Archives of Sexual Behavior
https://doi.org/10.1007/510508-025-03353-6

BRIEF REPORT q

Check for
updates

Prevalence and Outcomes of Online Sexual Activities Among Women
and Men in Germany: A National Online Survey

Nicola Déring’ © - Veronika Mikhailova' ® - Denise Schénnenbeck’

Received: 26 July 2025 / Revised: 14 October 2025 / Accepted: 20 October 2025
© The Author(s) 2025

Abstract

Online sexual activities (OSA) are widespread and linked to both benefits and risks for sexual health. Experiences with OSA
often differ by gender, potentially leading to distinct perceived outcomes. Understanding these differences is essential for
tailoring education, prevention, and intervention strategies. However, current data on OSA use and their subjective outcomes
among adults in Germany are limited. To address this gap, this study aimed to assess gender-specific prevalence, experiences,
and perceived outcomes of OSA. A national online sample of 2832 adults in Germany (aged 18-65; 50% women, 50% men)
reported in December 2022 on their 12-month prevalence of OSA overall, their engagement and subjective experiences with
specific types of OSA, and the overall perception of positive and negative impact of OSA on their personal lives. A total
of 62% of participants reported engaging in at least one type of OSA in the past 12 months, with sexual entertainment and
sexual information being the most common types. Men were significantly more likely than women to engage in OSA overall
and across most types, except for purchasing sex-related products. Subjective experiences with specific types of OSA were
predominantly positive and largely similar between genders. Both men and women generally evaluated the impact of OSA on
their personal lives as more positive than negative, with men reporting slightly higher perceived benefits. Results illustrate
that OSA are common and generally experienced positively among men and women. Sexual health professionals need to
address not only potential risks but also the personal benefits of OSA in their work.
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Introduction

Since the mid-1990s, when the Internet became widely avail-
able to the general population, online sexual activities (OSA)
have become increasingly popular, reflecting nearly three
decades of integration into everyday sexual life (Ballester-
Arnal etal., 2021; Kim & Berdychevsky, 2025). OSA include
practices such as accessing online pornography, using dating
platforms or apps, and exchanging nude selfies with sexual
partners (sexting; Doring & Mohseni, 2018). While OSA
remains the most prevalent umbrella term in academic litera-
ture, other labels are also used, including Internet sexuality,
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sexuality on the Internet, online sexuality, mobile sexuality,
cybersexuality, digital sexuality, digisexualities, and sexual-
ity in digital media (Desbuleux et al., 2025; Doéring, 2009,
2012; Griffin-Shelley, 2003; McArthur & Twist, 2017).

There is no overarching theory that comprehensively
describes and explains OSA. Instead, domain-specific the-
oretical approaches must be adapted and extended for the
respective sexual activity (e.g., theories of pornography use,
theories of sexual partner seeking, theories of intimate inter-
personal communication) and the specific digital context in
which it occurs (e.g., social media platforms, smartphone
apps, virtual reality environments; Doring et al., 2021).

In both public and academic discourse, two dominant
theoretical perspectives can be identified when it comes to
evaluating experiences and outcomes of OSA:

A benefit-oriented perspective regards the digitalization
of sexuality as a relatively normal and largely benign or even
beneficial extension of sexual behavior in the general popu-
lation. This perspective is evident in studies that explicitly
consider the benefits of OSA and systematically argue against
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anegativity bias (Doring, 2009; Kim & Berdychevsky, 2025;
Naezer, 2018). The benefit-oriented perspective calls for a
more sex-positive (Williams et al., 2015) and technology-
positive (Riva et al., 2012) OSA approach—one that does
not ignore potential harms but considers risks and opportu-
nities in a balanced way (Doring & Mohseni, 2018). Some
researchers even argue that OSA holds empowerment poten-
tial for women’s sexual expression (Doring, 2000).

In contrast, a risk-oriented perspective tends to frame the
shift of sexual activities into digital contexts as mainly risky
behavior, thereby focusing on online sexual problems. This
view emphasizes potential harms such as addiction, sexual-
ized violence, exploitation, or infidelity (Cooper et al., 2004;
Hertlein & Cravens, 2014; Lunde & Joleby, 2021; Machim-
barrena et al., 2018). It is reflected in the large number of
studies and measurement instruments (Eleuteri et al., 2014)
that primarily focus on problematic or pathological aspects
of OSA (e.g., compulsive online pornography use scales,
online sexual victimization measures). Gendered risks are
often highlighted, particularly the sexual victimization of
women in the context of OSA (Doéring, 2000).

Gender may shape access to both benefits and risks of
OSA. For example, men are more often portrayed as active
seekers of sexual stimulation, while women’s experiences
may be more relational, contextual, and shaped by socio-
cultural norms (Kim & Berdychevsky, 2025). These asym-
metries suggest that perceived outcomes of OSA may differ
by gender, both in terms of exposure to risks and in the type
and framing of positive experiences (Doring et al., 2021).

Against this background, the current study investigates
how common OSA are among male and female Internet users
in Germany and how individuals perceive their engagement
in them. While previous studies have examined OSA and
their perceived outcomes in samples from Germany (e.g.,
Doring & Mohseni, 2018; Sklenarova et al., 2018), the role
of gender has received only limited attention. This study
builds on earlier work by placing greater emphasis on gen-
der differences and by investigating the full spectrum of OSA
engagement across a broader adult population, rather than
focusing primarily on younger adults. To avoid one-sided
results leaning overly toward risks or benefits, we gave our
survey participants the opportunity to report equally about
their positive and negative OSA experiences. In doing so, we
aim to provide a more comprehensive understanding of OSA
that can support education, counseling, and sexual health
initiatives.

Definition of Online Sexual Activities
The umbrella term OSA refers to Internet-based activities,
content, and interactions that are sexual in nature (Shaugh-

nessy et al., 2017). Typically, OSA include six main types
of activities that are also common in offline contexts: (1)
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searching for sexual and reproductive health information
(e.g., retrieving contraception information), (2) seeking
sexual entertainment (e.g., getting sexually stimulating sto-
ries or videos), (3) initiating or maintaining sexual contact
(e.g., finding new sexual partners via dating platforms/apps
or sexting with established partners), (4) participating in
communities for sexual minorities or specific sexual interests
(e.g., lesbian, gay, or asexual online groups), (5) purchasing
sex-related products (e.g., sex toys), and (6) selling or buy-
ing sexual services (e.g., commercial live webcam shows;
Doring et al., 2017). Each type can be further differentiated;
for example, sexual entertainment may vary by content for-
mat and mode of access (Doring et al., 2021). These cat-
egories reflect distinct ways of engaging in sexual activities
with and through digital media—individually or with others,
with or without sexual arousal—which the OSA framework
captures through its action-oriented focus on how individu-
als actively shape their sexual experiences online (Barrada
et al., 2019; Doring & Mohseni, 2018; Doring et al., 2021;
Shaughnessy et al., 2011).

Relevance of Online Sexual Activities for Sexual
Health

Depending on biological, psychological, social, economic,
and technological context factors, OSA can shape various
aspects of individuals’ lives, including sexual knowledge
and attitudes, identities, and behaviors (Barrada et al., 2019;
Courtice et al., 2021; Coyne et al., 2022; D6ring & Mohseni,
2018). Some outcomes are subjectively experienced and eval-
uated as positive or beneficial, while others are perceived as
negative or risky (Castro-Calvo et al., 2018; Cooper et al.,
2004; Naezer, 2018).

Benefits of Online Sexual Activities

Engaging in OSA may help individuals fulfill sexual needs,
explore new experiences, improve pleasure and well-being,
and expand opportunities for intimacy (Ballester-Arnal et al.,
2025; Kohut et al., 2017). OSA can support partner search,
relationship formation, and intimate communication, thereby
reducing social isolation and enhancing social participation
(Doring & Mohseni, 2018; Herbenick et al., 2020). OSA are
also associated with greater sexual and relationship satisfac-
tion, improved self-esteem and body image, and increased
sexual confidence (Barrada et al., 2019; Coduto, 2024; Her-
benick et al., 2020). In addition, digital media can facilitate
the exploration of sexuality and identity, promote sexual and
reproductive health knowledge, and offer access to informa-
tion, support, and safe spaces—particularly valuable for
sexual minorities who may lack such resources offline (Bar-
rada et al., 2019; Coyne et al., 2022; Doring et al., 2017;
Herbenick et al., 2020).
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Risks of Online Sexual Activities

Despite their potential benefits, OSA can also be associated
with a range of harmful outcomes, including harassment,
victimization, stalking, sextortion, abuse of shared content,
unwanted exposure to explicit material, involvement in uneth-
ical and illegal activities, and incidents of perceived infidel-
ity (Coyne et al., 2022; Doring, 2009; Doring & Mohseni,
2018; Liu & Zheng, 2019; Sklenarova et al., 2018). Such
experiences can lead to emotional distress, feelings of guilt
or vulnerability, self-harm and harm of others, loss of con-
trol, mistrust, changes in behavior, anxiety, depression, and
reduced relationship satisfaction (Cooper et al., 2004; Doring
etal.,2017; Herbenick et al., 2020). In some cases, individu-
als may develop patterns of compulsive or dysfunctional use,
which can be associated with clinically relevant symptoms
and personality disorders (Chapman et al., 2025; Hermand
et al., 2020; Vaillancourt-Morel et al., 2017).

Prevalence of Online Sexual Activities

OSA are prevalent in large groups of Internet users in dif-
ferent countries (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2021; Doring et al.,
2017; Sevcikova et al., 2023; Sklenarova et al., 2018). A 2015
survey in Germany indicated that up to 68% of adult Internet
users had engaged in at least one type of OSA at least once
in their lifetime—most commonly seeking sexual informa-
tion, viewing pornography, or sexting (Doring & Mohseni,
2018). Gender is a key predictor of OSA engagement, with
men of all age groups being more likely to engage in OSA
than women (Cooper et al., 2004; Doring & Mohseni, 2018;
Herbenick et al., 2020; Scandurra et al., 2022). Gender dif-
ferences also appear in patterns of problematic and excessive
use (Giordano & Cashwell, 2017), motives for engagement
(Ballester-Arnal et al., 2023), and online experiences—
both positive and negative (Doring et al., 2017). Women,
for example, report more frequent pressure to sext and are
more likely to receive unsolicited sexually explicit messages
(Barrada et al., 2019; Doring et al., 2017; Mori et al., 2022).
These patterns likely reflect a complex interplay of biologi-
cal, psychological, and social factors including gender ste-
reotypes and sexual double standards that influence how men
and women express and experience sexuality, both offline and
online (Nimbi et al., 2022; Santoniccolo et al., 2023).
However, much of the existing research focuses on only
selected forms of OSA—such as sexting or pornography
consumption—or on younger populations, providing only a
fragmented view of OSA engagement and outcomes.

The Current Study

Drawing on these considerations, as well as both the risk-
oriented and benefit-oriented theoretical perspectives on

OSA outcomes introduced above, we aimed to investigate
four research questions (RQ): the 12-month prevalence of
any type of engagement in OSA among adults in Germany
(RQ1); the 12-month prevalence of the main types of OSA
(RQ2); the extent to which engagement in the different types
of OSA is experienced as positive or negative (RQ3); and the
perceived overall personal outcomes of OSA, both positive
and negative (RQ4). In addition, our specific focus was on
how these aspects vary by gender.

Method

To answer our study’s research questions, we conducted a
survey of a national online sample of adults in Germany. The
study follows an Open Science approach: We have made our
instrument, non-identifiable data, and analysis script publicly
available (https://osf.io/wf9c6).

Participants

We surveyed participants aged 18—65 residing in Germany
via an incentivized online panel managed by Bilendi, a
global provider of data collection and technology solutions
for market and social research. Participants voluntarily join
this quality-controlled opt-in panel and are typically invited
to take part in specific surveys in exchange for a small mon-
etary reward (e.g., between 0.50 and 1.00 Euro per survey).
Bilendi operates under ISO 20252:2019 standards for mar-
ket, opinion, and social research. Their data collection and
processing fully comply with the EU General Data Protection
Regulation and German national data protection law. They
are members of various European professional associations
for market research, and they implement rigorous quality
controls at all panel lifecycle stages, including multi-source
recruitment, double opt-in registration, internal source scor-
ing, continuous behavioral monitoring, and regular panel
refreshment, as explained on their website.' All participants
were registered members of the Bilendi online panel and
provided informed consent before taking part in the study.
Participation was voluntary. Respondents could pause the
questionnaire, return to it later, or withdraw at any time.
Bilendi employed an uncrossed quota sampling procedure
to approximate the Internet-using population in Germany
aged 18 to 65 years, based on age, gender, education, and
federal state. No weights or cluster-based sampling meth-
ods were applied. A total of 95,290 panelists were invited to
participate in the survey, of whom 7028 (7.4%) opened the
questionnaire and 2969 completed it during the two-week
fieldwork period. As part of the quality control process, 137

1 https://www.bilendi.com/, last accessed: June 16, 2025.
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responses were excluded due to indicators of low data qual-
ity, including unrealistically fast completion times and/or
implausible or meaningless entries in open-ended fields. This
data cleaning procedure did not distort the original quota dis-
tribution (see Table 1). The average age of participants was
43.8 years (SD = 13.4), with half self-identifying as women.
Table 1 summarizes characteristics of the final study sample
of 2832 participants.

Procedure

We administered the questionnaire online using EFS survey
from QuestBack Unipark.” Eligible participants received an
invitation link via email from the panel provider. Data col-
lection was conducted within a focused two-week timeframe,
from November 17 to December 1, 2022, for logistic reasons
and to avoid the upcoming holiday season. The average com-
pletion time was 8 min, with a median of 6 min.

Measures

We developed the questionnaire primarily based on previous
studies on the prevalence of different types of OSA (Doring
& Mohseni, 2018; Doring et al., 2017). It included items on
participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, their engage-
ment in the main types of OSA, their positive or negative
experiences with the main types of OSA, as well as their
perceived positive and negative outcome of sexuality in digi-
tal media, understood in terms of OSA in general (for the
questionnaire, see https://osf.io/wf9c6).

Sociodemographic variables such as participants’ gender,
age, marital status, education, and current federal state were
collected as quota variables via Bilendi’s servers. Gender was
recorded as a binary variable due to limitations in the panel
provider’s system at the time, requiring participants to self-
identify as either male or female as no quota was available for
other gender identities. Additionally, we asked participants
to report their sexual identity.

To assess the prevalence of OSA, participants were asked
to report their engagement in the following six types of OSA
during the past 12 months: (1) sexual information, (2) sexual
entertainment, (3a) sexual contact—searching for sexual con-
tact online, (3b) sexual contact—sexting, (4) sexual com-
munities, (5) sex products, and (6) sex work. We explicitly
distinguished between two types of sexual contact—search-
ing for new partners online and sexting with established
partners—based on their separate classification in earlier
research (Doring & Mohseni, 2018; Doring et al., 2017).
The overall prevalence of OSA was calculated by identifying
participants who reported engaging in at least one of these

2 https://www.unipark.com, last accessed: June 16, 2025.
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activities during the past 12 months. We did not use one of
the three earlier OSA measures (as summarized in Eleuteri
et al., 2014) because they do not capture the broad spectrum
of OSA, but instead focus primarily on only three subdimen-
sions: (1) sexual information seeking or non-arousal OSA,
(2) sexually explicit material or solitary arousal OSA, and (3)
sexual contacts/partners or partnered arousal OSA (Good-
son et al., 2000; Shaughnessy et al., 2011; Velezmoro et al.,
2012).

Participants who had engaged in OSA rated their over-
all experience with each type they had used by answering
the question “What is your overall experience with [specific
OSA]?”, on a 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 (very bad)
to 5 (very good; a similar scale for evaluating subjective
experiences with OSA was used in other surveys such as in
Sklenarova et al., 2018).

In addition, participants were asked to evaluate how their
OSA engagement across all types of OSA had affected them
personally. Drawing on prior work (Doring & Mohseni,
2018; Doring et al., 2017), we measured perceived positive
and negative OSA outcomes as two independent dimensions.
Each was assessed separately using a 7-point rating scale
in response to the question: “To what extent has sexuality
in digital media had a positive [negative] outcome on you
personally?”, with response options on a 7-point rating scale
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (to a great extent).

Statistical Analysis

We analyzed the data using R version 4.5.0. OSA prevalence
was estimated with 99% confidence intervals based on mul-
tinomial methods implemented in the DescTools package.
Gender differences were examined using chi-square tests and
independent samples t-tests using gmodels and rstatix pack-
ages, respectively. To account for the large sample size, we
applied a stricter significance threshold of 1% to reduce the
risk of Type I errors. While multiple comparisons were con-
ducted across gender and OSA types, each test examined a
conceptually distinct behavior rather than repeated measures
of the same construct. Therefore, no additional correction
(e.g., Bonferroni) was applied. For the complete R script see
https://osf.io/wf9c6.

Results

We present the survey results separately for each of the
study’s four research questions.

Prevalence of Online Sexual Activities Overall

Overall, 1755 respondents (62%) reported engaging in at least
one type of OSA within the past 12 months (see Table 2). The
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Table 1 Sociodemographic characteristics of online survey participants in Germany (N=2832), absolute and relative frequencies and compari-

son with target distribution

Characteristic Participants Target distribution Va df P
n % %
Sex 1.57 1 21
Female 1421 50 49
Male 1411 50 51
Age 4.58 4 .33
18-29 588 21 22
30-39 548 19 20
40-49 575 20 20
50-59 736 26 25
60-65 385 14 13
Marital status 335 1 .06
Unmarried 1266 45 43
Married 1566 55 57
Education 0.72 2 .70
Low 725 26 26
Moderate 984 35 34
High 1123 40 40
Federal state of Germany 1.26 15 1.00
Baden-Wiirttemberg 374 13 13
Bavaria 460 16 16
Berlin 116 4 4
Brandenburg 81 3 3
Bremen 27 1 1
Hamburg 57 2 2
Hesse 195 7 7
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania 52 2 2
Lower Saxony 284 10 10
North Rhine-Westphalia 647 23 23
Rhineland-Palatinate 141 5 5
Saarland 26 1 1
Saxony 141 5 5
Saxony-Anhalt 86 3 3
Schleswig—Holstein 87 3 3
Thuringia 58 2 2
Sexual identity N/A?
Heterosexual 2535 90
Homosexual 111 4
Bisexual 141 5
Other 45 2

The targeted distribution is based on the b4p 2021 structural analysis with Sinus Milieus (https://gik.media/best-4-planning/), a widely used
quota plan in online survey research in Germany. The chi-square tests show whether the observed absolute frequencies deviate from the targeted

b4p quotas. Percentage values are rounded

*No quota plan was available for sexual identity

overall 12-month prevalence was significantly higher among
men (78%) than women (47%), x*(1) =286.39, p <.001,

V=.32, indicating a medium effect size (RQ1).

Prevalence of Different Online Sexual Activities
Types

The most frequently reported OSA type was accessing
sexually stimulating material (51%), followed by seeking
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sexuality-related information (46%). These two types of
OSA were also the most commonly reported within each
gender group. As shown in Table 2, there were statistically
significant gender differences of small to medium effect size
in engagement across most OSA types, with men consistently
reporting more frequent use than women—except in the case
of purchasing sex-related products which did not demonstrate
statistically significant gender differences (RQ2).

Experiences with Different Online Sexual Activities
Types

Purchasing sex products online was experienced as the most
positive type of OSA, while searching for sexual contacts
online received the most negative ratings (see Table 3).
Between men and women, a statistically significant differ-
ence emerged only in experiences with sexual information
and sexual entertainment, with men rating their experiences
more positively than women (see Tables 3, 4; RQ3).

Subjective Outcomes of Online Sexual Activities
Overall

Among participants who had engaged in OSA in the past
12 months, approximately 42% reported perceiving no nega-
tive outcomes on their personal life, while 2% reported a
strong negative outcome. In contrast, 17% indicated no per-
ceived positive outcomes, and 6% reported a strong positive
outcome. Participants perceived the positive outcomes of
OSA more strongly than the negative ones, both overall and
within each gender group, indicating large effect sizes (see
Table 5; RQ4). A total of 244 participants (14% of all OSA
users) reported experiencing neither positive nor negative
outcomes from OSA, including 17% of women and 12% of
men.

Discussion

Our results confirm and expand earlier survey research
describing OSA as a relatively common behavior in many
countries and populations (Kim & Berdychevsky, 2025;
Scandurra et al., 2022), including adults in Germany (Doring
& Mohseni, 2018; Sklenarova et al., 2018). While a 2015
national sample of adults in Germany reported a 68% OSA
lifetime prevalence (Doring & Mohseni, 2018), seven years
later we found a 62% 12-month prevalence, underscoring the
ongoing normalization of OSA (see Table 2). Overall OSA
engagement was more frequently reported by men (78%)
than women (47%), indicating a medium effect size (see
Table 2). More frequent overall (RQ1) and specific (RQ2)
OSA engagement among men is consistent with earlier stud-
ies, particularly regarding their more frequent use of sexually
explicit online material, reflecting well-documented gender
differences in masturbation and masturbatory pornography
use (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2021; Doring & Mohseni, 2018;
Doring et al., 2017; Scandurra et al., 2022).

Across the spectrum of different types of OSA, both
men and women consistently reported much stronger posi-
tive than negative experiences (see Tables 3, 4; RQ3)—a
novel finding, as earlier studies did not cover all main OSA
types and practitioners’ experiences with them. Purchasing
sex products online stood out as the type of OSA associ-
ated with the most positive (83%) and least negative (3%)
experiences across genders. This aligns with research sug-
gesting that online shops have made access to sex products
—such as sex toys, lingerie, or other sexual merchandise—
easier, more effective, and largely free from shame, guilt,
or insecurity: Customers can make informed decisions in
the privacy of their own homes based on product photos,
videos, and reviews (Doring & Poeschl, 2020). In contrast,
searching for sexual partners online—for example through

Table 2 Engagement in different types of online sexual activities among online survey participants in Germany (n=2832), absolute and relative

12-month prevalences

Variables Total Women Men Fat)) )4 |4
(N=2832) (n=1421) (n=1411)
n % CI n % CI n % CI
OSA 1755 62.0 [59.7, 64.3] 662 46.6 [43.2, 50.1] 1093 77.5[74.9, 80.0] 286.39 <.001 32
Sexual information 1308 46.2 [43.8, 48.6] 486 34.2 [31.1, 37.3] 822 58.3[54.9, 61.7] 164.83 <.001 24
Sexual entertainment 1457 51.4[49.0,53.9] 453 31.9 [28.9, 34.5] 1004 71.2[68.3,74.1] 437.23 <.001 .39
Sexual contact search 380 13.412.0, 14.8] 107 7.516.1,9.1] 273 19.3[17.0,21.8] 85.11 <.001 17
Sexting 450 15.9[14.4,17.4] 188 13.2[11.3,15.2] 262 18.6 [16.3, 21.0] 15.10 <.001 .07
Sexual communities 139 491[4.1,5.8] 30 2.1[1.4,29] 109 7.716.2,9.2] 47.81 <.001 13
Sex products 401 14.2[12.7, 15.6] 179 12.6 [10.7, 14.5] 222 15.7 [13.6, 17.9] 5.73 .02 .04
Sex work 76 2.712.1,3.3] 14 1.0 [0.5, 1.5] 62 4.413.3,5.6] 31.50 <.001 .10

OSA =Online Sexual Activities. CI=99% Confidence Interval. Statistical significance threshold was set to 1% due to a large sample size
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Table 3 Subjective experiences

X | L OSA type % total sample n M (SD) Subjective experience
with onhnf? sexual activities (N=2832)
among online survey % %
participants in Germany positive negative
(N=2832)
All participants with 12-month prevalence (n=1755)
Sexual information 46 1308 3.63 (0.77) 57
Sexual entertainment 51 1457 3.68 (0.82) 59 6
Sexual contact search 13 380 3.08 (1.10) 33 29
Sexting 16 450 3.85 (0.83) 70 5
Sexual communities 5 139 3.55(0.98) 55 12
Sex products 14 401 4.13 (0.76) 83 3
Sex work 3 76 3.87 (0.90) 70
Women with 12-month prevalence (n=662)
Sexual information 17 486 3.53(0.71) 51
Sexual entertainment 16 453 3.48 (0.81) 47 9
Sexual contact search 4 107 3.06 (1.05) 33 30
Sexting 7 188 3.78 (0.80) 70 5
Sexual communities 1 30 3.50 (1.14) 47 13
Sex products 6 179 4.13 (0.80) 82 3
Sex work <1 14 3.43 (0.85) 50 14
Men with 12-month prevalence (n=1093)
Sexual information 29 822 3.69 (0.80) 60 4
Sexual entertainment 35 1004 3.77 (0.80) 64 4
Sexual contact search 10 273 3.08 (1.12) 33 29
Sexting 9 262 3.90 (0.85) 71 5
Sexual communities 4 109 3.57 (0.94) 58 12
Sex products 8 222 4.12 (0.74) 84 3
Sex work 2 62 3.97 (0.89) 74 5

OSA =Online Sexual Activities. Subjective experiences were measured on a 5-point rating scale from 1
(very bad) to 5 (very good). Positive experiences included values 4 (good) and 5 (very good). Negative
experiences included values 1 (very bad) and 2 (bad). Percentages reflect the proportion of positive and
negative responses among all reported experiences for each OSA type

dating platforms or apps—was reported as the least positive
(33%) and most negative (29%) experience across genders
(see Table 3). Some respondents provided explanations for
their negative evaluations in an open-ended response field:
Several men, for example, expressed frustration about online
dates who never showed up or did not resemble their online
profiles, while some women reported the same issues and
also mentioned experiences of violence, such as receiving
unwanted sexual images (so-called “dick pics”) or encounter-
ing harassment from their online dates. These anecdotes are
in line with previous research that points to different and gen-
dered challenges and risks of online dating (Déring, 2009).
However, these results should be interpreted with caution,
as the questionnaire item wording combined the search for
romantic and sexual partners under a single response option.
It is possible that negative experiences reflect, at least in part,
the frustration of unmet romantic expectations rather than
dissatisfaction with casual sexual encounters per se. Earlier
research suggests that online partner seeking can evoke dif-
ferent emotional reactions depending on users’ intentions

and relational goals (Ward, 2017). Differentiating between
romantic and sexual motivations in future surveys might
reveal more nuanced patterns of experience and help clarify
which aspects of online partner search are associated with
negative feelings.

Finally, the surveyed adults in Germany reported mod-
erately positive subjective outcomes of their OSA, with a
mean value of 3.89 on the 7-point rating scale. In contrast,
negative outcomes were rated much lower, with a mean of
2.46 (see Table 5; RQ4). These results are roughly consistent
with those of a 2015 OSA survey conducted among adults
in Germany that found a positive subjective outcome of 2.98
for OSA and of 3.64 for sexting on the same 7-point scale,
compared to a negative outcome of 2.10 for OSA and 2.20
for sexting (Doring & Mohseni, 2018). Against the backdrop
of public and academic discourses that often emphasize the
challenges and risks of OSA, our results demonstrate that
OSA-involved women and men consistently report experi-
encing significantly more advantages than disadvantages.
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Table 4 Differences between

surveyed women OSA OSA type t df P diff CI Cohen’s d
practitioners (n=662) and men  gexyal information 3.55 1306 <.001 0.16 [0.04,0.27] 0.21
S}Stﬁef’rriztb‘;‘:t‘fvr: éﬁ;ﬁi}es Sexual entertainment 641 1455  <.001 029  [0.17,041] 0.36
with different types of online Sexual contact search 0.17 378 .87 0.02 [-0.30, 0.35] 0.02
sexual activities Sexting 1.50 448 13 0.12 [—0.09, 0.32] 0.14
Sexual communities 0.34 137 73 0.07 [—0.46, 0.60] 0.07
Sex products -0.16 399 .87 —-0.01 [-0.21, 0.19] -0.02
Sex work 2.07 74 .04 0.54 [—0.15, 1.23] 0.61

OSA=Online Sexual Activities. Subjective experiences were measured on a 5-point rating scale
from 1 (very bad) to 5 (very good). CI=99% confidence interval. diff=mean value difference:
M(men) — M(women). Statistical significance threshold was set to 1% due to a large sample size

Table 5 Differences within surveyed women (n=662) and men (n=1093) in their perceived positive and negative outcomes of online sexual

activities in general

n Perceived negative outcome Perceived positive outcome t df p Cohen’s d
M (SD) % % M (SD) % %
no negative strong nega- no positive  strong posi-
outcome tive outcome outcome tive outcome
Total 1755 246 (1.62) 42 2 3.89(1.77) 17 6 27.63 1754 <.001 0.84
Women 662 239 (1.54) 42 3.67 (1.67) 20 3 16.36 661 <.001 0.78
Men 1093 250 (1.66) 41 2 4.03(1.79) 16 7 2233 1092 <.001 0.89

Perceived outcome was measured on two 7-point rating scales. “No outcome” considers the value 1 (not at all); “Strong outcome” considers the
value 7 (to a great extent). Statistical significance threshold was set to 1% due to a large sample size

Limitations and Research Directions

The present study benefits from surveying a large national
sample of adults in Germany (aged 18—65). In contrast to
previous studies, which often relied on small convenience
samples and focused on selected types of OSA or primar-
ily negative aspects, this survey covered the full spectrum
of main OSA types and allowed respondents to report both
positive and negative experiences and outcomes in a bal-
anced manner.

However, several limitations need to be considered. While
our sample mirrors the adult online population in Germany
in key sociodemographic variables, a quota sample from an
online panel is still more biased than a random sample. In
particular, the study invitation might have attracted people
engaged in OSA to a higher degree, leading to an overesti-
mation of OSA involvement. Furthermore, our sample does
not adequately represent minority gender identities. Future
survey research should focus on the inclusion of more gender
diversity, particularly among non-binary, transgender, and
intersex populations, who often experience higher rates of
prejudice and discrimination related to their sexual activi-
ties—making online spaces potentially especially valuable
for them (Coyne et al., 2022). However, the online empow-
erment and identity validation benefits of sexual and gender
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minorities through OSA types such as online community
engagement may also entail risks of disempowerment (e.g.,
due to online hate speech), which warrant further exploration
(Déring et al., 2022).

Our survey methodology required the use of standardized
questions to include a large sample, whereas a qualitative
oral interview approach with open questions and a smaller
sample can produce data that reflect more detail of individual
OSA involvement and its context. However, both quantitative
and qualitative self-report data are subject to various biases,
including recall errors, social desirability, misinterpretation
of questions, and differences in self-awareness or willing-
ness to disclose sensitive information. Future studies could
complement subjective data with objective data on both OSA
engagement (such as log-file recordings on digital devices)
and OSA outcomes (such as psychometric tests of sexual
health).

Another important limitation concerns the level of speci-
ficity in how OSA outcomes were assessed. While our survey
allowed participants to indicate general positive and negative
effects, it did not differentiate between particular domains
such as sexual pleasure, emotional well-being, or relational
dynamics. This limits the depth of insight into how different
OSA types may affect specific areas of life. Future research
should explore these differentiated outcome dimensions,



Archives of Sexual Behavior

which may vary not only by OSA type but also by users’
intentions, relational contexts, and gender.

While OSA is a well-established umbrella term, and the
main types of OSA have remained stable and relevant over
the past decades, future studies should accommodate techno-
logical change. The integration of artificial intelligence (AI)
in OSA, for example, should be acknowledged by measur-
ing Al-enabled OSA subtypes such as engagement in sexual
interactions with Al agents (Doring et al., 2025; Hanson &
Bolthouse, 2024).

Conclusion

To support sexual health and well-being in the digital age,
professionals—including sex educators, counselors, sexual
health experts, and digital platform providers—are encour-
aged to adopt a nuanced, evidence-informed approach to
OSA. Rather than framing OSA primarily as problem behav-
iors, these practices can be acknowledged for their potential
to foster sexual expression and subjective well-being. The
high and growing prevalence of OSA, along with predomi-
nantly positive user experiences, underscores the impor-
tance of destigmatizing digital sexual practices and mean-
ingfully integrating them into sexual education, counseling,
and healthcare. Practitioners can help individuals navigate
both offline and online sexuality in a supportive, nonjudg-
mental way, while also addressing risks such as harassment
and gendered harms linked, for example, to online partner
search. This calls for user-centered safety features on digital
platforms, critical media literacy in education, and gender-
sensitive counseling strategies.
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