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Abstract This study compared male and female university
students’ experiences with online sexual activity (OSA) and
tested a model explaining gender differences in OSA. OSAs
were categorized as non-arousal (e.g., seeking sexuality infor-
mation), solitary-arousal (e.g., viewing sexually explicit mate-
rials), or partnered-arousal (e.g., sharing sexual fantasies).
Participants (N = 217) completed measures of OSA experience,
sexual attitudes, and sexual experience. Significantly more men
than women reported engaging in solitary-arousal and part-
nered-arousal OSA and doing so more often. However, the men
and women who reported having engaged in partnered-arousal
activities reported equal frequencies of experience. There were no
significant gender differences for engaging in non-arousal OSA
experience. These results support the importance of grouping
OSAs in terms of the proposed non-arousal, solitary-arousal,
and partnered-arousal categories. Attitude toward OSA but
not general attitudes toward or experiences with sexuality
partially mediated the relationship between gender and fre-
quency of engaging in arousal-oriented OSA (solitary and
partnered OSA). This suggests that attitude toward OSA specif-
ically and not gender socialization more generally account for
gender differences in OSA experience.
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Introduction

The Internet provides a dynamic and ever-evolving medium for
sexual expression and information. Online sexual activity
(OSA) refers to the use of the Internet for activities of a sexual
nature (Cooper & Griffin-Shelley, 2002). To date, researchers
have focused on describing OSA experiences. In doing so, some
researchers have differentiated activities in terms of the goals
of information seeking, relationships, and sexual gratification
(e.g., Boies, 2002; Goodson, McCormick, & Evans, 2001).
Other researchers have grouped together any use of sexually
explicit material on the Internet (e.g., Byers, Menzies, &
O’Grady, 2004; Traeen, Nilsen, & Stigum, 2006). In contrast,
offline sexual activities are typically differentiated in terms of
whether they are arousal-oriented and whether they are solitary
or involve a partner (Rye & Meaney, 2007; Spector, Carey, &
Steinberg, 1996). These distinctions have resulted in a nuanced
understanding of the differential effects of gender role sociali-
zation on various offline sexual behaviors. It is likely that gender
roles affect some but not all types of online sexual behavior.
Therefore, we examined gender differences in three categories
of OSA: non-arousal activities (e.g., seeking sexual informa-
tion); solitary-arousal activities (e.g., viewing sexually explicit
videos); and, partnered-arousal activities (e.g., maintaining a
sex partner online). These categories lend themselves towards a
theoretical examination of gender differences. We also exam-
ined the extent to which sexual attitudes and offline sexual
experience mediate the relationship between gender and OSA
experience.

Gender and OSA Experience
Socialization results in different sexual scripts for men and

women (Gagnon & Simon, 1973; Wiederman, 2005). For exam-
ple, the traditional sexual script (T'SS; Byers, 1996), prevalent in
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North America, posits that men have strong sexual needs and
motivations that, when acted upon, enhance their social status. In
contrast, women are expected to have few sexual needs, attach
sexual activity to emotion and commitment, and experience sta-
tus decreases with increasing sexual experience. As such, the TSS
creates permissiveness for arousal-oriented sexual behaviors in
men but not in women. Researchers who rely on evolutionary
theories expect these same gender differences due to historical
strategies for reproductive success (Schwartz & Rutter, 2000). In
keeping with these predictions, literature reviews have revealed
consistent findings that, compared to women, men engage in inter-
course at a higher frequency and younger age, masturbate more
frequently, watch pornography more frequently, and have more
casual sexual partners (Baumeister, Catanese, & Vols, 2001;
Peterson & Hyde, 2010). In addition, compared to men, women
expect sexual activity to begin later in a relationship, suggesting
that women see sexual activity in the context of an ongoing rela-
tionship (Baumeister et al., 2001). These findings support sep-
aration of sexual pleasure and relationships for men but not for
women. It is likely that differential socialization affects the
extent to which men and women engage in some but not all types
of OSA.

Non-arousal OSAs do not require men and women to express
themselves sexually. Thus, based on the TSS, men and women
would not be expected to differ in their experiences with these
activities. However, findings about gender differences in non-
arousal OSA have been mixed depending on the population stud-
ied. In student samples, researchers have found that more men
than women report using Internet dating sites and seeking sexual
information online and that they do so more frequently (Boies,
2002; Goodson et al., 2001). In contrast, in a sample of non-
student Internet users, Cooper, Morahan-Martin, Mathy, and
Maheu (2002) found no significant difference between men and
women in seeking online dating partners and that more women
than men have sought sexual information online. Unfortunately,
researchers have relied on categorical rather than continuous mea-
sures of frequency of OSA experience and these can obscure rel-
ative gender differences. Therefore, we examined both the percent-
age of men and women who reported experience with non-arousal
OSAs as well as how often they had participated in these activities.
We expected that an equal number of men and women would have
engaged in non-arousal OSA and would have done so at similar
frequencies.

In contrast, solitary-arousal OS As reflect the separation of sex-
ual pleasure from relationships. Therefore, according to the TSS,
more men than women would be expected to participate in soli-
tary-arousal OSAs and at a greater frequency. Indeed, researchers
have found that, compared to undergraduate women, more under-
graduate men reported accessing and viewing sexually explicit
material online and masturbating while online, as well as doing so
more frequently (Boies, 2002; Byers et al., 2004; Goodson et al.,
2001). However, in calculating the frequency of solitary-arousal
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OSA experience, these researchers included individuals who had
and had not engaged in the behavior. Because more men than
women engage in solitary-arousal OSA, it may be that men’s
greater frequency of experience is an artefact of the fact that more
women have no experience. Therefore, we predicted that more
men than women would report experience with solitary-arousal
OSA and that men would report a greater frequency of experience
in the full sample as well as within the subsample of men and
women who have engaged in these activities.

Finally, it is not clear how partnered-arousal OSAs fit with
prescriptions based on the TSS. On the one hand, these activities
involve sexual pleasure. Therefore, it would be expected that
they fit into the prescribed realm of sexual expression for men
but not for women. This suggests that more men than women
would report partnered-arousal OSA experience and would
report doing so more frequently. On the other hand, the part-
nered aspect implies a relationship context, particularly when
the activity involves interacting with the same person on more
than one occasion (e.g., maintaining a sexual relationship online).
Sexual activity within a relational context is consistent with the
TSS prescription for both men and women. Thus, it may be that as
many women as men engage in partnered-arousal activities and at
a similar rate. Finally, it may be that the TSS has different impli-
cations for whether women initially participate in partnered-
arousal OSA than for the frequency with which they engage in it
once involved. That is, prior to participating in partnered-arousal
OSA, the characteristic of sexual pleasure may be more salient
than the characteristic of the relationship context. As such, more
men than women would report having had partnered-arousal
OSA experience. However, for individuals who do participate in
this type of OSA, the relational aspect may become a primary
component of the activity. As such, men and women who par-
ticipate in partnered-arousal OSA would report similar frequen-
cies of experience. Given these alternatives and the lack of previ-
ous research on partnered-arousal OSA, we did not offer a pre-
diction regarding gender differences.

The Roles of Sexual Attitudes and Offline Experience
in Explaining OSA Experience

Researchers have not investigated mechanisms that may account
for gender differences in OSA experience. Based on the TSS, we
proposed that socialization leads men to have more liberal, per-
missive, and positive sexual attitudes as well as more offline sex-
ual experience than women and these, in turn, lead to more fre-
quent arousal-oriented (solitary-arousal and partnered-arousal)
OSA experience. That is, we proposed that sexual attitudes and
sexual experience mediate the relationship between gender and
frequency of arousal-oriented OSA experience. There is support
for some of these relationships.

First, research has shown that, compared to women, men
subscribe to more permissive and liberal sexual attitudes
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(Baumeister et al., 2001; Peterson & Hyde, 2010). Additionally,
individuals with more permissive and liberal sexual attitudes
tend to report more offline partnered and autoerotic sexual
experience (Kuetal., 1998; Lopez & George, 1995; Simpson &
Gangestad, 1991; Yost & Zurbriggen, 2006). Although it is likely
that sexual attitudes are also associated with OSA experience, to
our knowledge no one has examined this association. We
selected two measures of sexual attitudes that we expected
would affect OSA because they reflect openness toward sexual
expression: sociosexual orientation and liberal-conservative sex-
ual attitudes. Sociosexual orientation refers to degree of comfort
or acceptance of casual sexual activity (Simpson & Gangestad,
1991). Liberal-conservative sexual attitudes refer to the beliefs
that sexual expression should be open, free, and unrestricted
(Hudson, Murphy, & Nurius, 1983). We expected that indi-
viduals who were more open to a range of sexual expression
would also be more open to engaging in arousal-oriented OSA.

Researchers have documented the importance of attitude
specificity in predicting target behaviors (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1977; Albarracin, Johnson, Fishbein, & Muellerleile, 2001; Cha,
Doswell, Kim, Charron-Prochonwnik, & Patrick, 2007). Thus, it
may be that specific attitudes regarding OSA are more important
to understanding men and women’s different arousal-oriented
OSA experience than are general sexual attitudes. Therefore, we
also assessed attitudes toward OSA specifically. Compared to
women, men have been found to report more positive attitudes
toward sexually explicit material offline, and more positive expec-
tations, expectancies, and reactions to sexually explicit material
online (Boies, 2002; Goodson et al., 2001; O’Reilly, Knox, &
Zusman, 2007). However, researchers have not examined atti-
tudes toward OSA more generally. Nonetheless, we predicted
that men would have more positive attitudes toward OSA than
would women and that individuals with more positive attitudes
toward OSA would report more frequent arousal-oriented OSA
experience.

In addition, men consistently report more offline sexual part-
ners than do women (Peterson & Hyde, 2010). Although there is
evidence that for heterosexual men and women this difference is
an artefact of self-reports biased by gender normative expectation
(Alexander & Fisher, 2003), we chose to examine reported num-
ber of sexual partners as a mediator in the model. Traeen et al.
(2006) found that both men and women who reported more
offline sex partners also reported more experience with sexually
explicit material online. However, Boies (2002) found that the
number of offline sexual partners is not associated with frequency
of viewing sexually explicit material online. Thus, the extent to
which the number of offline sexual partners is associated with
engaging in the full range of arousal-oriented OSAs is not known.
We predicted that men would report more offline sexual partners
than women and that individuals with more offline sexual part-
ners would report more frequent arousal-oriented OSA experi-
ence.

Method
Participants

There were 217 participants (108 men and 109 women). Twenty
additional participants were dropped: one because gender was not
specified, three due to missing data, and 16 to increase the homo-
geneity of the sample (i.e., only 13 were not heterosexual and only
three were over 40 years old with the rest under 30). Participants
ranged in age from 18 to 28 years old (M = 19.5, SD = 2.0), with
the majority (46.5%) being 18 years old. Most participants were
in a relationship with one person (58.8%); 38.4% indicated they
were not seeing anyone romantically. The mean number of
reported lifetime sexual partners was 2.7 (SD = 2.9) and ranged
from O to 16.

Measures
Background Questionnaire

A background questionnaire was used to assess participants’
demographic characteristics, relationship status, and number of
sexual partners (“How many sexual partners have you had?”).

Online Sexual Experience Questionnaire

Nine items were developed to examine participants’ non-arousal
(2items), solitary-arousal (4 items), and partnered-arousal (3
items) OSA experience. Items are listed in the Appendix. Par-
ticipants rated the frequency with which they had engaged in each
behavior during the past month on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging
from never (0) to once a day or more (5). The nine items were
averaged to create an overall OSA frequency score (Cronbach’s
o=.77). In addition, three subscales were created using the mean
scores: Non-Arousal OSA, Solitary-Arousal OSA, and Partnered-
arousal OSA. Means, rather than total scores, were used in order to
take into account the different number of items per subscale.

Attitude Toward Online Sexual Activity

Participants rated their thoughts and feelings in reference to the
nine OSAs listed. They responded to the question “What do you
think about engaging in behaviors involving computer use such
as those listed...” by rating 10, 7-point bipolar scales (e.g., very
morally wrong to very morally right; dirty to very pure). Ratings
were summed with higher sores representing more positive views
toward OSA. Internal consistency for the scale was high, o= .93.

Sexual Attitude Scale (Hudson et al., 1983)

The 25-item Sexual Attitude Scale was used to measure liberal
versus conservative attitudes toward sexuality. Participants
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rated their agreement with each statement on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5)
(e.g., What two consenting adults do together is their business, I
think there is too much sexual freedom given to adults these
days). Hudson et al.’s procedure for calculating a total score was
used, with scores ranging from 0-100 and higher scores indi-
cating more conservative attitudes. Hudson et al. (1983)
reported that the scale has high internal consistency (= .88 in
the current study) and demonstrated construct and factorial
validity.

Sociosexual Orientation Inventory
(Simpson & Gangestad, 1991)

This 7-item scale measures participants’ willingness to engage in
uncommitted sexual relations. It contains behavioral (e.g., With
how many different partners have you had sex on one and only
one occasion?) and attitudinal (e.g., Sex without love is ok) items
with varying response scales. Simpson and Gangestad’s pub-
lished weighted score calculations were used to create a total
score ranging from 10 (maximally restricted orientation) to 1,000
(maximally unrestricted orientation) with a normal range in post-
secondary samples of 10-250. Thus, higher scores indicate greater
acceptance of casual sex. Simpson and Gangestad (1991) have
shown the measure to contain a single factor and to be reliable and
valid (¢« =75 in the current study).

Procedure

Participants were recruited to participate in a study about sexual
opinions and experiences through announcements in introduc-
tory courses and notices throughout campus at a mid-sized Cana-
dian university. Interested students were invited to complete the
questionnaire in small groups (up to 15), in a data collection room

that provided individual desk carrels with dividers between
participants to ensure confidentiality. All participants signed an
informed consent form prior to completing the questionnaire
package that stressed confidentiality and freedom to withdraw.
The background questionnaire was always presented first in
the package. The remaining questionnaires were counter-
balanced with additional measures as part of a larger study of
students’ sexual definitions and experiences (Byers, Henderson,
& Hobson, 2009). After completing the questionnaire package,
participants were provided with a debriefing sheet informing
them about the study as well as providing contact information for
the researchers. Introductory course participants received bonus
points; all other participants were entered into a raffle. Data were
collected in 2005. The project was approved by the university
Research Ethics Board.

Results
OSA Experience

Opverall, almost three quarters of the sample reported experience
with at least one OSA. More than half reported experience with
solitary-arousal OSAs; only one-third reported non-arousal OSA
experience; about one quarter reported partnered-arousal OSA
experience (see Table 1). Although some participants reported
engaging in these behaviors three or four times a week, on average
participants reported engaging in non-arousal (M = 0.23), soli-
tary-arousal (M = 0.94), or partnered-arousal (M = 0.14) between
never and once a month. Non-arousal OSA was significantly
related to frequency of solitary-arousal OSA (r=.18,p <.01), and
of partnered-arousal OSA (r=.17, p< .01). More frequent soli-
tary-arousal OSA was significantly related to more frequent part-
nered-arousal OSA (r=.26, p<.001).

Table1 Percent of male and

L . Subscales and items Men Women b4
female participants reporting
. . : (n=108) (n=109)
OSA experience in the previous
(%) (%)
month
Any OSA 89.9 54.6
Any non-arousal OSA 26.9 34.9 1.62
Educational website 17.6 312
Dating website 11.1 5.7
Any solitary-arousal OSA 85.8 39.3 49.22%%*
Read erotic material online 39.8 25.0
Sexually explicit videos/photos online alone 83.3 30.8
Masturbating while sexually explicit videos online 73.6 17.8
Masturbating while viewing stranger via web cam 11.1 1.9
Any partnered-arousal OSA 25.0 13.0 5.09%
Conversation via computer sharing sexual fantasies 17.6 12.0
Sharing fantasies while self-stimulating 13.0 5.6
Maintaining sexual relationship online 4.6 4.6

*p < .05; #% p < 001
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Table2 Gender differences in the frequency of OSA experience

OSA experience subscale Men Women F n

SO M M SD

All participants
Overall OSA 0.54 0.67 0.19 0.30 63.47*%% (.23
Non-arousal 024 024 0.24 0.24 <l 0.00
Solitary-arousal 1.59 1.59 0.30 0.30 116.23*** 0.36
Partnered-arousal 0.20 0.20 0.09 0.09 4.22% 0.02

Participants who reported respective OSA experience
Non-arousal® 0.58 0.88 0.68 0.53 222 0.03
Solitary-arousal® 0.99 1.85 0.76 0.49 4541*%** 0.26

Partnered-arousal® 0.65 0.79 0.66 0.52 <1 0.01

Note: N=108 men and 108 women. Absolute range for all subscales is
0-5
*p <.05; ##% p<.001

% n=29 male and 37 female

® =91 male and 42 female

¢ n=27 male and 14 female

Regarding gender differences, we first examined the percent-
ages of men and women who had experience with each subtype of
OSA (see Table 1). Consistent with our prediction, the percentage
of the men and the women reporting non-arousal OSA experience
did not differ, xz =1.62, p=.20. However, significantly more
men than women reported solitary-arousal OSA experience and
partnered-arousal OSA experience, y*>=49.29, p<.001 and
x> =5.08, p=.02, respectively.

Next, we examined gender differences in the frequency
of OSA experience. These results are reported in Table 2. The
results of a one-way ANOV A using the overall OSA experience
score revealed that the men reported significantly more frequent
OSA experience than did the women. To examine whether this
gender difference occurred for each type of OSA experience, we
used a one-way MANOVA with the OSA experience subscales
(Non-Arousal OSA, Solitary-Arousal OSA, and Partnered-
Arousal OSA) as three dependent variables. The overall test was
significant, F(3, 206) =44.33, p<.001, 112 =0.39. Follow-up
ANOV Asrevealed that the men and the women reported similar
frequencies of Non-Arousal OSA experience but that the men
reported more frequent Solitary-Arousal and Partnered-Arousal
OSA experience than did the women. Finally, because many
participants reported no OSA experience, using three separate
one-way ANOVAs, we also examined whether the gender dif-
ferences remained when the men and the women who had not
reported the respective OSA experience were removed from the
analysis. The results indicated that the men and women who had
engaged in Non-Arousal OSA did not differ in their reported
frequency of doing so. Similarly, the men and women who
reported Partnered-Arousal experience did not differ in their
reported frequency of these experiences. Consistent with our
prediction, among men and women who engaged in Solitary-

Arousal OSA, the men reported doing so significantly more
frequently than did the women. Nevertheless, the frequency was
low for both the men (about two or three times a month) and the
women (about once a month).

The Roles of Offline Experience and Sexual Attitudes
in Explaining OSA Experience

Means, SDs, and correlations for the variables used to test the
mediational model are reported in Table 3. Because the men
reported significantly more frequent experience with solitary-
arousal and partnered-arousal OSA than the women, we com-
bined these two subscales into a single Arousal-oriented OSA
(AR-OSA) subscale for the mediational analyses. An exami-
nation of the correlations between the predictor variables and
frequency of solitary-arousal and partnered-arousal OSA expe-
rience separately revealed the same pattern of results as reported
below, supporting our use of the combined dependent variable
in the analyses.

We predicted that men would report more liberal sexual atti-
tudes, greater acceptance of casual sex, more positive attitudes
toward OSA, and more offline sexual partners than would
women. Consistent with our predictions, an examination of the
simple correlations between gender and these variables revealed
that the men reported significantly greater acceptance of casual
sex, more positive attitudes toward OSA, and a greater number
of sexual partners than did the women. However, the men and
women reported similar sexual attitudes (see Table 3). Addition-
ally, the simple correlations between AR-OSA and both sexual
attitudes and number of offline sexual partners were not significant.
Therefore, sexual attitudes and number of offline sex partners were
not included in further analyses.

We used 5000 bootstrap resamples to test a multiple mediator
model estimating the following parameters: (1) direct effect of
gender on the mediators (acceptance of casual sex and attitude
toward OSA); (2) direct effect of the mediators on the dependent
variable (AR-OSA); (3) total (i.e., direct and indirect) effect of
gender on the dependent variables; and (4) indirect effect of
gender on the dependent variable through each of the mediators.
Bootstrapping involves estimating the desired statistic by using
the available data and randomly resampling with replacement to
generate a distribution of the statistics over multiple resamples.
This distribution is then treated as “an empirical estimate of the
sampling distribution of that statistics” (Ganesalingam, Sanson,
Anderson, & Yeates, 2007, p. 302). As such, it is an approach to
hypothesis testing that avoids assumptions about the shape of
the distribution of variables or sampling distribution of the sta-
tistic (for further discussion, see Preacher & Hayes, 2008). We
used Preacher and Hayes SPSS macro for estimating multiple
mediator models with bootstrapping to test our modified model.
A summary of the bootstrapping analyses is shown in Table 4.

The hypothesized paths between gender, acceptance of
casual sex, attitude toward OSA, and AR-OSA and the resulting
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Table3 Means, standard deviations, and simple correlations for the variables in the study

Variable M SD 2 3 4 5 6
1. Gender® .08 el —.25%** —.17%* —.52%%%
2. Sexual attitudes 36.69 11.66 —. 39 —.39%** —.2] % —.11
3. Acceptance of casual sex 51.00 25.50 30%** 62k % 30%**
4. Attitude toward OSA 31.51 9.60 .16* A0
5. Number of sex partners 2.71 0.19 .08
6. Arousal-oriented OSA 0.49 0.60
Note: N=217
*p<.05; % p<.01; ¥** p<.001
4 Men=1, Women =2
Table4 Summary of the bootstrapping analysis for direct and indirect effects
Predictor variable Response variable Direct effect SE Upper bound Lower bound
Gender ACS —21.224 3.210

ATO —5.075 1.289

AR-OSA —0.515 0.076
ACS AR-OSA 0.001 0.002
ATO AR-OSA 0.017 0.004
Pathway Indirect effect SE Upper bound Lower bound
Gender—-ACS-AR-OSA —0.02 0.033 0.040 —0.093
Gender—-ATO-AR-OSA —0.086 0.030 —0.036 —0.156

Note: N=209

ACS acceptance of casual sex, ATO attitude toward OSA, AR-OSA arousal-oriented OSA experience

Acceptance of
Casual Sex
-.02 [-.09, .04]

Arousal-oriented
OSA

Attitudes Toward
OSA
-.09 [-.15, -.03]

Fig.1 Path diagram depicting the relationships among gender, accep-
tance of casual sex, attitudes toward OSA, and arousal-oriented OSA
experience. Note: N=209. Unstandardized coefficients for the direct
paths are labelled on the arrows whereas the unstandardized coefficients
and 95% confidence interval of the indirect effects of gender on arousal-
oriented OSA through each attitude mediator are marked inside the
attitude variable. Total direct and indirect effect of gender on arousal-
oriented OSA experience is —0.62, * p <.001

coefficients are depicted in Fig. 1. As expected, gender signifi-
cantly predicted acceptance of casual sex and attitudes toward
OSA, such that men reported greater acceptance and more
positive attitudes than did women. Attitude toward OSA, but not
acceptance of casual sex, uniquely predicted AR-OSA experi-
ence such that individuals with more positive attitudes toward
OSA also reported more AR-OSA experience. Only attitude
toward OSA significantly mediated the relationship between
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gender and AR-OSA experience. The direct effect of gender,
independent of attitudes, as well as the total effect (direct and
indirect) of gender were significant. These findings suggest that
gender contributes to AR-OSA experience directly and also
indirectly through its relationship with attitudes toward OSA.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to extend our understanding of gender
differences in OSA experience by differentiating between non-
arousal, solitary-arousal, and partnered-arousal OSA. The pattern
of gender differences suggests that arousal versus non-arousal
and solitary versus partnered were key dimensions for under-
standing differences in men and women’s OSA experience. We
also demonstrated that attitudes toward OSA specifically but not
general sexual attitudes or experience account in part for gender
differences.

Who Engages in Various OSAs?

The popular media promotes the view that OSA is prevalent,
particularly among men (e.g., Field, 2009). Nonetheless, our
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findings were consistent with past research in suggesting that
OSA, even among this young, computer-literate sample, was
not as prevalent as might be expected (Boies, 2002; Goodson
et al., 2001). A minority of both the men and women reported
non-arousal and partnered-arousal OSA experience. Whereas
the majority of the men reported solitary-arousal experience, a
minority of the women reported this type of experience. Further,
across all types of OSAs, individuals who reported engaging in
the activities did so infrequently, with the highest average fre-
quency being less than once a week. In comparison, recent
statistics suggest that 93% of American adults aged 18-29 use
the Internet and this age group dominates use for all areas of life
including daily activities such as online banking, etc. (PEW
Internet and American Life Project, 2009, 2010).

This study extended previous research on OSA by demon-
strating that men and women differ on some but not all types of
OSAs. We found support for our predictions, based on the TSS,
that a similar percentage of men and women would report that
they had engaged in non-arousal OSA and at a similar fre-
quency. This finding suggests that gender socialization does not
produce different sexual scripts for men and women with respect to
seeking sexual information and dating relationships online. Also
consistent with the TSS, about twice as many men than women
reported solitary-arousal OSA experience. Further, among the
subsample of men and women who had engaged in solitary-arousal
OSA, the men reported doing so more frequently than did the
women. Thus, consistent with previous research findings for online
and offline pornography use (Traeen et al., 2006), the findings
suggest that solitary-arousal activities are a more acceptable part of
sexual expression for men than for women. An alternative expla-
nation is that women participate in solitary-arousal OSA less fre-
quently than men because they find these activities less subjectively
and/or physiologically sexually arousing or pleasurable (Allen
et al., 2007).

Similarly, about twice as many men than women reported
partnered-arousal OSA experience. This finding indicates that
partnered-arousal OSA fits with the TSS prescription that less
mainstream sexual behaviors are more acceptable for men than
for women. Further, it suggests that heterosexual men’s fre-
quency of engaging in partnered-arousal OSA was limited by the
low number of women who participate in partnered-arousal OSA.
If this is the case, we would expect that men who have sex with
men would report higher frequencies of engaging in partnered-
arousal OSA than would exclusively heterosexual men. Indeed,
Traeen et al. (2006) found that gay and bisexual men reported
more erotic chatting than heterosexual men. However, it is also
possible that the gender difference in incidence of partnered-
arousal OSA is an artefact of gender norm responding, similar to
offline reports (Alexander & Fisher, 2003). Nonetheless, the men
and women in the present study who reported they had engaged
in partnered-arousal OSA did not differ in their frequency of
experience. This finding suggests that once partnered-arousal
OSAs are initiated, the relational aspects of these activities fit with

the TSS prescription for women’s sexual expression. It may be
that women engage in partnered-arousal OSA within a real, or
perceived, relationship. Indeed, past research has found that
women are more likely to view sexually explicit material online
with their current partners than alone whereas men are more likely
to do the opposite (Traeen et al., 2006). Thus, it may be that
women do not initiate OSA experiences with a partner but rather
participate in response to male initiation. Past research has found
that men initiate offline sexual activity more frequently than
women (O’Sullivan & Byers, 1992). Future research needs to
examine the context in which men and women engage in part-
nered-arousal OSA, including their relationship to their online
partner, whether they engage repeatedly with the same person or
with different people each time, and how their own relationship
status influences their partnered-arousal OSA experience.

Understanding Gender Differences in OSA Experience

In keeping with past research (Baumeister et al., 2001; Peterson &
Hyde, 2010), we found that men were more accepting of casual sex
than women. We also found that men reported more positive atti-
tudes toward OSA than did women. This finding was consistent
with research on attitudes toward pornography (O’Reilly et al.,
2007). We extended past research by examining the extent to
which these accepting and positive attitudes mediate the relation-
ship between gender and AR-OSA. We found partial support for
the proposed model. Although attitude toward OSA, sexual atti-
tudes, and acceptance of casual sex were all related to each other,
only attitude toward OSA mediated the relationship between
gender and AR-OSA. Indeed, sexual attitudes were not even sig-
nificantly associated with AR-OSA. These findings suggest it is
specific attitudes toward OSA and not sexual attitudes in general
that are important in understanding men’s more frequent partici-
pation in AR-OSA.

Although we found support for the hypothesized model, other
causal relationships are possible. That is, it may be that engaging
in OSA results in more positive attitudes toward OSA rather than
vice versa, or that the relationship is reciprocal. Additionally, we
found a direct relationship between gender and frequency of AR-
OSA experience that suggests there are mechanisms not assessed
through which gender exerts its influence on AR-OSA experi-
ence. One such mechanism may be men’s greater comfort with
computers. Researchers have found that higher computer self-
efficacy is associated with more Internet use and men report both
higher computer self-efficacy and more Internet usage (Jackson,
Ervin, Gardner, & Schmitt, 2001).

Our findings did not support an association between offline
and online sexual experience. Consistent with Boies (2002), num-
ber of offline sexual partners was not associated with frequency of
AR-OSA experience. It may be that number of offline sexual
partners is not a good indicator of the aspects of offline sexual
activity that are most pertinent to understanding how OSA fits
into a larger repertoire of sexual behavior. For example, Traeen
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et al. (2006) found that experience with group sex, an uncon-
ventional sexual activity, predicted experience with viewing por-
nography online and with erotic chatting. Because arousal-ori-
ented OSAs are not widely experienced, they are not conven-
tional forms of sexual activity. Thus, it may be specifically
experience with unconventional offline sexual activity that is key
for understanding the association between online and offline
sexual experience. Alternatively, it may be that experience with
specific offline sexual activities are associated with a parallel
experience online but that general sexual experience does not
predict general OSA experience. This alternative is consistent
with research that has found a connection between more offline
sex partners and more online sex partners as well as between
viewing sexually explicit material offline and online (Byers et al.,
2004; Daneback, Cooper, & Mansson, 2005). If so, to fully under-
stand the association between offline and online sexual experience
researchers may need to examine specific types of sexual interests,
fantasies, and behaviors.

Limitations and Conclusions

This study is not without its limitations. The results may not gen-
eralize to more diverse samples because participants were gen-
erally young, heterosexual, and of white European descent. This
limitation is particularly important with respect to generalizing to
sexual minority groups because the Internet likely plays a dif-
ferent role for these individuals than for heterosexual individuals
(e.g., facilitating social supports and the coming out process;
Heinz, Gu, Inuzuka, & Zender, 2002). In addition, our use of self-
report measures may have introduced socially desirable respond-
ing which could have resulted in an underestimation of the actual
frequency of OSAs because these activities are unconventional
thus unlikely to be socially desirable. Additionally, as suggested
by previous research (e.g., Wiederman, 1999), the participants
who volunteered for this study may have more liberal sexual
attitudes than those who did not volunteer to participate. This may
be particularly true for the women and may have resulted in an
underestimation of gender differences. Finally, due to a lack of
validated measures, some of the measures were created specifi-
cally for this study. Thus, there is only limited evidence about
their reliability and validity.

Nonetheless, this study contributes to OSA research by dem-
onstrating the importance of examining different types of OSA
experience. It also provides support for an initial model aimed at
understanding factors affecting men and women’s participation
in OSA. However, the OSA phenomenon is inherently inter-
twined in the technology of the modern world. Already, the
popularity of social networking sites and avatars in virtual worlds
add possible dimensions to OSA experiences that were uncom-
mon when this study was conducted. The increasing integration
of online communication into everyday life suggests that OSA
will become more popular and more common place as youth
develop with these technological capabilities already in place. As

@ Springer

researchers, we will be challenged to understand how OSA expe-
rience parallels, differs from, and expands offline sexual expres-
sion—a task that may require modifications of our standard
notions of sexual behavior.
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Appendix

TableS Online sexual experience questionnaire

Subscale How many times in the past month have you:

Items

Non-arousal Visited an educational web site on sexuality

Chatted with someone on a dating web site

Solitary-arousal Watched sexually explicit videos/photos

online alone

Masturbated while watching sexually
explicit videos online

Masturbated while viewing a stranger
via web cam

Read erotic material online

Partnered-arousal Engaged in a conversation with someone
via computer typing or microphone in
which you share sexual fantasies

Repeatedly engaged in private discussion
online about sexual fantasies with

the same person

Maintained a sexual relationship
with someone online
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