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Abstract

This study uses biological market theory to examine
the effects of dating app user interest (i.e., the number
of people who have expressed interest either by sending
a person a “like” or having matched with them) and
user availability (i.e., the number of viable partners who
are available and meet one’s criteria) on romantic and
sexual decision-making. Participants (N = 332) were
randomly assigned to view messages showing high user
interest, low user interest, high user availability, or low
user availability. Findings showed that participants in
the high interest (vs. low interest) condition were more
selective, and that greater partner selectivity was
associated with lower willingness to refuse unwanted
sex. Findings also revealed differential effects for
messages conveying high interest compared to high
availability with partner selectivity explaining these
effects. The implications of these findings for research
on romantic and sexual decision-making in online
dating are discussed.

Keywords: biological market theory, dating apps,
sexual coercion, romantic selectivity, sexual
assertiveness

1. Introduction

1.1 Partner Choice in the Dating App
Marketplace

Social media platforms provide users with an
environment to present a carefully curated, self-
enhancing image to an audience, and to garner positive
feedback from that audience in the form of likes and
followers (McCain & Campbell, 2016). Dating
applications, though less public, are a form of social
media where the stakes are arguably higher for those
seeking romantic or sexual connection. Whether users
can romantically or sexually connect with others likely
varies as a function of the availability of options within
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the dating pool and, importantly, may have implications
for their sexual decision-making.

Probably the most notable change that online dating
has precipitated is an expanded dating pool (Finkel et
al., 2012). Location-based dating apps such as Tinder
and Bumble allow users to view potential dating
candidates within their immediate and nearby
geographic locations, and their use has become
incredibly widespread. Tinder, for example, has found
that its users amass one billion swipes per day (Bilton,
2014). The increasing number of subscribers also means
that people often manage multiple user interactions
simultaneously, where approximately 67% of dating
app users engage with up to five dating prospects at one
time after establishing mutual desire (i.e., “matching”
with another user; Hobbs et al., 2017).

A perceived increase in the dating pool can bring
about changes in romantic and sexual attitudes and
behaviors, according to the biological market
perspective. Biological market theory assumes that the
process of mate selection is governed by the laws of
supply and demand (No¢ & Hammerstein, 1994). That
is, potential partners perceived to be scarce are seen as
more ‘“‘valuable.” Because most humans (and non-
humans) select partners based on characteristics that
they think will be beneficial (e.g., sharing resources or
contributing better quality genetics to offspring),
individuals vary in their perceived market value.
Environments in which men outnumber women or
women outnumber men, otherwise known as
environments with an imbalanced sex ratio, facilitate
greater competition for the most desirable, highest-
value mates (Alexopoulos, 2023).

At the societal level, when men outnumber women,
men tend to marry at a younger age (Kruger &
Schlemmer, 2009), and both men and women make long
term commitments with fewer instances of divorce
(Pedersen, 1991). When women outnumber men,
women are more likely to pursue men who are already
in exclusive romantic relationships (Schmitt et al., 2004)
and engage in sexual behavior at earlier ages (Barber,
2000).
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Dating apps notify and update users on their
progress, usually to encourage users to subscribe to one
of various paid features within the app. One potentially
important feature of these notifications that may
influence users’ self-perceptions is that some
notifications cue toward partner availability (i.e., the
number of viable partners who are available and meet
one’s criteria) and others cue toward partner interest
(i.e., the number of people who have expressed interest
either by sending a person a “like” or having matched
with them). Although an abundance of both availability
and interest suggests a greater number of romantic
candidates, it is presently unclear whether messages
alluding to one or the other activate the same mate
selection processes. For instance, the findings
supporting biological market theory seem to point to the
issue of partner availability in a given environment. The
pattern appears to be consistent in terms of partner
interest. For example, in one study, after creating a
dating profile, women were given fabricated feedback
in which most of the men rated their profile particularly
high, rated their profile particularly low, or not at all due
to a computer glitch. Women who were told that they
were rated particularly low reported lower levels of
selectivity than the women in the two other experiment
conditions (Reeve et al., 2016). In what ways, if any, is
this different from the issue of expressed partner
interest? The two sets of environmental cues may be
different to the extent that a heterosexual woman who
arrives at a bar filled with seemingly single men is
different from the same woman fielding date requests
from many of those men.

1.2 Partner Choice and Sexual Coercion

People in thick dating markets can afford to be
more selective, whereas those who perceive themselves
to have limited options may make concessions to secure
a mate. For example, people are more likely to engage
in risky sexual behaviors when the quantity of
alternative  partners is low (Newsome &
Airhihenbuwa, 2013).

We explore the extent to which messages about
dating app users’ interest and availability influence their
sexual assertiveness as a potential response to sexual
coercion. Sexual coercion is defined as “behavior that is
intended to compel the partner to engage in unwanted
sexual activity” (Straus et al., 1996, p. 290). Some
examples of coercive behavior include persistence (e.g.,
repeated requests), pressure (e.g., “Our clothes are
already off, so we might as well”), or emotional
manipulation (e.g., “You don’t know what you do to
me”).

Being the target of a partner’s unwanted sexual
requests is a rather common occurrence. Research has

shown one in three women and one in ten men have
experienced sexual coercion, although these estimates
likely reflect reported cases only. In addition, one in ten
sexually active teenagers reported not wanting to have
sex their first time, and approximately half of those
teenagers reported having mixed feelings about it
(Martinez et al., 2011). Further, sexual acquiescence is
associated with negative psychological outcomes. In a
study of undergraduate men and women, people who
had engaged in unwanted sexual intercourse during a
hook-up reported increased levels of stress in response
to the sexual encounter (Flack et al., 2007). Although
the onus should never be on the target to “just say no”
to a partner’s coercive behavior, and rather is on the
partner to acquiesce to the initial refusal, the ability to
assert oneself in such situations can offer protection
against physical and psychological harm. In a study of
community volunteer participants, sexual assertiveness
was moderately correlated with sexual satisfaction
(Ménard & Offman, 2009).

2. The Present Study

Perceptions of partner abundance (or partner
scarcity) can be primed in experimental settings. For
example, researchers have found that participants
primed with partner abundance reported lower levels of
intrasexual competition, jealousy, and fear of being
single compared to participants primed with partner
scarcity (Arnocky et al., 2014, McKelvie et al., 2021).
In another study, women primed with partner abundance
via descriptive media narratives reported greater
intention to commit infidelity (Alexopoulos et al.,
2022).

Because environmental stimuli can influence,
either directly or indirectly, people’s romantic and
sexual decision-making, it stands to reason that in-app
messaging about the availability of other compatible
users may influence online daters’ decision-making as
well. Surveys have shown that more frequent dating app
users report an increased sense of partner availability,
indicating that they would have an easier time finding a
partner if they desired one (Alexopoulos et al., 2020;
Sharabi & Timmermans, 2022). Research has also found
that dating app users endorsed a casual sexual script to
a greater extent than non-app users, and that male dating
app users reported greater acceptance of sexual coercion
(Tomaszewska & Shuster, 2020). Thus, it stands to
reason that dating apps provide users with information
on the size of their dating market and their relative
market value as a potential romantic or sexual partner.
However, to the best of our knowledge, our study is the
first to apply biological market theory as a framework
for understanding these issues and for examining the
effect of dating app messaging on sexual assertiveness.
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Using an online between-subjects experiment, this
study examines whether messages about dating app
users’ interest and availability influence willingness to
refuse unwanted sex. In addition, we explore partner
selectivity as an outcome and a potential explanatory
variable for these effects, such that people primed with
messages indicating high dating app user interest or
availability will become more selective, and in turn
report greater resistance to sexual coercion. Finally,
because sexual coercion is often a gendered issue (e.g.,
Hoffman & Verona, 2019), we investigate the
moderating role of gender.

We predict that:

H1: People who are informed of high (vs. low) user
interest will report a) greater partner selectivity, and
b) a greater willingness to refuse unwanted sex.

H2: People who are informed of high (vs. low) user
availability will report a) greater partner selectivity,
and b) a greater willingness to refuse unwanted sex.

H3: Partner selectivity will mediate the effects of a)
high user interest and b) high user availability on
willingness to refuse unwanted sex.

We also ask:

RQ1: Will the effects of a) high user interest and b)
high user availability on partner selectivity differ by
gender?

RQ2: Will the effects of a) high user interest and b)
high user availability on willingness to refuse
unwanted sex differ by gender?

RQ3: Will the effects of high user interest differ
from the effects of high user availability?

3. Method

3.1 Sample and Procedure

Participants were recruited from Communication
courses at the first author’s home institution and were
provided extra credit for their time. After clicking the
link to the study and consenting to participate,
participants were randomly assigned by the online
study platform to one of four possible experimental
conditions. Although 369 participants completed the
study, 37 were dropped from analyses for failing the
attention check. The final sample consisted of 332
participants (52.3% women) who reported their race as
white (n = 230, 69.3%), Asian or Asian American (n =

35, 10.5%), Hispanic or Latino (n = 27, 8.1%), Black
or African American (n = 24,7.2%), or Native
American or Alaska Native (n = 2, 0.6%). Fourteen
participants (4.2%) did not select a response.

Most participants reported their sexual orientation
as heterosexual (n = 240, 72.5%), followed by bisexual
(n=062,18.7%), gay or lesbian (n = 21, 6.3%), and
another orientation not listed including pansexual (n =
8,2.4%). They reported their current relationship status
as single (n =121, 36.6%), seriously dating (n = 80,
24.2%), married (n =78, 23.6%), casually dating (n =
35, 10.6%), and another status not listed (n =4, 1.2%).
Nearly two-thirds of participants (n = 203, 61.1%)
indicated ever having used a dating app.

Two-dimensional chi-square analyses indicated
that the distribution of participants’ gender (> = 4.35,
p = .23), sexual orientation (}>= 7.86, p = .05), race ()
=2.07, p = .56), and relationship status (y>= 0.72, p =
.87) did not significantly differ by experiment
condition.

3.2. Stimuli

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four
conditions: High interest vs. low interest vs. high
availability vs. low availability. In both of the “interest”
conditions, participants were asked to imagine a
hypothetical scenario in which their dating app updated
them on the performance of their profile. In the high
interest condition, participants were told, “Wow! 31
other users have liked your profile!” (n = 82) and in the
low interest condition, they were told, “We’re sorry. No
other users have liked your profile at this time” (n =79).
The number 31 was selected for the high interest
condition because previous research has demonstrated a
marked increase in perceptions of partner availability
and self-perceived desirability at 31 estimated matches
on their chosen dating apps (Alexopoulos et al., 2020).

In both of the “availability” conditions, participants
were asked to imagine a hypothetical scenario in which
their dating app updated them on the number of
available users within their area who match their
preferences. To remain consistent with the other two
conditions, participants in the high availability
condition were told that 31 other users matched their
preferences (n = 80), whereas in the low availability
condition, participants were told that no users matched
their preferences at this time (n = 78).

3.3 Survey Measures
Following exposure to the stimuli, participants
were asked to indicate their partner preferences by

rating on a scale of 1 = not at all important to 7 =
extremely important the importance of ten
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characteristics as markers of selectivity in a potential
partner (Buston & Emlen, 2003). Scores across items
were averaged (M =4.49, 5D =0.86, a=.75). These
characteristics included financial resources, physical
attractiveness, faithfulness/loyalty, parenting qualities,
social status, physical health, desire for children,
ambition, and closeness to parents/siblings. Buston and
Emlen (2003) combined these items for an overall
mate-preference score. We added a 10th item labeled
“sexual performance/satisfaction” because, from an
evolutionary perspective, a person’s sexual
performance and sexual motivation contributes to their
reproductive success and desirability (Apostolou,
2015).

Next, they completed the Willingness to Refuse
Unwanted Sex subscale of the Sexual Assertiveness
Scale (Morokoff et al., 1997), which included a six-
item measure asking participants to rate their
agreement on a scale of 1 = strongly disagree to 7 =
strongly agree (M =5.23,SD = 1.34, a = .88). Sample
items included, “I would have sex if my partner wanted
me to, even if I didn't want to (reverse coded),” and “I
would refuse to have sex if I didn't want to, even if my
partner insisted.” To fit with the context of the current
study, participants were first asked to imagine that they
have met another dating app user face-to-face before
completing the measure.

Gender, which was entered into the model as the
moderating variable, was dichotomized (women coded
as 1, n =163, men and nonbinary individuals coded as
0, n =152 and 6 respectively).

3.4. Analytical Plan

To test for the direct effects of experiment
condition on partner selectivity and willingness to
refuse unwanted sex (H1-2, RQ3) and the moderating
role of participant gender (RQ1-2), we conducted a
MANOVA controlling for participants’ race (coded as
white = 1 and all other racial groups = 0), sexual
orientation (coded as heterosexual = 1 and lesbian, gay,
and bisexual = 0), and relationship status (coded as in
committed relationship = 1 and single = 0).

We then tested for the mediating role of partner
selectivity (H3) using PROCESS version 4.0. One
single multi-categorical variable representing
experiment condition was entered into the model using
sequential coding, which tested for the following group
differences: high user interest vs. low user interest,
high user interest vs. high user availability, and finally
high user availability vs. low user availability.

4. Results

Means and standard deviations for partner
selectivity and willingness to refuse unwanted sex for
each experiment condition are reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics by Experiment

Condition
Dependent
Condition Variable M (SD)
High Interest Select 4.67 (0.87)
Refuse 4.98 (1.50)
Low Interest Select 4.47 (0.83)
Refuse 5.16 (1.32)
High Availability Select 447 (0.78)
Refuse 5.51(1.18)
Low Availability Select 4.34(0.93)
Refuse 5.34 (1.34)

Note: Select = Partner selectivity,
Refuse = Willingness to refuse unwanted sex

Experiment condition significantly influenced partner
selectivity, F(3, 318) =3.49, p = .02, and willingness to
refuse unwanted sex, F(3,318)=2.56, p=.05. Although
participants’ gender significantly influenced selectivity,
F(1,318)=8.97, p <.001, and willingness, F(1, 318) =
26.38, p < .001, it did not significantly interact with
experiment condition to predict either outcome, F(3,
318) = 0.38, p = .77 and F(3, 318) = 0.73, p = .53
respectively.

Repeated contrasts tested for any significant
differences in scores among participants in the high
interest vs. low interest conditions, high interest vs. high
availability conditions, and high availability vs. low
availability conditions. Partner selectivity was
significantly higher in the high interest compared to the
low interest condition, diff =-.25, SE = .13, p = .05, and
in the high availability compared to the high interest
condition, diff = .29, SE = .13, p = .03. Willingness to
refuse unwanted sex was significantly higher in the high
interest compared to the high availability condition, diff
= -.55, SE = 21, p = .01. Full contrast results are
reported in Table 2.

We then tested for the mediating role of partner
selectivity using PROCESS Model 4. Because
participant gender did not significantly interact to
influence partner selectivity or willingness to refuse
unwanted sex, gender was entered into the models as a
covariate in addition to relationship status and sexual
orientation. The model predicting partner selectivity,
R’=.17,F (7,311) =9.12, p < .001, and the model
predicting willingness to refuse unwanted sex, R?= .13,
F (8,310) =5.65, p < 001, were significant.

The first dummy-coded variable tested for
differences between the high interest and the low
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Table 2. MANOVA Contrast Results

Dependent Variable

Repeated Contrast Select Refuse
High Interest vs. Contrast Estimate -.249 153
Low Interest SE 127 205
p 051 454
95% CI Lower Bound -.500 -.249
Upper Bound 002 556
High Interest vs. Contrast Estimate 290 -.552
High Availability SE 129 207
14 025 008
95% CI Lower Bound 036 -.959
Upper Bound 543 -.145
High Availability Contrast Estimate 114 264
vs. Low Availability SE 130 209
P 382 208
95% CI Lower Bound -.142 -.148
Upper Bound 371 676

Note: Select = Partner selectivity, Refuse = Willingness to refuse unwanted sex

interest experiment conditions. High user interest
elicited greater selectivity, b = .28, p = .02. However,
experiment condition did not significantly influence
willingness, b =-.09, p = .66. Selectivity significantly
and negatively predicted willingness, b =-.26,p =
.004. Thus, high interest (vs. low interest) indirectly
influenced willingness to refuse unwanted sex via
partner selectivity, effect =-.07, SE = .04,95% CI. -

17,-.01, partially standardized indirect effect (PSIE) =

-06,SE = .03,95% CI = -.13, -.005. such that

participants in the high interest condition became more
selective, but in turn, greater selectivity was associated

with a lower willingness to refuse unwanted sex.
The second dummy-coded variable tested for
differences between the high interest and the high
availability conditions. High interest (vs. high
availability) elicited greater selectivity, b =-32,p =
.01; however, high interest decreased willingness to
refuse unwanted sex, b = 48, p = .02. Thus, high
interest had a significant and negative effect on
willingness, effect = 48, SE = 21, p = .02,95% CI:
.08, .89, and a significant and negative indirect effect

on willingness via partner selectivity, effect = 09, SE =

04,95% CI: 01, .18, PSIE = 06, SE = 03,95% CI =
.01, .14. An alternative interpretation of this finding is

that availability (vs. high interest) had a significant and

positive direct effect on willingness, and a significant
and positive indirect effect on willingness such that
high availability decreased selectivity, and in turn
selectivity was negatively associated with willingness.

The third dummy-coded variable tested for
differences between the high availability and low
availability conditions. Experiment condition did not
significantly influence either partner selectivity, b = -
08, p = .55, nor willingness, b =-31,p = .13.

5. Discussion

This study used a between-subjects experimental
design to test how choice capacity on dating apps affects
romantic selectivity and sexual assertiveness. Interest in
participants’ hypothetical dating app profiles and the
availability of partners meeting their criteria were
manipulated to be either high or low. Results revealed a
direct effect of high interest (vs. low interest) and high
availability (vs. low availability) on partner selectivity
and of high interest (vs. high availability) on willingness
to refuse unwanted sex. There was also an indirect effect
of high interest (vs. low interest) on willingness to
refuse unwanted sex through partner selectivity. We
discuss the implications of these findings for
information systems research and for understanding the
influence of mate availability and scarcity on behaviors
and decision-making in the dating app marketplace.

Based on the principles of biological market theory
(Noé & Hammerstein, 1994), we expected that a surplus
of options on dating apps would make participants more
selective when choosing a mate. Consistent with this
expectation, our findings showed that participants who
received messages conveying high partner interest were
more selective than those who received messages
conveying low partner interest. This finding is
consistent with previous research that finds that low
partner interest can make people less selective when
selecting mates on dating apps (Reeve et al., 2016). By
designing dating apps in a way that encourages greater
selectivity, platforms may be inadvertently lowering the
threshold for rejection by making users more dismissive
of potential partners. Future research should examine
how such design decisions affect match rates on dating
apps that work to actively enhance perceptions of
partner interest.

Interestingly, perceptions of interest were more
effective at inducing selectivity than were signals of
availability. That is, participants who received messages
indicating high partner interest were more selective than
those who perceived high partner availability. Prior
studies suggest that people who use dating apps more
frequently perceive a greater abundance of potential
partners from which to choose (Alexopoulos et al.,
2020; Sharabi & Timmermans, 2021). Our results build
on these findings by demonstrating that expressed
interest in the form of “likes” on a dating app provoke a
stronger effect on how important it is to find a partner
with desirable characteristics. Thus, users may be
increasingly selective on platforms where signals of
partner interest are more apparent.

We also proposed that features of a platform’s
design could make participants more sexually assertive
by signaling a greater availability of options in the
dating pool. We found that participants who received
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messages conveying high partner availability expressed
greater willingness to refuse unwanted sex than those
who received messages conveying high partner
interest. This time, it was perceptions of availability
that had the greater impact on behavioral intentions.
While having more profile options has been shown to
negatively affect decision-making (Thomas et al.,
2022), there can still be benefits to dating apps that
provide users with the ability to choose. When people
expect to have more options in a mate, they may be
less susceptible to sexually coercive behaviors. In the
context of availability, it could be that participants
perceive themselves to be more desirable and
anticipate that they will practice greater assertiveness.
The significance of this finding for both platforms and
users is worth noting, as it shows how seemingly small
design decisions can affect sexual risk taking.

To identify the mechanism behind the effect of
choice capacity on sexual assertiveness, we tested
partner selectivity as a potential mediator. Our results
showed that participants who received in-app messages
conveying high partner interest were more selective
than those who received signals of low partner interest.
However, to our surprise, greater selectivity led to less
willingness to refuse unwanted sex. It could be that
judging partner qualities such as ambition, physical
attraction, and social status as extremely important
means that a person would have difficulty refusing sex
from a persistent partner. In other words, because
higher levels of expressed interest from other users
means that finding a desirable partner becomes more
important, people may be more likely to concede to a
partner who possesses their desired attributes. This
possibility should be explored in more depth in future
studies.

5.1 Practical Implications

These results have implications for dating app
designers, as well as for users. Different platforms take
different approaches to managing the size of the dating
pool. While some platforms allow users to engage with
anyone, thus enhancing signals of availability (e.g.,
Grindr), others limit their options to only those who
have expressed an interest in them in return (e.g.,
Bumble). Some platforms further limit the size of the
dating pool by presenting a user with only three
profiles per day (e.g., The League). Together with in-
app notifications about how the user has garnered likes
and matches, users experience varying levels of
availability (high vs. low) and interest (high vs. low)
simply by using one app over another.

Our results underscore ways that such design
decisions can affect users’ behaviors and decision-
making on dating apps. They also indicate that users

may benefit from both approaches, albeit in different
ways, making choice capacity an important but less
recognized consideration when choosing among
different types of platforms.

5.2 Limitations and Future Directions

Our study is not without limitations. First, the size
of the dating pool is generally much larger on dating
apps than it is offline (Finkel et al., 2012). Because
participants did not have to be dating app users to take
part in this study, they may have had a different frame
of reference for interpreting high (vs. low) choice
capacity. Second, participants were asked to imagine
themselves in hypothetical scenarios. Thus, their self-
reports might not accurately represent what they would
actually do in the situations described in this study.

Third, our participants were college students in
potentially thick dating markets who may have been
less affected by perceptions of mate availability and
scarcity on dating apps. Future research should attempt
to replicate these findings with older and more diverse
populations, as well as with actual (as opposed to
hypothetical) dating app users.
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