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A B S T R A C T   

Given current cultural attention to issues surrounding sexual consent, the issue of sexual deception is pertinent. 
The current study examined rates of different forms of blatant sexual deception (i.e., intentionally misleading 
sexual partners) with a focus on individual predictors including demographic correlates and traits of narcissism 
and sexual compulsivity. We sought to extend existing literature on sexual deception by examining novel forms 
of deception in a gender- and sexual orientation- diverse sample. Participants (N = 1769) aged 16 to 81 years (M 
= 26.60) took part in an online study. Results showed no gender differences in overall rates of deception, though 
men were more deceptive regarding wealth and resources, occupation, and physical characteristics than women. 
Sexual minorities reported higher rates of sexual deception than heterosexual participants pertaining to sexual 
orientation and previous partner gender. Participant scores on sexual narcissism and sexual compulsivity were 
significantly correlated with sexual deception scores. Findings are discussed in relation to how sexual deception 
can be understood and potentially intervened upon within current cultures of consent.   

1. Introduction 

Buller and Burgoon (1994) describe deception as “controlling in
formation to alter the target's beliefs or understanding in a way that the 
deceiver knows is false” (p. 192). Deception is often used to achieve 
certain valued ends, particularly when there is perceived interference 
with the achievement of goals (Marelich et al., 2008); deception allows 
individuals to gain desirable ends that they perceive as unattainable 
through legitimate means (Hample, 1980). In sexual contexts, inter
course is often the desired goal. Sexual deception may be utilized to 
achieve intercourse – or some other sexual goal – when some factor (e.g., 
number of past sexual partners) is perceived as interfering with the 
ability to attain some sexual end (Marelich et al., 2008). Sexual decep
tion occurs through multiple means (see Marelich et al., 2008); we focus 
on blatant sexual deception, where individuals knowingly and inten
tionally mislead intended sexual partners through untrue statements or 
omission of information (i.e., lying). 

Most existing literature on sexual deception has focused either on 
deception within committed relationships (e.g., Saxe, 1991) or STI- 
related deception (e.g., Green et al., 2003; Sullivan, 2005). Contempo
rary issues surrounding sexual consent necessitate re-examination of 

sexual deception; behaviors such as ‘stealthing’ – non-consensual 
removal of condoms during intercourse (Ebrahim, 2019) – have come 
to cultural attention recently and were not accounted for in previous 
studies. Further, the prevalence of sexual deception appears relatively 
high; 22% of one male sample reported having made false promises in 
order to obtain sex (Fischer, 1996), while 34% of men and 10% of 
women in another sample reported having lied to a partner to obtain sex 
(Cochran & Mays, 1990). In the current study, we sought to conceptually 
replicate and extend existing literature on sexual deception by exam
ining novel forms of deception such as stealthing. Additionally, we 
sought to examine sexual deception in a gender- and sexual orientation- 
diverse sample in order to better understand individual demographic 
factors contributing to variation in sexually deceptive behavior; previ
ous work has predominantly focused on college student populations and 
often does not report sexual orientation (e.g., Knox, Schacht, Holt, & 
Turner, 1993; Marelich et al., 2008; cf. Burdon, 1996). We draw upon 
existing sexual deception literature, as well as evolutionary theorizing 
and social psychological understandings of stigmatization, to theorize 
these individual differences. 

Sexual deception has been theorized as a form of coercion given that 
deception is utilized to obtain consent for sexual activity with a partner 
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who might otherwise be unwilling (DeGue & DiLillo, 2005; Dougherty, 
2013). Given the negative consequences of sexual coercion for victims 
(e.g., Jozkowski & Sanders, 2012), a better understanding of sexual 
deception could contribute to ensuring healthy sexual interactions. 
Further, knowledge of sexual deception could inform public health in
terventions, as deception may lead to increased STI infection rates (e.g., 
Green et al., 2003; Marelich et al., 2008; Sullivan, 2005). Understanding 
individual predictors of sexual deception can inform public health ef
forts by indicating target populations for whom interventions might be 
most necessary. 

1.1. Axes of deception 

The content of sexual deceptions typically center on certain domains 
– particularly, traits which determine viability as a sexual partner. Using 
blatant deception to avoid problems that would prohibit a sexual 
interaction – i.e., issues that would make one unviable as a sexual 
partner – functions well as a mating strategy, as it removes barriers to 
sexual access (Burdon, 1996). For example, individuals with STI di
agnoses may perceive their diagnosis as interfering with attaining in
tercourse; misrepresenting diagnoses removes this interference (Driskell 
et al., 2008). Sexual deception has been theorized using social exchange 
theory, such that people use deception to obtain desired end goals (i.e., 
sexual intercourse; see Marelich et al., 2008). When this desired end goal 
is perceived to be blocked, deception is used to circumvent this inter
ference (Marelich et al., 2008); given that certain domains produce 
much of this interference (i.e., it is valued mate characteristics which 
either allow or prohibit intercourse), these domains are the ones upon 
which people tend to deceive (Tooke & Camire, 1991). 

Extensive research across disciplines positions certain traits as highly 
valued mate qualities; for example, generally desirable traits include 
attractiveness, intelligence, and positive disposition (e.g., Buss et al., 
2001; Walter et al., 2020). The relative importance of different mate 
values may shift depending on a number of factors, including the sexual 
context (i.e., short-term or long-term mating; e.g., Regan, 1998), and 
demographic characteristics of the parties involved (e.g., gender, see 
Walter et al., 2020). We turn to these considerations, specifically de
mographic characteristics, to theorize potential individual differences in 
the use of blatant sexual deception. 

1.2. Axes of differentiation 

1.2.1. Demographic axes 

1.2.1.1. Deception by gender. Previous research indicates men are more 
likely to engage in sexual deception than women (e.g., Cochran & Mays, 
1990; Stebleton & Rothenberger, 1993). Accordingly, we hypothesized 
(H1) that men would report engaging in higher levels of sexual decep
tion than women. Further, previous research has demonstrated a sym
metry regarding gender differences in mate selection criteria and gender 
differences in deception; that is, sexual deception is used to cater to the 
established values of the desired sex partner's gender (Tooke & Camire, 
1991). For example, men report more frequent deception pertaining to 
dominance and resources (Tooke & Camire, 1991) – values established 
as being desirable to female partners (e.g., Buss, 1989). Dominance and 
resources are signalled through, for example, career position, wealth, 
and older age (Buss, 1989). 

Women's appearance and youthfulness, more so than men's, are 
highly valued mate qualities (e.g., Buss, 1989). Correspondingly, 
women report more frequently utilizing deception pertaining to 
appearance (Tooke & Camire, 1991); thus, we expected women to 
downplay their age and misrepresent their physical characteristics. We 
hypothesized that (H2) men would be more likely to engage in sexual 
deception pertaining to dominance and resources, while (H3) women 
would be more likely to engage in sexual deception pertaining to youth 

and appearance. 

1.2.1.2. Deception by sexual orientation. Sexual minority individuals 
face unique concerns regarding identity disclosure. Given the stigmati
zation and prejudice faced by sexual minorities (Herek & McLemore, 
2013; Meyer, 2003), they may conceal or misrepresent their sexual 
orientation to avoid stigmatization (e.g., a bisexual person might 
misrepresent themselves as heterosexual; see Sylva et al., 2010). Given 
that heterosexuality is not stigmatized, similar benefits of mis
representing sexual orientation are nonexistent for heterosexual in
dividuals. Thus, we hypothesized (H3) that sexual minority individuals 
would be more likely to deceive about their sexual orientation than 
would heterosexual individuals. 

1.2.2. Trait axes 

1.2.2.1. Sexual narcissism. Sexual narcissism is a sexuality-specific 
subdomain of the clinical construct of narcissism and includes facets 
of sexual entitlement, sexual exploitation, low sexual empathy, and an 
inflated sense of sexual skill (Hurlbert et al., 1994; Hurlbert & Apt, 
1991). Although sexual narcissism specifically has not been empirically 
linked to deception, general narcissism is predictive of interpersonal 
deception in sexuality-relevant domains (Jonason et al., 2014). 
Extrapolating from these results, we hypothesized (H4) that participants 
who endorsed higher levels of sexual narcissism would report higher 
levels of sexual deception. We expected a relationship between sexual 
narcissism and sexual deception given that sexual narcissism has been 
linked to coercive and aggressive sexual strategies (Bouffard, 2010; 
Widman & McNulty, 2009). 

1.2.2.2. Sexual compulsivity. Sexual compulsivity is characterized by 
increased frequency and intensity of sexual fantasies and behaviors that 
interfere with personal, interpersonal, or vocational pursuits (Black, 
1998; Kafka & Prentky, 1994). Individuals may be particularly likely to 
use deception to circumvent barriers to obtaining sex if need for sex is 
intense and frequent (i.e., compulsive). Given the similar construct of 
nonclinical greater need for sex has been demonstrated to predict the use 
of blatant lying in sexual deception (Marelich et al., 2008), we hy
pothesized (H5) that participants endorsing higher levels of sexual 
compulsivity would report higher levels of sexual deception. 

2. The current study 

We sought to conceptually replicate and extend existing literature on 
sexual deception by examining novel forms of deception. Additionally, 
we examined sexual deception in a gender- and sexual orientation- 
diverse sample to better understand individual demographic factors 
contributing to variation in sexually deceptive behavior. In one well- 
powered online study, we asked participants to report on their experi
ences utilizing blatant sexual deception, and to complete measures of 
demographics, sexual narcissism, and sexual compulsivity, to test the 
previously articulated hypotheses. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Participants 

Our initial data set included 2074 participants with sexual experi
ence. Participants who failed to meet a 75% survey completion cut-off 
(n = 304) or were suspected of trolling (n = 1) were removed. The 
final sample consisted of 1769 participants aged 16 to 81 years (M =
26.60; SD = 9.65). Table 1 presents participant demographics by gender. 
Following IRB clearance, participants were recruited from the research 
participant pool of a medium-sized university and through online sam
pling (e.g., r/samplesize, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram) using a 
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standardized recruitment script drawing from the informed consent 
form and poster advert recruiting “for a study on deception.” All par
ticipants accessed the survey through the same Qualtrics URL. No per
sonal identifying information was collected. University student 
participants earned course credit; community participants were not 
compensated.1 

3.2. Design and procedure 

Participants over the age of 16 with previous sexual experience were 
recruited and directed to an online survey. The study was described as 
“examining the use of deception in sexual contexts”. After providing 
informed consent, participants completed a demographic form, which 
included questions regarding age, gender, sexual orientation, relation
ship status, level of education, ethnicity, and sexual experience. Par
ticipants who did not qualify for participation were directed out of the 
survey; qualifying participants responded to the following measures in 
the order presented. Following completion of the survey, participants 
received an online debriefing form including contact information, and 
were directed to contact the principal investigator with any questions 

about their participation. Completion of the entire survey took 
approximately 30 min. 

3.3. Measures 

3.3.1. Sexual deception questionnaire 
To assess sexual deception, we used a modified version of Marelich 

et al.'s (2008) Sexual Deception Scale (see supplement). The question
naire consists of 26 items responded to on a binary yes/no scale. Each 
item included the signal phrase “When attempting to initiate a sexual 
encounter, have you ever…” followed by items including, “Told some
one the wrong age (e.g., you said you were 30 when you were actually 
36)”, and “Told someone something misleading about your professional 
designation, job, or occupation.” Five additional follow-up questions 
clarified responses. Summed total scores ranged from 0 to 26, with 
higher scores indicating greater sexual deception (α = 0.83). Addition
ally, items can be examined individually to target specific constructs (e. 
g., age). An exploratory factor analysis revealed seven factors; loadings 
were poor, so the factor structure was abandoned (see supplement). 

3.3.2. Sexual narcissism scale 
The Sexual Narcissism Scale (Widman & McNulty, 2008) consists of 

20 items examining the degree to which an individual's level of narcis
sistic personality traits manifest in sexual situations. Example items 
include “When I want to have sex, I will do whatever it takes” and “I am 
entitled to sex on a regular basis.” Items are scored on a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). After reverse 
scoring two items, scores are summed to create a total score ranging 
from 20 to 100; higher scores indicate greater sexual narcissism (α =
0.86). 

3.3.3. Sexual compulsivity scale 
The Sexual Compulsivity Scale (Kalichman et al., 1994) consists of 

10 items examining intrusive, compulsive, and uncontrolled sexual 
thoughts and behavior. Example items include “My sexual appetite has 
gotten in the way of my relationships” and “I have to struggle to control 
my sexual thoughts and behavior”. Items are scored on a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from 0 (not at all like me) to 4 (very much like me). Items are 
summed to create a total score ranging from 0 to 40; higher scores 
indicate greater sexual compulsivity (α = 0.90). 

4. Results 

4.1. Statistical analysis 

One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and chi square tests of in
dependence were conducted to test our hypotheses. Levene's tests of 
homogeneity of variance were nonsignificant (p > .05) for ANOVA, and 
assumptions for chi square were met. Correlations between sexual 
narcissism, sexual compulsivity, and sexual deception were also 
conducted. 

4.2. Demographic axes of differentiation 

4.2.1. Deception by gender 
Table 2 displays sexual deception item endorsement by gender. A 

Bonferroni corrected ANOVA revealed a significant effect of gender, F(2, 
1754) = 3.85, p = .021, ηp

2 = 0.004, though a planned pairwise com
parison of H1 indicated that men (M = 3.44, SE = 0.15) and women (M 
= 3.31, SE = 0.11) did not differ in their levels of sexual deception 
overall (p = 1.00). Both men (p = .017) and women (p = .032) differed in 
sexual deception scores from individuals who specified their gender 
outside the binary (M = 2.04; SE = 0.49). 

Next, a chi square test of independence examined whether men 
would be more likely than women to engage in sexual deception per
taining to the single item of dominance and resources (H2). Results 

Table 1 
Participant demographics by gender.   

Men 33.7% 
(n = 596) 

Women 63.0% 
(n = 1115) 

Non-binary 
3.3% (n = 58) 

Age M = 29.34 
(SD = 12.02) 

M = 25.23 
(SD = 7.92) 

M = 24.84 
(SD = 6.20) 

Sexual orientation    
Heterosexual 69.3% 62.2% – 
Gay 9.1% 0.4% 5.2% 
Lesbian – 3.9% – 
Bisexual/Pansexual 18.1% 30.9% 67.2% 
Asexual 0.7% 1.6% 10.3% 
Specify 0.5% 0.7% 8.6% 

Relationship status    
Single 32.6% 28% 34.5% 
Casually dating 13.1% 14.3% 12.1% 
Non-married committed 
relationship 

30.9% 42.4% 50.0% 

Married/civil union 21.3% 13.6% 3.4% 
Separated/divorced 2.0% 1.6% – 
Widowed 0.2% 0.1% – 
Monogamous relationship 52.9% 14.2% 32.8% 

Education    
Some high school 5.0% 4.8% 5.2% 
High school diploma 12.6% 12.9% 12.1% 
Some college/university 38.4% 48.6% 37.9% 
Completed undergraduate 24.2% 21.1% 29.3% 
Vocational degree/ 
certificate 

4.2% 2.3% 3.4% 

Postgraduate studies 15.6% 10.2% 12.1% 
Ethnicity    

African/Black 0.8% 1.4% 3.4% 
White 76.0% 63.4% 74.1% 
South Asian (e.g., Indian, 
Pakistani) 

7.6% 15.5% 3.4% 

Asian (e.g., Chinese, 
Japanese) 

4.5% 7.2% 1.7% 

Indigenous/Aboriginal (e. 
g., First Nations) 

0.3% 0.7% – 

Hispanic/Latin American 3.5% 4.1% 3.4% 
Middle Eastern/North 
African/Arab 

1.0% 0.7% 1.7% 

Pacific Islander 0.7% 1.4%  
Multiethnic 4.0% 4.3% 10.3% 
Prefer not to say 1.5% 1.2% 1.7%  

1 Given IRB requirements, the survey was anonymous and information 
regarding recruitment locations for each participant was not gathered. It is 
therefore unknown where most of the successful participant acquisition took 
place. 
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provided support for this hypothesis, χ2(1, N = 1711) = 8. 91, p = .003, 
Cramer's V = 0.07, with standardized residuals and Bonferroni adjusted 
post-hoc tests of the row x column differences confirming that men 
endorsed greater deception about their wealth, income, or resources 
than women (p < .05). Further, we found significant gender effects for 
the single item assessing profession/occupation, χ2(1, N = 1709) = 5.88, 
p = .015, Cramer's V = 0.06, with standardized residuals and post-hoc 
tests indicating men more likely to deceive about their professional 
designation or occupation than women (p < .05). 

Next, we tested the hypothesis that women would be more likely 
than men to engage in sexual deception regarding the items assessing 
youth and appearance (H3). With respect to appearance, we found sig
nificant gender effects opposite to our hypothesis, χ2(1, N = 1711) =
19.67, p < .001, Cramer's V = 0.11, with standardized residuals and 
post-hoc tests indicating men more likely than women to mislead about 
their appearance (p < .01). 

With respect to age, a chi square test of independence revealed 
overall significant differences between men and women, χ2(2, N = 295) 

Table 2 
Itemized sexual deception endorsement by gender and sexual orientation.  

“When attempting to initiate a sexual encounter, have you ever…” Gender Sexual orientation  

Men (n =
596) 

Women (n =
1115) 

Non-binary (n 
= 58) 

Heterosexual (n =
1107) 

Sexual minority 
(n = 640)  

1. Told someone you loved them when you didn't. 23.3%a 19.3%a,b 6.9%b 20.3%a 20.6%a  

2. Told someone you cared about them when you didn't. 21.3%a 18.8%a,b 6.9%b 19.1%a 19.7%a  

3. Told someone you would date them if they engaged in sexual activity with you, 
even though you didn't actually intend to date them. 

9.2%a 3.1%b 5.2%a,b 5.4%a 4.7%a  

4. Gotten someone intoxicated without their knowledge (e.g., date rape drugs). 0.8%a 0.5%a – 0.7%a 0.5%a  

5. Told someone you were less intoxicated (e.g., drugs or alcohol) than you were. 28.0%a 37.3%b 17.2%a 32.7%a 35.5%a  

6. Told someone you had been checked for sexually transmitted infections when 
you hadn't. 

11.7%a 9.3%a 12.1%a 8.9%a 12.7b  

7. Told someone that you didn't have a sexually transmitted infection even though 
you did. 

1.8%a 2.1%a – 2.0%a 1.9%a  

8. Told someone misinformation about the possibility of transmitting a sexually 
transmitted infection from a sexual act. 

2.7%a 3.1%a 1.7%a 2.8%a 3.1%a  

9. Told someone something about your fertility that was not accurate. 1.5%a 6.6%b 1.7%a,b 4.0%a 6.3%b  

a. I said I was infertile even though I am fertile so they would have unprotected sex 
with me. 

0.5%a 2.1%a – 1.2%a 2.0%a  

b. I said I was infertile even though I am fertile for another reason. 0.3%a 3.0%a 1.7%a 1.4%a 3.3%a  

c. I said I was fertile when I know I am not. 0.7%a 1.3%a – 1.2%a 0.9%a  

10. Told someone that you used contraception (e.g., birth control, condoms, etc.) 
when you didn't. 

4.5%a 8.5%b – 8.0%a 5.2%b  

11. Told someone that you didn't use contraception (e.g., birth control, condoms, 
etc.) when you did. 

3.2%a 5.4%a – 4.8%a 4.1%a  

12. Told someone something misleading about your desire to have children. 9.3%a 9.5%a 5.2%a 9.7%a 8.9%a  

a. I said I want children, but I do not. 5.4%a 4.0%a 3.4%a 4.3%a 4.8%a  

b. I said I do not want children, but I do. 3.9%a 5.3%a 1.7%a 5.1%a 4.1%a  

13. Told someone something misleading about your resources, wealth, or income. 15.8%a 10.8%b 6.9%a,b 13.9%a 9.8%b  

14. Told someone something misleading about your professional designation, job, 
or occupation. 

16.8%a 12.6%b 8.6%a,b 14.9%a 12.3%a  

15. Told someone something misleading about your sexual orientation. 15.3%a 12.5%a 10.3%a 6.2%a 25.8%b  

16. Told someone something misleading about your relationship status. 23.7%a 24.9%a 17.2%a 25.7%a 22.3%a  

a. I said I was in a relationship when I wasn't. 2.9%a 6.0%b 3.4%a 5.9%a 3.3%a  

b. I said I wasn't in a relationship when I was. 14.9%a 14.3%b 8.6%b 15.7%a 12.2%a  

c. I said my relationship was open or non-monogamous but it wasn't. 4.9%a 3.1%a 5.2%a 2.8%b 5.6%b  

d. I said my relationship was monogamous (with only one person at a time) but it 
wasn't. 

0.8%a 1.1%a – 1.0%a 0.9%a  

17. Told someone something misleading about your physical characteristics or 
appearance (including the size or appearance of your genitals). 

12.4%a 6.2%b 5.2%a,b 7.8%a 8.8%a  

18. Told someone something misleading about your attitudes or ideologies (e.g., 
your opinions on feminism or political policy). 

19.5%a 15.1%a 12.1%a 16.6%a 16.6%a  

19. Told someone a fake name (e.g., you said your name was Kelly when it is 
actually Samantha). 

14.8%a 18.1%a 13.8%a 16.3%a 17.8%a  

20. Told someone the wrong age (e.g., you said you were 30 when you were actually 
36). 

18.5%a 16.8%a 10.3%a 16.9%a 17.3%a  

a. I said I was older than I actually was even though I was underage. 4.0%a 7.4%b 6.9%b 4.9%a 8.4%a  

b. I said I was older than I actually was even though I was of legal age. 7.4%a 5.8%b 1.7%c 7.3%b 4.4%b  

c. I said I was younger than I actually was. 6.9%a 3.5%a 1.7%b 4.5%a,b 4.5%a,b  

21. Told someone something misleading about how many sexual partners you have 
had in the past. 

34.2%a 33.2%a 22.4%a 35.3%a 29.7%b  

a. I said I have had less sexual partners than I actually have. 20.0%a 22.2%b 8.6%c 23.7%a 16.6%a  

b. I said I have had more sexual partners than I actually have. 14.3%a 10.8%a 13.8%a 11.6%b 13.0%b  

22. Told someone something misleading about the gender of your previous sexual 
partner(s). 

7.7%a 7.6%a 8.6%a 3.1%a 15.8%b  

23. Told someone something misleading about who you have had as sexual partners 
in the past. 

25.4%a 24.3%a 13.8%a 24.2%a 24.7%a  

24. Told someone you wouldn't tell anyone about the encounter, even though you 
intended to. 

14.6%a 20.1%b 10.3%a,b 18.2%a 17.2%a  

25. Told someone you would not record (video or audio) the sex act, when you 
actually did. 

5.4%a 1.6%b 1.7%a,b 3.1%a 2.7%a  

26. Told someone you would not show others a recording of the sex act, when you 
actually did. 

3.7%a 2.5%a 1.7%a 2.3%a 3.8%a 

Note: Values that do not share subscripts differ at p < .05. 
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= 16.88, p < .001, Cramer's V = 0.24, with standardized residuals (p <
.05) and Bonferroni adjusted post-hoc tests of the row by column dif
ferences indicating that compared to women (3.5%), men (6.9%) 
endorsed deception about being younger; women (7.4%) endorsed being 
older than they actually were relative to men (4.0%). 

4.2.2. Deception by sexual orientation 
We collapsed non-heterosexual participants into a sexual minority 

category. Table 2 displays sexual deception item endorsement by sexual 
orientation. Our hypothesis that sexual minority participants were more 
likely to lie about their sexual orientation than heterosexual participants 
(H4) was supported, χ2(1, N = 1746) = 133.41, p < .001, Cramer's V =
0.28. Standardized residuals (p < .001) and Bonferroni adjusted post- 
hoc tests of the row x column differences revealed that sexual minor
ity participants reported more sexual orientation deception (25.8%) 
than heterosexual participants (6.2%). Sexual minority participants also 
reported higher levels of deception regarding previous sexual partner 
gender, χ2(1, N = 1746) = 91.76, p < .001, Cramer's V = 0.23, with 
standardized residuals and post-hoc tests indicating that 15.8% of sexual 
minority compared to 3.1% of heterosexual participants endorsed this 
item of deception (p < .001). 

4.3. Correlational analyses 

Results of the correlational analyses revealed that as hypothesized, 
there were significant correlations between sexual narcissism and sexual 
deception, r = 0.55, p < .001 and between sexual deception and sexual 
compulsivity, r = 0.40, p < .001. Sexual narcissism and sexual 
compulsivity were positively correlated, r = 0.52, p < .001. 

5. Discussion 

The present study examined the relative prevalence of a variety of 
forms of blatant deception in sexual contexts, focusing on demographic 
(i.e., gender and sexual orientation) and trait (i.e., sexual narcissism and 
sexual compulsivity) predictors of deception. We hypothesized that men 
would endorse a greater number of deception items, on average, than 
women. Contrary to our hypothesis, we found no significant gender 
differences in this regard. This finding may be indicative of shifting 
cultures surrounding sexual consent and accountability, which may 
result in men being less likely to engage in deceptive/coercive sexual 
behaviors (or to report these behaviors), due either to increased 
awareness of issues surrounding consent or fear of backlash or punish
ment (e.g., Flood, 2019). Additionally, though men and women may 
have endorsed the same number of sexual deception items, discrep
ancies in the frequency of deception may remain. Thus, our findings do 
not necessarily contradict previous research suggesting that men engage 
in higher rates of sexual deception. 

Despite the similarities between men and women regarding the 
number of deception items endorsed, gender differences existed in the 
content of reported deception. Consistent with prior research suggesting 
that individuals are more likely to lie about desired mate characteristics 
of the other sex (e.g., Tooke & Camire, 1991), men reported greater 
deception about wealth, resources, and occupational status than women. 
Among those who did report lying about their age, men were more likely 
than women to say that they were younger than they actually were; 
while women who lied about age were likely to inflate their age, spe
cifically, by saying that they were of legal age when they were underage. 
These findings may be partially explained by the fact that the mean age 
of women in our sample was quite low (25.23 years); women may 
increasingly downplay their age as they get older – a form of deception 
that our young participants likely deemed unnecessary – whereas men 
may downplay to more closely match that of their desired partner. 
Though we expected that men would be likely to inflate their age to 
signal dominance and access to resources (i.e., desired mate character
istics), changing social contexts may have influenced this result; men 

may be increasingly motivated to downplay their age when in pursuit of 
a partner who is significantly younger and/or underage to avoid stig
matization surrounding large age gaps, predatory sexual behavior, and 
sexual consent – issues that have received increased focus in recent years 
– and, thus, may attempt to signal dominance and access to resources in 
other ways. 

Previous work examining sexual orientation has evidenced lower 
levels of sexual deception among gay and bisexual individuals relative to 
heterosexual individuals (Burdon, 1996). In the present work, we found 
sexual minority individuals were more likely to report lying about 
orientation than heterosexual individuals. Moreover, sexual minorities 
were more likely to lie about the gender of their previous sexual partners 
– likely because this information could be indicative of sexual orienta
tion. In this way, sexual deception may be strategically employed by 
sexual minority individuals to protect themselves from heterosexist 
prejudice and potential harm; deception within this context may serve as 
a method to maintain privacy and engage in identity concealment. 

Finally, we found that higher sexual narcissism and sexual compul
sivity were correlated with increased sexual deception. This is consistent 
with research linking sexual narcissism – an egocentric pattern of sexual 
behavior (Hurlbert et al., 1994) – with the use of coercive (e.g., 
deceptive) and aggressive sexual strategies (Bouffard, 2010; Widman & 
McNulty, 2009, 2020). Narcissistic personality traits are posited to be 
responsible for increased sexual coercion (e.g., the use of sexual 
deception) due to self-serving cognitive distortions, inflated sense of 
entitlement, self-serving empathy, and a generally exploitative approach 
to relationships (Baumeister et al., 2002; Blinkhorn et al., 2015; Brewer 
et al., 2019; Jonason et al., 2014). Research has also linked the use of 
sexual deception to a nonclinical greater need for sex – similar to sexual 
compulsivity – with the use of deception to obtain sex (Marelich et al., 
2008). Taking this finding in tandem with existing research linking 
sexual narcissism to both sexual preoccupation and compulsivity (see 
Hurlbert et al., 1994; Hurlbert & Apt, 1991), it is apparent that sexually 
compulsive individuals may believe that the ends (i.e., obtaining sex) 
justifies the means (i.e., the use of deception). Sexual narcissism and 
sexual compulsivity appear to play a significant role in the use of 
sexually deceptive behaviors; as such, these findings suggest that in
terventions to address sexual deception should target individuals high in 
these traits. 

6. Limitations and future directions 

While our study measured the number of variables participants re
ported deceiving partners about, we did not examine how often partici
pants employed such deception. This may explain why we found the 
number of variables participants deceived on to be low– three items on 
average – as rates of deception could be high but centered on specific 
variables. Further, our study did not examine the relationships partici
pants had to the individuals they reported deceiving, which would foster 
a more robust understanding of the contexts in which sexual deception 
occurs. 

Participants may have also been dishonest in their responses to the 
sexual deception questionnaire (e.g., due to social desirability concerns), 
despite our attempts to emphasize participation anonymity and confi
dentiality throughout the survey. Future studies could seek to control for 
dishonest sexual deception related responses by integrating a single self- 
report Likert-type scale measuring respondent's honesty. Finally, most of 
our sample self-identified as heterosexual and White. As such, we expect 
that our results generalize to white adult heterosexuals and caution 
against generalizing to narrower segments of ethnic, sexual, and gender 
minority groups (e.g., non-binary participants, asexual participants, 
ethnocultural minorities, etc.). Future research on sexual deception 
behaviors should seek to test and expand the generalizability of the 
current findings, especially in these under-represented groups. 

Sexual deception research has largely focused on differences be
tween men and women, explicating how those differences are affected 
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by gender roles and desired mate characteristics (e.g., Buss, 1989; Tooke 
& Camire, 1991); that non-binary individuals do not relate to binary 
gender roles may explain their decreased rates of sexual deception, as 
signalling traditional, gendered mate characteristics to attract a partner 
may contradict their own gender identity/expression. Further, it is 
possible that non-binary individuals may engage in sexual deception not 
captured in the current study, given the forms of deception addressed 
here are drawn from literature and theorizing centered on cisgender 
mating. Future studies should further examine non-binary individuals' 
engagement in sexual deception. 

6.1. Implications and conclusions 

Given the nuanced ways in which people use sexual deception (e.g., 
identity concealment), this study illustrates a need for further research 
in this area, particularly with diverse populations (e.g., specific sexual 
minority groups). The present findings aligned with much existing 
literature on sexual deception, but provided novel insight into deception 
by gender and sexual orientation; additionally, we extended existing 
literature to accommodate for contemporary forms of sexual deception 
including “stealthing.” The gravity of the issue of sexual deception is 
highlighted by some of our findings in particular; for example, the 
finding that over 5% of our participants had misrepresented their age 
when underage could be indicative of some participants potentially 
having deceived partners into committing statutory rape. Further, 
deception about fertility and STI status was relatively common; decep
tion on both axes has been prosecuted in courts of law (e.g., Lowbridge, 
2019). Future research should consider the possibility of developing 
interventions to reduce sexual deception; consent education may be a 
first step. Our results also suggest targeted intervention to decrease rates 
of sexual deception among individuals with higher traits of sexual 
compulsivity and sexual narcissism. 
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