis 4 was not.
Attachment anxiety and avoidance were not
related to feelings of safety using online dating or
indications of looking for a hookup. Hypothesis 5
was supported whereas Hypotheses 2, 3, 6
were not.

Domain 2: Feelings following sexual experiences

Controlling for covariates (age, sex, income, and
permissiveness), attachment anxiety was related

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SEXUAL HEALTH

Table 3. Attachment Style Predicts Feeling a Loss of Respect
after A Sexual Encounter.
Offline
Loss of respect

b (SE)

Table 4. Attachment Style Predicts Sexual Experiences Based
on Way of Meeting.

Online

Wald v (OR)
2

b (SE)

Offline

Wald v (OR)

Step 1
Constant
–5.02 (1.65) 9.31 (.01) –1.92 (1.78)
1.16
Age
.04 (.05)
.77 (1.04)
.01 (.05)
.07
Sex
1.75 (.42) 17.61 (5.77)
.89 (.45)
3.85
Income
–.06 (.09)
.43 (.94)
.05 (.09)
.33
Permissiveness
.04 (.19)
.05 (1.05) –.06 (.23)
.07
Step 2
AVO
.42 (.19)
4.94 (1.52)
.08 (.22)
.12
ANX
.65 (.17) 15.12 (1.91)
.56 (.17) 11.49

b (SE)

2

(.15)
(1.01)
(2.44)
(1.05)
(.94)
(1.08)
(1.76)

Note. AVO ¼ attachment avoidance, ANX ¼ attachment anxiety, OR ¼ odds
ratio. Sex was coded as a dichotomous variable (male ¼ 1, female
¼ 2).
p < .05. p < .01.

to feeling a loss of respect from both offline and
online sexual experiences (see Table 3). In contrast, attachment avoidance was related to feeling
a loss of respect from offline but not online experiences. Higher attachment anxiety was associated
with lower satisfaction with most recent sexual
partner met offline (b ¼ .16, p ¼ .032) or
online (b ¼ .23, p ¼ .029), whereas higher
attachment avoidance was associated with less
satisfaction with most recent sexual encounter
met offline (b ¼ .21, p ¼ .006), but not online
(see Table 4). Higher anxiety was associated with
a higher likelihood of feeling used after the most
recent sexual experience with a partner met offline (b ¼ .33, p < .001) but not online. Higher
attachment avoidance was not related to feeling
used when meeting offline or online. Higher anxiety was associated with higher guilt following the
most recent sexual experience with a partner met
offline (b ¼ .22, p ¼ .005) and online (b ¼ .23,
p ¼ .027). Higher attachment avoidance was
related to more guilt for the most recent offline
(b ¼ .18, p ¼ .019) sexual experience but not
related to guilt with the most recent partner met
online.2 Thus, partial support was found for
Hypotheses 7 and 8.
Discussion

The present study contributes to the novel and
growing body of work examining the link between
attachment style and sexual experiences of single
adults in online and offline dating contexts. We
found that adult attachment style meaningfully
associated with individual differences in two
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Satisfied
Step 1 DR2
Constant
Age
Sex
Income
Permissiveness
Step 2 DR2
AVO
ANX
Used
Step 1 DR2
Constant
Age
Sex
Income
Permissiveness
Step 2 DR2
AVO
ANX
Guilt
Step 1 DR2
Constant
Age
Sex
Income
Permissiveness
Step 2 DR2
AVO
ANX

Online
95% CI

.05
3.78 (.47)
2.86, 4.70
–.03 (.01)
–0.05, 0.00
–.20 (.13)
–0.44, 0.05
.05 (.03)
0.00, 0.10
.06 (.06)
–0.06, 0.18
.09
–.13 (.05) –0.22, 0.04
–.09 (.04) –0.16, 0.01
.07
.99 (.51)
.01 (.01)
.40 (.13)
–.05 (.03)
–.05 (.07)
.14
.07 (.05)
.19 (.04)
.05
1.51 (.51)
–.01 (.01)
.34 (.14)
–.01 (.03)
–.03 (.07)
.10
.12 (.05)
.12 (.04)

b (SE)
.08 
3.56 (.71)
–.03 (.02)
–.28 (.18)
.01 (.04)
.13 (.09)
.09
–.09 (.08)
–.12 (.06)

.13
1.99 1.92 (.73)
0.04 0.00 (.02)
0.66 0.42 (.19)
0.01 –0.03 (.04)
0.08 –0.17 (.10)
.07
–0.03, 0.17
.14 (.08)
0.11, 0.27
.08 (.06)
0.00,
–0.02,
0.13,
–0.11,
–0.18,

0.50,
–0.04,
0.08,
–0.07,
–0.16,

2.52
0.02
0.61
0.04
0.10

0.02, 0.22
0.04, 0.21

95% CI

2.16,
–0.07,
–0.64,
–0.06,
–0.05,

4.96
0.01
0.09
0.08
0.32

–0.23, 0.06
–0.24, 0.01
0.48,
–0.04,
0.04,
–0.10,
–0.36,

3.37
0.04
0.79
0.04
0.02

–0.01, 0.30
–0.04, 0.19

.10
2.28 (.61)
1.07, 3.50
.00 (.02)
–0.03, 0.03
–.02 (.16)
–0.34, 0.29
.04 (.03)
–0.02, 0.10
–.24 (.08) –0.40, 0.08
.09
.08 (.07)
–0.05, 0.21
.11 (.05)
0.01, 0.21

Note. AVO ¼ attachment avoidance, ANX ¼ attachment anxiety. Sex was
coded as a dichotomous variable (male ¼ 1, female ¼ 2).
p < .05. p < .01.

domains: (1) how individuals search for partners
and (2) their emotional responses to sexual
encounters with sexual partners met online and
offline. Generally, greater attachment security (i.e.,
lower anxiety and avoidance) was associated with
more positive sexual experiences across dating
contexts. Individuals high in attachment anxiety
reported higher use of online dating apps; further,
in both online and offline dating contexts, they
experienced more negative emotions following
their most recent “hookup,” including lower satisfaction and greater feelings of guilt. In contrast,
attachment avoidance was unrelated to dating app
use; however, individuals high in avoidance also
experienced less satisfaction and more guilt following their most recent sexual encounter, but only
when meeting offline. The role of attachment in
participants’ feelings of being used varied by context (online vs. offline). We discuss these findings
in terms of attachment theory and previous
research, consider the limitations of the present
study, and outline avenues for future work in this
rapidly changing new area of relationship research.
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The search for a partner

When examining differences in online dating use,
our finding that adult attachment anxiety was
associated with a higher likelihood of using
online dating and using these platforms more frequently aligns with previous research reporting
that attachment-anxious individuals are more
active users of online dating platforms (Chin
et al., 2019; Jonason & Bulyk, 2019; Rochat et al.,
2019). According to attachment theory, adult
attachment anxiety represents a hyperactivating
strategy for regulating social relationships that
includes heightened signals of emotional need
and desire for closeness (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2008, 2016). Thus, use of online dating may provide one medium for signaling one’s desire for
connection. However, such signaling may become
dysregulated; evidence shows that anxious attachment is associated with a cluster of dating app
characteristics that the authors’ term “unregulated
and highly motivated” (Rochat et al., 2019), suggesting that anxious attachment may increase the
likelihood that they use the app in ways beyond
what they originally intended.
Contrary to hypotheses, attachment avoidance
was unrelated to use of online dating. This is consistent with some previous null results (Jonason &
Bulyk, 2019) but contrasts with one study that
found avoidance to be related to lower dating app
use (Chin et al., 2019). Theory suggests that
attachment avoidance represents a deactivating
strategy for regulating social relationships that
includes minimizing needs for closeness and connection and shying away from emotional intimacy
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008, 2016). On one hand,
such a strategy may motivate disengagement with
dating apps; on the other hand, for some individuals (e.g., those with high sexual desire), an avoidant strategy may motivate moderate engagement
with dating platforms to engage in noncommittal
sex (e.g., Gentzler & Kerns, 2004; Rochat et al.,
2019). The present findings may reflect the fact
that these competing factors—to avoid engagement but also to seek uncommitted sexual contact—may come into conflict with each other and
cancel out in predicting dating platform use.
Unexpectedly, neither attachment anxiety nor
avoidance was significantly related to explicitly

looking for a hookup. This may be due, in part, to
our more conservative test of this link by controlling for permissive attitudes toward sex. Notably,
other research found that avoidance is related to
more open attitudes about casual sex (e.g.,
Sprecher, 2013), but we did not find this same pattern suggesting that it might be that they are more
open but may not be listing it on their profiles.
Future research should further examine these
nuances. For attachment-anxious individuals, the
present null findings may reflect ambivalence
regarding noncommittal sex—indeed, attachmentanxious individuals report a preference for sexual
activity within committed relationships (Gillath &
Schachner, 2006) but also are more willing to
hookup when the opportunity arises (Cooper et al.,
1998) or under circumstances where sexual contact
is perceived as a potential route for the facilitating
desired closeness and intimacy (Snapp et al., 2014).
Feelings following sexual experiences

We found support that attachment insecurity was
associated with negative feelings about their most
recent sexual encounter. As predicted, individuals
higher in attachment anxiety were more likely to
feel a loss of respect, less satisfaction, and greater
guilt following sexual experiences in both online
and offline contexts, as well as greater feelings of
being used after their most recent experience with
partners met offline (but not online). Given that
expectations might be clearer when meeting
online than offline, fear of abandonment that is
associated with anxious attachment might be
lower when meeting online. Thus, anxious individuals may be more likely to feel used when
meeting offline compared to online. Beyond this
nuance, this general pattern of heightened negative affect in the wake of sexual encounters is
consistent with previous work linking attachment
anxiety with negative emotions regarding sexual
experiences (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Gentzler &
Kerns, 2004), dissatisfaction both relationally and
sexually (Brennan et al., 1998), and hypervigilance
toward relationship threats (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2016). Importantly, the present study suggests
that these negative emotions may extend to specific feelings related to degraded views of the self
(i.e., feeling guilty, used, and less respected).
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Thus, attachment-anxious individuals may experience sexual encounters more negatively in part
because such encounters—especially outside the
context of a committed, loving relationship—have
the potential to activate internal working models
of the self as unworthy of love, care, and respect
(Bretherton, 1991; Main et al., 1985).
Findings regarding attachment avoidance and
feelings after their most recent sexual encounter
varied by dating context. Specifically, avoidance
was associated with less satisfaction and more guilt
following one’s most recent sexual encounter with
a partner met offline but not online. Findings linking avoidance to more negative affect are consistent with previous research linking avoidance to
negative affect in romantic and sexual relationships
(e.g., Gentzler & Kerns, 2004). In contrast to the
results for anxiety, avoidance was not related to
feeling used. Thus, for individuals higher in attachment avoidance, feelings following sexual encounters may depend to a greater extent on the context
in which such encounters occur. Previous research
has demonstrated that individuals high in attachment avoidance tend to experience greater postcoital negative emotions in relationships perceived
to be more intimate (Birnie-Porter & Hunt, 2015)
and tend to be more vigilant about increases in
intimacy (Hudson & Fraley, 2017); thus, contextual
differences in perceptions of intimacy around sexual encounters may increase the likelihood of
experiencing post-coital negative emotions like
guilt and reduced satisfaction. The design of online
platforms (having members indicate their use preferences) may induce avoidant individuals to be
more direct about their intentions than they typically are in offline situations. This induced directness may explain why online encounters are linked
with less negative experiences (e.g., less guilt) than
offline experiences.
Strengths, limitations, and directions for
future research

Strengths of this study include focusing on individual differences in attachment and looking at
their experiences with both online and offline
contexts. In addition, we examined differences in
how people use online dating apps and looked at
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a number of different indicators of past sexual
experiences.
The present findings, although illuminating in
many respects, should be regarded as preliminary
considering the limitations of the study. Although
participants represented a wide range of geographic regions and socioeconomic strata, the sample was recruited online from the United States,
identified as majority (70%) White, excluded gay
participants (because of the platforms being
studied at the time of data collection), and
included only small proportion of bisexual participants. We also did not ask about gender identity.
Further, our online recruitment probably included
people that were more likely to date online and to
have internet access. Thus, it is not yet known
whether attachment style plays a role in the dating
experiences of these underrepresented groups.
Future research should seek to better understand
the unique as well as common experience of nonU.S., Black, Indigenous, and People of Color, and
bisexual and gay individuals (e.g., experiences of
discrimination in dating contexts), with attention
to the intersections of these identities as they relate
to online and offline dating.
Second, the study relied exclusively on selfreport, raising potential issues of reporter bias
and shared method variance. Research suggests
that women who are higher in attachment avoidance and men who are higher in attachment anxiety may over-report levels of romantic conflict
relative to their partners (Ehrlich et al., 2019). We
did not find sex differences but that might be
related to the smaller sample size in certain cells
(e.g., online users reporting hookups). Thus,
future work should use larger samples and combine self-report with reports of behavior by
romantic partners, user data from the app itself,
and laboratory tasks that allow for controlled
observations of social behavior (e.g., behavior patterns and physiological responses to interactions
on a mock dating site). Future work should replicate and examine additional outcomes, such as
behaviors following sexual experiences (e.g., quality of communication, degree of self-disclosure,
“ghosting,” sexual harassment), as well as other
dimensions of feelings (e.g., anxiety, or depressive
symptoms; feelings of regret).
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Conclusions

In an era where sexual partners are increasingly
met online, the present findings highlight some
ways individual differences such as attachment
style may be consequential for how adults search
for partners, as well as the quality of their emotional experiences in online and offline dating contexts. Broadly, and consistent with attachment
theory, greater security (i.e., lower anxiety and
avoidance) was associated with more positive experiences across dating contexts. More specifically,
individuals high in attachment anxiety reported
higher use of online dating apps and reported
more negative emotions following their most
recent hookup in online and offline contexts; those
high in avoidance also experienced such negative
emotions post-hookup, but only in the context of
offline dating. This work points to the importance
of considering individual differences like attachment style within the rapidly evolving online contexts in which modern sexual encounters and
romantic relationships often unfold.
Notes
1. Analyses were run with and without participants who
identified as bisexual (n ¼ 8). All bisexual participants
indicated they were looking for cross-sex relationships
in their online dating profile. There were no significant
differences between the results of these analyses, so
results are presented for analyses that include bisexual
participants.
2. Given that sex differences are common, we ran
exploratory moderation analyses with Sex  Attachment
Style interactions entered in a third regression step.
These revealed no significant interactions between sex
and attachment style dimensions for feelings of safety,
respect, satisfaction, guilt, satisfied, or used, but they
were also generally underpowered.
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