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Abstract 
 

This paper aims to explore the particularities of attachment styles in association with paraphilic sexual interests, such as fetishism and 

exhibitionism for online dating users in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. A number of 95 voluntary participants were chosen randomly, 

aged between 18 and 66, with an age average of m=40.61, SD= 1.11. 38.9% of them declared they were male and 61.1% declared they were 

female. The data was collected with A.A.S. Adult Attachment Scale, Questionnaire of paraphilic disorders. Significant differences were 

obtained between attachment styles and paraphilic sexual interests for permanent users of online dating and non-users before the pandemic. 

No association was found between the attachment styles and the paraphilic sexual interests of permanent online dating users and non-users 

before the pandemic. The pandemic context is felt as a state of insecurity, determining an amplification of the entire individual traits arsenal. 

In this uncertain context, the state of mental alertness brings to the surface a series of hidden traits in the form of much more meaningful 

manifestations than in a secure environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the last two decades, the number of users of online dating 

sites has grown rapidly, and online dating in the context of 

COVID-19 is the key to engaging in and negotiating romantic 

relationships, expressing sexuality and sexual fantasies. 

Online dating refers to a form of interpersonal relationship 

that is initiated in a computer/telephone-mediated 

communication context and may transition to a more intimate 

communication channel, i.e. telephone and face-to-face 

interaction. Internet communication implicit in dating sites 

can have positive outcomes for interpersonal interactions [1, 

2], and psychological well-being [3], but despite this, there 

were highlighted various social problems that appear more 

prevalent in Internet communication compared to face-to-

face communications [4, 5] paying particular attention to new 

and diverse antisocial behaviors that have emerged online [6, 

7]. 

There are gaps in the literature on possible links between 

attachment styles and paraphilic time interests.   

Studies show that at the global level, the perceived 

psychological distress during the phase of the COVID-19 

pandemic has had a major impact on the individual, 

especially in terms of socialization and love relationships. 

(Smith, Madison, and Susan South. "Romantic attachment 

style and borderline personality pathology: A meta-analysis." 

Clinical Psychology Review 75 (2020): 101781) [8].  Studies 

suggest that attachment not only plays a crucial role in 

individual survival but also shapes the individual's behavioral 

structures, thus influencing how he forms and manages his 

future relationships. So we can view attachment as a 

fundamental element of human development and a key factor 

in how we interact with the world and others. 

Individuals’ attachment schema is formed by early 

experiences with attachment figures, which influence 

attachment styles in adult relationships. 

Attachment plays a crucial role in an individual's mental 

health. An insecure attachment style can increase 
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vulnerability to certain mental health disorders and 

exacerbate their symptoms. Understanding attachment styles 

and their impact on mental health can help develop more 

effective interventions to prevent and treat mental health 

disorders. 

Attachment not only influences personality development and 

interpersonal behavior but can also affect intimate and sexual 

aspects of a person's life [9].  

People with a secure attachment pattern are usually 

comfortable with intimacy and can engage in a sexual 

relationship that involves both emotional and physical 

intimacy. These individuals are more likely to experience 

sexual pleasure and satisfaction, reflecting their confidence in 

themselves and their partner [10]. Additionally, Birnbaum 

[11] found that secure attachment is associated with greater 

frequency of sexual activity and greater sexual desire. 

It is also important to emphasize that attachment influences 

not only sexual preferences but also sexual behavior in long-

term relationships. Individuals with a secure attachment are 

more likely to be sexually satisfied in long-term relationships 

because of their ability to engage in open communication 

with their partners and their sense of security in the 

relationship [12].   

The term "paraphilia" refers to atypical or extreme sexual 

interests. There are many types of sexual behaviors that 

people engage in. The most common sexual fantasies and 

activities focus on a limited range of desires and behaviors, 

but there are also certain types of atypical sexual preferences 

and behaviors. Recent research suggests that insecure 

attachment styles may be associated with the development of 

paraphilic sexual interests. In the study by VanBenschoten et 

al. [13] it was found that individuals with anxious attachment 

styles are more likely to develop paraphilic interests, perhaps 

as a result of an intense need to obtain validation and comfort 

from atypical sexual activities. Also, individuals with 

avoidant attachment styles may develop paraphilia as a way 

to maintain emotional distance by fulfilling sexual needs in a 

way that does not involve emotional intimacy [13]. Another 

theory holds that individuals with insecure attachment styles 

may have more difficulty regulating inappropriate sexual 

behavior. For example, individuals with an anxious 

attachment style may be so concerned with obtaining comfort 

that they violate their boundaries or those of others, while 

individuals with an avoidant attachment style may be so 

determined to maintain an emotional distance that they are 

capable of inappropriate or non-consensual sexual behavior 

[14]. 

Online dating sites allow users to customize their sexual 

preferences and interests, which can lead to finding more 

sexually compatible partners. Through online dating sites, 

users can communicate and learn more about potential 

partners before meeting in person. This preliminary stage can 

help increase the level of mutual comfort and understanding, 

with the potential to increase subsequent sexual satisfaction. 

A study carried out by Siserman et al. [6] highlights the 

perspective that the use of online dating sites or applications 

of this kind can be extremely attractive, as there are unlimited 

possibilities to meet potential romantic or sexual partners 

because this way of connecting is free and non-intimidating 

so there is a lot of flexibility there, being the perfect solution 

for those who do not have the opportunity to socialize in other 

contexts but want romantic, sexual or friendship 

relationships. 

The feeling of being excluded from social life, as well as 

loneliness, are two of the important components that make the 

individual use online dating. Usually, people want to "give 

good" or "give better" [15] which is why they give as ideal an 

image as possible when they introduce themselves or when 

they create their dating profile, this being related to 

instinctual self-preservation. 

Delcea [16] classifies online dating as computer-mediated 

communication that exceeds the level of affection and 

emotion of parallel interaction. Derogatis et al. [17] point of 

view is that forming relationships through online dating sites 

progresses more quickly and intimately than face-to-face 

relationships due to the anonymous nature of online dating. 

Other research has highlighted various aspects of online 

romance, including cyber flirting, cybersex, and cyber 

cheating. There are few studies in the world that have 

addressed differences in sex, sexual orientation, personality 

types, and the need for gratification (relationship, sexual 

partner, distraction, etc.). 

MATERIALS AND METHODS  

 
Instruments  
The data was collected with A.A.S. (Adult Attachment Scale) 

Questionnaire of paraphilic disorders [4]. 

Procedures and Methods 
The questionnaires were completed between May 2019 and 

June 2021. The questionnaires were distributed on social 

networks by sending a link or by scanning a QR code with 

mobile phones. It is believed that the link could be shared by 

the respondents and other people outside my circle of 

knowledge, so it is considered that the study was carried out 

on the adult population of Romania. 

Initially, there were 113 respondents. Several 18 respondents 

were removed from the study, who either did not answer all 

the study questions or answered "I do not agree" to the 

statement "I read the explanations and information about the 

research, I had the opportunity to ask clarifying questions and 

I agree to the provision of personal information only for 

statistical analysis". 
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Inclusion/ Exclusion Criteria  
The only criteria for participating in this study were the 

minimum age of 18 years and being an online dating user.  

Ethical Aspects 
Initially, the participants were informed that their 

participation in this study was completely voluntary, with 

each participant having the possibility to withdraw from the 

research without any explanation. Also, the participants were 

made aware that the answers they provide are confidential 

and will only be processed for statistical purposes. All the 

participants gave their consent regarding the purpose of the 

research and their participation in the testing, as well as the 

aspects related to (EU) Regulation 2016/679 on the protection 

of natural persons concerning the processing of personal data 

and regarding the free circulation of this data and the repeal 

of Directive 95/46/CE (General Data Protection Regulation) 

and Law no. 506/2004 regarding the processing of personal 

data and the protection of private life, and regarding the 

research team which should administer the study in safe 

conditions and only for the specified purposes, the data it will 

provide: e-mail address (optional), socio-demographic data 

and subjective responses to the assessment tools.  

Methods 
The collected data was processed using the SPSS program 

(IBM SPSS Statistics). The data were analyzed by descriptive 

statistics, bivariate correlation analysis, and independent 

sample t-test. 

Participants  
A number of 95 voluntary participants were chosen 

randomly, and the collection of participants was carried out 

on social media networks. 

The average age of the subjects involved in the research is 

m=40.61, SD= 1.11, and the subjects involved in the research 

are between 18 and 66 years old. 38.9% declared they were 

male (n=37) and 61.1% declared they were female (n=58). 

52.6% stated that they were users of online dating sites before 

the pandemic, while 47.4% declared that they did not use 

online dating sites before the pandemic, but they used it since 

the Covid-19 pandemic started. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

 

Differences in Attachment Style Perceptions 
Between Permanent Online Dating Site Users and 
Users That Started After the Beginning of the 
Pandemic  
Starting from the hypothesis that there are significant 

differences between permanent users of online dating sites 

and those who did not use online dating sites before the 

pandemic, in terms of attachment styles, the statistical t-test 

for independent samples was used, as well as a descriptive 

analysis. The data are entered in Table 1. 

Table 1. Differences in the style of Secure attachment 

participants N
 

M
e

a
n

 

S
td

. 

D
e
v
. 

t d
f 

S
ig

. 

M
in

. 

M
a

x
. 

Perm. users of 

online dating sites 
50 16,70 3,96 -3,81 93 <0,001 9 25 

Non-users of online 

dating sites before 

the pandemic 

45 19,60 3,37    11 25 

 

Statistical analysis demonstrated that the existence of a 

difference between the average scores of people who used 

permanent online dating sites and those who did not before 

the pandemic in terms of the type of secure attachment is 

significant, t = -3.81 and p<0.001. It is observed that the mean 

score on the secure attachment style is m=16.70 for people 

who used online dating sites permanently, compared to 

m=19.60 for people who did not use online dating sites before 

the pandemic. Also, the range of values for permanent users 

is 9 - 25, and for those who did not use online dating sites 

before the pandemic it is 11 - 25. A slight difference is 

observed in favor of those who did not use online dating 

services before the pandemic. The data are entered in Table 

2. 

Table 2. Differences in the style of the Avoidant 
Anxious-Disorganized attachment 

participants N
 

M
e
a
n

 

S
td

. 

D
e
v
. 

t d
f 

S
ig

. 

M
in

. 

M
a
x
. 

Perm. users of 

online dating sites 
50 17,88 3,77 0,34 93 >0,732 11 26 

Non-users of online 

dating sites before 

the pandemic 

45 17,62 3,5    10 24 

 

The results of the statistical analysis demonstrate that the 

difference between the average scores of people who used 

permanent online dating sites and those who did not use 

online dating sites before the pandemic regarding the type of 

avoidant attachment is not significant, t = 0.34 and p>0.732. 

It is observed that the mean of avoidant attachment style 

scores is m=17.88 for people who use online dating sites 

permanently, compared to m=17.62 for people who did not 

use online dating sites before the pandemic. Also, the range 

of values for the first group is 11 – 26, and for the second one 

10 - 24. A slight difference is observed in favor of those who 

use online dating permanently (Table 3).  
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Table 3. Differences in the Anxious-disorganized 
attachment style 

participants N
 

M
e

a
n

 

S
td

. 

D
e
v
. 

t d
f 

S
ig

. 

M
in

. 

M
a

x
. 

Perm. users of online 

dating sites 
50 17,68 3,70 2,76 93 <0,007 10 27 

nonusers of online 

dating sites before the 

pandemic 

45 15,53 3,84    9 24 

 

The results of the statistical analysis demonstrate that the 

difference between the average scores of people who used 

permanent online dating sites and those who did not use 

online dating sites before the pandemic, in terms of the type 

of anxious-ambivalent attachment, is significant, t = 2.76 and 

p< 0.007. 

It is observed that the average score for the anxious-

ambivalent attachment style is m=17.68 for people who use 

online dating sites, compared to m=15.53 for people who did 

not use online dating sites permanently. Also, the range of 

values for those who use online dating sites is 10 – 27, and 

for those who did not use online dating sites before the 

pandemic it is 9 - 24. A slight difference is observed in favor 

of those who used the sites of online dating.  

Studies highlighted that attachment styles have profound 

consequences for mental and physical health, as well as for 

the quality and stability of interpersonal relationships in 

adults. Thus, a secure and secure attachment style is 

associated with better emotional regulation, greater trust in 

relationships, and better relationship satisfaction. In contrast 

to the secure attachment style, the anxious or avoidant 

attachment style can often be linked to negative outcomes 

such as chronic stress, anxiety, or depression, as well as 

conflict and dissatisfaction in relationships. The differences 

obtained between the two groups, although statistically 

significant, do not differ much, which could suggest that the 

two groups have a similar distribution in terms of attachment 

styles, and could also indicate that the members of the two 

groups have similar ways of attaching and relating to others 

whether they use online dating sites or not. 

The pandemic context-induced a state of insecurity, 

determining an amplification of the entire individual arsenal. 

In this uncertain context, the state of mental alertness brings 

to the surface a series of hidden traits in the form of much 

more meaningful manifestations than in a secure 

environment. 

Differences in Perceived Paraphilic Sexual 
Interests Between Permanent Online Dating Users 
and Non-Users Before the Pandemic 
There are significant differences between permanent users of 

online dating sites and those who did not use online dating 

sites before the pandemic in terms of paraphilic sexual 

interest; the statistical t-test for independent samples was 

used, as well as the descriptive analysis (Table 4). 

Table 4. Differences in fetishist sexual interest 

participants N
 

M
e

a
n

 

S
td

. 

D
e
v
. 

t D
f 

S
ig

. 

M
in

. 

M
a

x
. 

Perm. users of online 

dating sites 
50 21,50 18,39 2,68 93 <0,008 0 87,50 

Non-users of online 

dating sites before the 

pandemic 

45 11,94 15,98    0 62,50 

 

The results of the statistical analysis demonstrate that the 

difference between the average scores of people who use 

online dating sites permanently and those who did not use 

online dating sites before the pandemic in terms of fetish 

sexual interest is significant, t = 2.68 and p<0.008. 

It is observed that the mean score for fetishist sexual interest 

is m=21.50 for people who use online dating sites compared 

to m=11.94 for people who do not use online dating sites. 

Also, the range of values for those who use online dating sites 

permanently is 0 - 87.50, and for those who did not use online 

dating sites before the pandemic, it is 9 - 62.50. There is a 

slight difference in the favors of those who used permanent 

online dating sites (Table 5).  

Table 5. Differences in exhibitionist sexual interest 

participants N
 

M
e
a
n

 

S
td

. 

D
e
v
. 

T
 

d
f 

S
ig

. 

M
in

. 

M
a
x
. 

Perm. users of online 

dating sites 
50 9,80 20,65 3,00 93 <0,003 0 100 

Non-users of online 

dating sites before the 

pandemic 

45 0,44 2,98    0 20 

 

The results of the statistical analysis demonstrate that the 

difference between the average scores of people who used 

permanent online dating sites and those who did not use 

online dating before the pandemic sites in terms of 

exhibitionist sexual interest is significant t = 3.00 and 

p<0.003. 

Also, it can be observed from Table 5 that the average score 

for exhibitionist sexual interest is m=9,80 for people who 

used permanent online dating sites, compared to m=0,44 for 

people who did not use online dating sites before the 

pandemic. Also, the range of values for the first group is 0 - 

100 and for the second one, it is 0 - 20. A slight difference is 

observed in favor of those who did not use sites with online 

dating services before the pandemic. 
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The fairly close scores of the two groups on paraphilic sexual 

interests may suggest that the two groups have a similar 

distribution of these interests. This could indicate that 

members of both groups similarly show attraction or interest 

in objects, situations, or behaviors considered unusual or 

atypical in a sexual context. The uncertain and restrictive 

context of the pandemic only fuelled an externalization of 

some existing features, censored and in some cases 

unconscious. 

However, it is important to approach this topic with caution 

and recognize that the assessment and interpretation of sexual 

preferences are subjective and can vary considerably from 

person to person. Enjoying or engaging in paraphilic sexual 

interests does not necessarily indicate mental health or 

attachment problems. These interests can be a normal part of 

sexuality and can be expressed in a consensual and ethical 

framework regardless of the group to which the individual 

belongs. 

The Relationship Between Attachment Styles and 
Fetishist and Exhibitionist Sexual Interests in 
Permanent Users of Online Dating and Non-Users 
Before the Pandemic 
In order to identify a potential relationship between 

attachment styles and fetishist and exhibitionist sexual 

interests in online dating users also before pandemics and on 

non-users, we used the Lambda test for both the online dating 

users and the non-user (Table 6) [18-20].  

Table 6. Association between attachment styles and 
paraphilic sexual interests on online dating users and 
non-users (Lambda Test) 

 
Paraphilic sexual 

interest 
Lambda  

value 
Sig. 

 Fetishist sexual interest .214 .175 

Online dating users before 

the pandemic 
Exhibitionist sexual interest .369 .161 

Non-users before pandemics Fetishist sexual interest .301 .098 

 Exhibitionist sexual interest .252 .199 

Statistical analysis indicates statistically insignificant values, 

with the threshold of significance reached being greater than 

p=0.05. Thus, in the case of fetishism and also that of 

exhibitionism, we did not find any relationship with 

attachment styles [21, 22].   

Although the influence of attachment styles on sexual 

behaviors and interests cannot be disputed, a more detailed 

analysis indicates that with regard to fetishist and 

exhibitionist paraphilic behaviors, this connection is not a 

significant one [23, 24].  

Therefore, it can be concluded that fetishist and exhibitionist 

sexual interests are based on other determining factors such 

as certain cognitive schemes, defense mechanisms, and 

genetic factors. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Secure attachment and paraphilic sexual interests are two 

distinct aspects of personality and sexual attraction. There is 

no scientific consensus on the relationship between them. Of 

course, sexual preferences can vary considerably from person 

to person, and certainly not all aspects of sexual attraction are 

influenced by secure attachment or other aspects of 

interpersonal relationships. 

Results showed us that in the context of the pandemic, a series 

of already existing features manifests itself significantly in 

terms of the need for human relationships, but also from the 

perspective of sexual interests. However, understanding and 

properly managing these interests are important aspects of 

maintaining consensual and healthy relationships. 
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