THE RELATIONSHIP CONTEXT OF
SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR
Young Adults’ Romantic Views as Predictors of Condom
Use and Pressured Sex
by
Gaynor L. Edwards, B.A. (Hons)

This thesis is presented for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
at Murdoch University.

2010

School of Psychology
Murdoch University, Perth, Western Australia

I declare that this thesis is my own account of my research and contains as its main
content work which has not previously been submitted for a degree at any tertiary
institution.

……………………………………..
Gaynor L. Edwards

ii

THE RELATIONSHIP CONTEXT OF SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR
Young Adults’ Romantic Views as Predictors of Condom Use and Pressured
Sex

Gaynor L. Edwards
Murdoch University
PERTH, WESTERN AUSTRALIA

ABSTRACT
The current thesis focused on the relationship context of sexual behaviour, and on
how the romantic views held by young adults related to sexual compliance.
Romantic views explored included rejection sensitivity, expectations of a partner’s
desires to use condoms, and romantic views related to power in relationships.
Romantic views were hypothesised to relate to both condom use and pressured sex in
a variety of relationship contexts. Furthermore, gender was examined as a factor that
may shape the sexual behaviour of young adults.
Study 1 used a pre-existing American data set to test the relationship between
fears of rejection and sexual behaviour among single young adults (n = 387).
Rejection fears related to experiencing more pressured sex, expected sex, and less
condom use, consistent with a rejection sensitivity model. Furthermore, fears of
rejection interacted with relationship importance, such that rejection fears predicted
more pressured sex among those placing low, but not medium or high, importance
on relationships.
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Studies 2, 3, and 4 used a purpose-built online survey with Australian
university students (18-25 years, n = 1144) who reported on their relationships and
sexual behaviour in diverse relationship contexts. Study 2 focused on condom use as
a form of sexual compliance in romantic and casual relationships, taking into
account whether individuals wanted to use condoms, and whether they thought their
partners did. Rejection sensitivity predicted condom use when individuals’ condom
use desires were at odds with those they thought their partners held. Specifically,
rejection sensitive individuals used condoms less, if that was what they thought their
partners wanted, supporting the importance of contextual factors when linking
personality dispositions to behaviour. The importance of gender was also
highlighted, with women over-represented relative to men among those who reported
wanting to use condoms more often than they thought their partners did.
Consistent with the common perception that men are less responsible than
women when it comes to condom use, Study 3 hypothesised that in romantic
relationships young adults would expect men to want to use condoms less than
women. Results showed that although men and women did not significantly differ in
their own level of condom use desire, women thought that men wanted to use
condoms less than men reported wanting to use condoms themselves, suggesting that
gender stereotypical views about condom use do exist, but that such views may not
be accurate.
The final study explored how emotional intimacy power related to different
sexual experiences for men and women. Participants reported how invested they
were in the romantic or casual relationship, and how invested they thought their
partners were. Using a measure of individual relationship power, and consistent with
predictions, individuals with more power used condoms in a manner more consonant
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with their own desires. Experiences of pressured sex were contrary to the hypothesis,
with men, but not women, with more power experiencing more pressured sex. It is
possible that sexual behaviour may be used as an exchange process between couples,
with sex representing something that women give to men, and condom use
representing something that men give to women.
In summary, all four studies suggest that young adults have relationship
consequences in mind, particularly their own need to belong, when negotiating
sexual behaviour in both romantic and casual relationships. The findings have
theoretical implications that generally support models of rejection sensitivity,
cognitive-affective personality factors, and power-dependence relations. Importantly,
the findings also have clinical implications for sexual health initiatives and
therapeutic work with individuals and couples.
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