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Abstract
Previous studies have shown that unrestricted sociosexuality is part of a quantita-
tive strategy where individuals prioritize the search for multiple partners and is 
associated with earlier onset of sexual debut, infidelity, reduced sexual disgust, 
and risk-taking behaviors. Thus, we aimed to investigate the relationship between 
sociosexuality and sexual risky behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic due to 
its potential effects in sexual relationships in a long-standing period of physical 
distancing. Five hundred eighty-three men completed a series of online question-
naires regarding their sociosexuality, sexual experiences, and adherence to physi-
cal distancing recommendations. We found that only a small proportion of the sam-
ple had fully adhered to distancing guidelines. Sociosexuality correlated negatively 
with age at first sexual experience and positively with number of casual partners 
during the pandemic and frequency of unprotected sex with strangers. Both single 
and non-heterosexual (gays and bisexuals) men showed higher sociosexuality when 
compared to men in a relationship and heterosexual ones, respectively. Inconsistent 
adherence to physical distancing was associated with earlier age of sexual experi-
ence, higher number of casual sex, and higher frequency of unprotected sex with 
strangers. The results indicate that a large proportion of men engaged in some extent 
in health risk-taking sexual behaviors during the pandemic. As expected, sociosexu-
ality was associated with variables previously found in other studies and with new 
ones investigated in the present study. We highlight the importance to acknowledge 
individual differences in response to a long period of distancing and its implications 
in the welfare of individuals, groups, and the population.
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Reproductive strategies are patterns of organized behavior aimed at the reproduction 
of organisms (Buss & Schmitt, 1993, 2019), even if nowadays not all individuals 
reproduce, as these strategies were, on average, efficient in producing more descend-
ants in the evolutionary past (Buss & Schmitt, 2019; Fawcett et  al., 2013; McNa-
mara & Houston, 2009; Todd & Gigerenzer, 2000). Thus, investigating the multi-
ple motivational systems that favored reproduction under ancestral conditions helps 
us  to understand the human behavior nowadays, even in evolutionarily new situa-
tions, including those that present uncertainty and risk, such as the current pandemic 
due to the SARS-CoV-2 (Pick et al., 2022; Tooby & Cosmides, 2008).

The willingness to engage in sex without commitment, while an evolved motiva-
tion, has been extensively studied in recent decades under the label of sociosexual-
ity (Bakker & Walker, 2020; Waldis et al., 2021). It has been evaluated along three 
domains: the number of sexual partners (behavioral), attitudes related to sex without 
affective involvement (attitudinal), and the frequency of fantasies and sexual arousal 
from people with whom you do not have a romantic relationship (desire). Higher 
levels of sociosexuality indicate people with a greater disposition toward sex with-
out commitment, which means that they are more unrestricted. However, sociosexu-
ality is not a normative measure, and there is no point at which restricted sociosexu-
ality becomes unrestricted sociosexuality. Individuals are categorized as restricted 
or unrestricted based on the highest scores in the overall ranking made up of the 
three domains.

Evolutionary studies seek evidence that unrestricted sociosexuality is part of a 
quantitative sexual strategy where individuals prioritize the search for multiple part-
ners over the formation of bonds with few sexual partners throughout life—a quali-
tative strategy. Studies carried out around the world show that men tend, on average, 
to have more unrestricted sociosexuality than women (Arnocky et al., 2016; Koom-
son & Teye-Kwadjo, 2021; Schmitt, 2005, 2006; Zheng et al., 2013); that is, they 
have a greater number of sexual partners, more positive attitudes towards uncom-
mitted sex, and have greater sexual desire for people they have just met. Addition-
ally, some studies show that homosexual men are, on average, more unrestricted 
than heterosexual men, and that the explanation for this lies in the fact that men are 
primarily more unrestricted than women. When the former relates to each other, sex 
without commitment is more likely to happen, whereas when they relate to women, 
who are more restricted, heterosexual men have their sociosexuality moderated by 
females (Schmitt, 2006). This finding is reinforced by the fact that homosexual and 
heterosexual men tend to differ in sociosexuality in the domain of behavior, but not 
always in the domains related to attitudes and desire towards casual sex.

Environmental conditions, such as the presence of pathogens, are known to 
affect sociosexuality both in and outside laboratory settings (Moran et al., 2021; 
Schmitt, 2005). A study carried out at the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-
demic showed that sexual disgust increased significantly with the increase in 
the perceived risk of infection by SARS-CoV-2 (Hlay et  al., 2021), which may 
limit the frequency of casual sex. Two recent studies found that less sexual dis-
gust was associated with greater sociosexuality and more risky behavior (e.g., 
having unprotected sex) in dating app users, especially men (Sevi, 2019; Sevi 
et al., 2018). In addition, dating app users with greater sociosexuality were more 
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motivated to engage in infidelity and practice more infidelity when using the app 
(Weiser et  al., 2018). Another study found a relationship between life history 
orientation and preventive health behaviors during the pandemic (Corpuz et al., 
2020). Thus, the COVID-19 pandemic is a favorable time to investigate the rela-
tionship between sexual behavior and life history strategies in a social context 
marked by the threat of pathogens and a strong indication of sexual restriction 
(through the norms of physical distancing) for single people.

It is known that the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic has led to several negative con-
sequences at a global level, affecting, among several psychological aspects, the 
romantic and sexual relationships that were impacted by the recommendations 
of physical distancing. The combination of physical distancing recommendations 
in order to prevent the spread of SARS-CoV-2 with distancing extending over 
months may have constituted an impasse in the sexual behavior of individuals. 
These circumstances have led many people to adopt new strategies in order to sat-
isfy their sexual needs, such as the use of the Internet (Eleuteri & Terzitta, 2021). 
However, due to the nature of sexual and romantic relationships that involve inti-
macy and physical contact, it is questionable whether those strategies were an 
option for everyone, particularly for those individuals who adopt a more quantita-
tive sexual strategy involving a wider search for sexual partners.

Sociosexuality is considered a behavioral marker of life history strategies 
(LHS), serving as an indicator of slower or faster life history strategies (Shiram-
izu, 2016). Individuals that are more unrestricted have faster strategies, character-
ized by early sexual initiation, greater number of partners and children, and less 
risk aversion, whereas the opposite trend is found in individuals that are more 
restricted. Considering sociosexuality as this marker, it is expected that the more 
unrestricted individuals also present greater risk behavior as found in previous 
studies (Ellis et al., 2012; Li et al., 2010; Ramos et al., 2013, 2017; Sevi, 2019). 
The association between sexual behavior and risky behavior and impulsiveness 
is also found in experimental studies, in which participants primed with condi-
tions of uncertainty and environmental scarcity displayed a greater or lesser dis-
regard for the future depending on the type of strategy developed in the course of 
their lives (Griskevicius et al., 2011a, b). Additionally, a recent study showed that 
higher sociosexuality positively correlates with sexual sensation seeking (Koom-
son & Teye-Kwadjo, 2021).

The aim of this study was twofold. First, we aimed to test hypotheses regarding 
the relationship between sociosexuality and sexual risky behavior during the pan-
demic, which states that faster life histories are associated with risky behaviors. 
And, second, we aimed to investigate how the adherence to physical distancing 
guidelines was related to sexual behavior. The impasse between the satisfaction of 
sexual and romantic needs and the possibility of contamination by SARS-CoV-2 
is considered as a chance to study how individuals with different life history strat-
egies can react differently to an environmental condition of common risk. The 
option to samples only men in this study is justified by the need to investigate 
intrasexual differences in a more systematic way, given that an excessive focus on 
intersex differences prevails in the evolutionary literature.
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Method

Participants

The study included 583 men, aged between 18 and 70 years. The average age was 
28.62 years (SD = 8.58). All regions of Brazil were represented, with the Midwest 
being the region with the most participants (38.1%, n = 222), followed by the North-
east (25.7%, n = 150), Southeast (22.0%, n = 128), South (6.7%, n = 39) and North 
(6.0%, n = 35). The Federal District accounted for 35.4% (n = 204) of the sample, 
corresponding to almost all respondents in the Midwest. Participants were mostly 
undergraduate students (37.4%, n = 218), graduate students (23.3%, n = 136), and 
graduates (21.8%, n = 127), which indicates this is a sample with a high education 
level. Ethnic-racial identifications were concentrated among white (55.9%, n = 326) 
and black people (41.9%, n = 244). The sample also included Asians (1.4%, n = 8) 
and natives (0.5%, n = 3). Cisgender individuals represented 87.6% (n = 410) of the 
valid percentage, while transgender and non-binary individuals represented 5.5% 
(n = 26).

Data Collection Procedures

This survey was approved by the Ethics Committee for Research with Human 
Beings of the Human Sciences Center of the University of Brasília by CAAE 
82,638,118.0.0000.5540. Informed consent was obtained from all individual partici-
pants included in the study.

Participants were invited to the survey through advertising on social networks 
and through contact with acquaintances, who were asked to share the invitation to 
the survey among friends and relatives who met the criteria of being male and being 
over 18 years old. There were no exclusion criteria for this survey, although data 
were collected from participants on the use of medication for anxiety and depres-
sion, and HIV seropositivity, but these data were not analyzed in this survey. After 
clicking on the link provided, participants were redirected to the online platform, 
where they read the informed consent form, and upon confirming their intention to 
participate, were given access to the survey instruments. The production of data was 
carried out from June 30 to October 20, 2020. The moving average of deaths was 
around 1000 deaths per day in June, and gradually decreased until it reached a nega-
tive peak of 500 deaths on average in October (consortium of news outlets based 
on data from the health state secretariats, 2020). Despite spanning about 3 months, 
the data represent only a moment of the pandemic, without profound changes in the 
media and in the behavior of the population in the period.

Instruments

The survey instruments were hosted on an online platform, which could be 
accessed by computers and smartphones, but without the need to log in. The 
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data collected in this study are part of a broader project that investigates vari-
ables on the sexual behavior of men of different sexual orientations (Silva Júnior 
et al., 2022). In the present study, participants were asked for socioeconomic and 
demographic information, such as age, city where they currently live, education 
level, race/ethnicity, individual and family income, and whether the participant 
had symptoms of COVID-19 and had been tested for the presence of the virus. 
As measures of life history strategies, age at first intercourse, age at first inter-
course with affective involvement, and sociosexuality were gaged; the latter was 
assessed using the Brazilian version of the Sociosexual Orientation Inventory-
Revised (SOI-R). This scale consists of nine items, grouped into three domains 
that assess the number of casual sexual partners (behavioral component), the atti-
tudinal dimension towards sex without commitment (attitudinal component), and 
the frequency with which they are sexually aroused when meeting a new person 
(desire component). The SOI-R was originally developed in English, and adapted 
for several languages, including Brazilian Portuguese by Nascimento et  al. 
(2018), and showed satisfactory evidence of reliability and validity. Sociosexual-
ity is considered a behavioral measure of life history strategies, as it is affected by 
environmental unpredictability and severity (Shiramizu, 2016). Measures of male 
sexual risk behavior were assessed by the number of people they had sex with 
without commitment during the quarantine because of COVID-19, how many of 
the people in the previous item were strangers, and frequency of sex with vagi-
nal or anal penetration without protection with strangers. Finally, the consistency 
with which the participants were following the physical distancing guidelines was 
asked.

Data Analysis

Using a statistical software package, descriptive analyses of frequency and mean of 
all variables were initially generated. Then, t-tests were carried out with the relation-
ship status and sexual orientation as independent variables, and then, as dependent 
variables: (1) age at first sexual experience (w), (2) age at first sexual experience 
with affective involvement (y), (3) interval between w and y, (4) number of casual 
partnerships during the pandemic, (5) frequency of unprotected sex with strangers, 
(6) number of different people they have had sex with in the past 12 months, (7) 
number of different people they have had sex with only once, (8) number of people 
they have had sex with without being interested in a commitment, and (9) sociosexu-
ality. A 2 × 2 factorial ANOVA was performed using sociosexuality as the dependent 
variable and sexual orientation and relationship status as independent variables to 
verify the properties of the interaction of these variables. One-way ANOVAs were 
also produced for the same dependent variables used in the t-tests, with the way 
the respondent is following the physical distancing guidelines and the number of 
strangers they had casual sex with during quarantine as independent variables. We 
performed Pearson correlations in those continuous variables. Also, we performed 
chi-squares on the grouping variables previously mentioned.
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Hypotheses and Predictions

In order to test whether age of first sexual experience, age of first sex with an affec-
tive involvement, and sociosexuality were assessing life histories, we hypothesized 
that they would correlate with each other. Specifically, we predicted that (a) age of 
first sex intercourse (w) would correlate positively with age at first sex with emo-
tional involvement (y) (prediction 1), because this would mean that a later sexual 
debut is associated with slower life histories; (b) w would correlate negatively with 
sociosexuality (prediction 2), because an earlier sexual debut would be associated 
with faster histories; (c) y would correlate positively with sociosexuality (predic-
tion 3), because a later emotional sexual intercourse with an emotional involvement 
would be associated with faster life histories; and (d) interval between w and y would 
correlate positively with sociosexuality (prediction 4), because greater interval (i.e., 
postponed sexual intercourse with an emotional involvement) indicates a pursue of 
faster life histories.

Furthermore, according to the previous studies associating faster life histories 
with health risky behaviors, we hypothesized that individuals who adopted those 
strategies, by the means of age of first sexual experience (w) and higher sociosexu-
ality, would have more sexual risky behaviors. Specifically, we predicted that (e) 
sociosexuality would positively correlate with number of casual sex partners during 
the pandemic (prediction 5); (f) sociosexuality would be positively associated with 
higher frequency of unprotected sex with strangers (prediction 6); individuals who 
inconsistently followed physical distancing would (g) have earlier w (prediction 7) 
and (h) have higher sociosexuality (prediction 8).

Results

Heterosexual men comprised 41.3% of the sample (n = 241), while homosexuals and 
bisexuals represented 41.7% (n = 243) and 15.6% (n = 91), respectively, the remain-
ing 2.4% represent other sexual orientations). The mean age at the first sexual expe-
rience for the whole sample was 16.5 years (SD = 3.63), while the mean age at the 
first sexual experience in which there was emotional involvement with the partner 
was 18.8 years (SD = 3.46). Singles amounted to 56.3% of the sample (n = 328) and 
those who were in a relationship amounted to 43.7% (n = 255).

When asked how many of the people with whom they had casual sex with during 
the period of physical distancing recommendations were strangers, 44.4% (n = 259) 
said they had not had casual sex and 38.3% (n = 223) said that none were strangers. 
Other possible answers, such as “some” (4.3%, n = 25), “half” (3.6%, n = 21), “most” 
(1.7%, n = 10), and “all” (7.7%, n = 45), were also present. And only 14.2% (n = 83) 
admitted not having used a condom in at least one of those relationships.

Only 37.0% (n = 216) claimed to be fully following healthcare guidelines during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. At the other end, 15.1% (n = 88) stated not consistently 
following (or not following at all) such recommendations. And 47.9% (n = 279) 
said they were following them inconsistently. Despite this, only 3.1% (n = 18) were 
not concerned about becoming infected with the disease and 12.9% (n = 75) were 
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little concerned. Only 16.0% (n = 93) said they were worried at all times, and 35.8% 
(n = 209) often worried. The remainder (32.2%, n = 188) said they were concerned 
sometimes.

Table  1 shows the result of the correlations between the continuous variables. 
Predictions 1, 2, and 4 were confirmed since we found positive correlations between 
age of first sexual experience (w) and age of first sex with an emotional involve-
ment (y) and between sociosexuality and interval between w and y. Also, we found 
a negative correlation between w and sociosexuality. However, prediction 3 was not 
supported since the correlation between y and sociosexuality was non-significant. 
Additionally, predictions 5 and 6 were confirmed since we found positive correla-
tions between sociosexuality and number of casual sex partners and between socio-
sexuality and frequency of unprotected sex with strangers.

Using t-tests, significant differences were found between the means of groups 
according to sexual orientation and relationship status; the results are given in 
Table 2. Regarding sociosexuality, a 2 × 2 factorial ANOVA showed that, despite the 
differences found regarding sexual orientation and relationship status, the interac-
tion between these groups was not significant [F(1, 571) = 1.177; p = 0.960]; that is, 
regardless of sexual orientation, relationship status uniquely had an effect on socio-
sexuality, and regardless of relationship status, sexual orientation uniquely had an 
effect on sociosexuality. We found that compared to heterosexual men, non-heter-
osexual men had significantly higher means in almost all variables, except for age 
at first sexual experience and frequency of sex without protection. A similar pattern 
is observed in the comparisons between single men and those in relationships; the 
former had significantly higher averages for almost all means, except for age at first 
sexual experience and frequency of unprotected sex with strangers.

Significant differences were also found, using one-way ANOVA, between groups 
according to the way in which physical distancing recommendations were being fol-
lowed and the number of people who had casual sex with strangers during quar-
antine; the significant results are detailed in Table  3. Regarding the way they are 
following physical distancing recommendations, the groups differed significantly: 
“consistent” and “inconsistent” (p = 0.012; Cohen’s d = 0.35) referring to age at 
first sexual experience (confirming prediction 7); “consistent” and “little consist-
ent” (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.40) and “consistent” and “inconsistent” (p < 0.001; 
Cohen’s d = 0.75) with respect to the number of casual mates during the pandemic; 
“consistent” and “little consistent” (p = 0.020; Cohen’s d = 0.23) and “consistent” 
and “inconsistent” (p = 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.66) regarding the frequency of unpro-
tected sex with strangers. However, sociosexuality did not differ according to adher-
ence of physical distancing recommendations, thus not supporting prediction 8 
(F = 0.854; p = 0.426). 

Regarding the number of people who had casual sex with strangers during the 
quarantine, the significant differences were between the groups: “none or no sex” 
and “some or half” (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 2.54) and “none or no sex” and “most or 
all” (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 1.84) regarding the number of casual partnerships dur-
ing the pandemic; “none or no sex” and “some or half” (p = 0.001; Cohen’s d = 1.08) 
and “none or no sex” and “most or all” (p = 0.015; Cohen’s d = 0.67) regarding the 
frequency of unprotected sex with strangers; “none or no sex” and “some or half” 
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(p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 1.57) and “none or no sex” and “most or all” (p < 0.001; 
Cohen’s d = 1.06) regarding the number of different people you had sex with in the 
past 12 months; “none or no sex” and “some or half” (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.90) 
and “none or no sex” and “most or all” (p = 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.56) regarding the 
number of different people with whom you have had sex only once; “none or no 
sex” and “some or half” (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.78) and “none or no sex” and 
“most or all” (p = 0.008; Cohen’s d = 0.45) regarding the number of people you have 
had sex with without being interested in commitment; and “none or no sex” and 
“some or half” (p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 1.07) and “none or no sex” and “most or all” 
(p < 0.001; Cohen’s d = 0.79) regarding sociosexuality.

Finally, independence chi-squares were used to verify the association between 
sexual orientation, relationship status, compliance with social isolation recom-
mendations, and the number of strangers they had casual sex during quarantine. 
The results showed that there was an association between sexual orientation and 
the number of strangers they had casual sex during quarantine (χ2 (2) = 19.924; 
p < 0.001; V = 0.186). Analyses of the adjusted standardized residuals showed that 
all ranges of the number of strangers were associated with sexual orientation, in 
which the heterosexual category was only associated with the “none or no sex” cat-
egory. Heterosexuals were also more associated with the group that was in a rela-
tionship (χ2 (1) = 36.590; p < 0.001; V = 0.252). However, there was no association 
between sexual orientation and compliance with social isolation recommendations 
(χ2 (2) = 5.390; p = 0.068).

Relationship status was associated with the number of strangers they had casual 
sex with during quarantine (χ2 (2) = 29.167; p < 0.001; V = 0.224). Analyses of the 
adjusted standardized residuals showed that all ranges of the number of strangers 
were associated with relationship status, where the category of individuals in a rela-
tionship was associated only with the “none or no sex” category. In spite of that, 
the relationship status was not associated with compliance with social isolation rec-
ommendations (χ2 (2) = 2.657; p = 0.265). Compliance with those recommendations 
was associated with the number of strangers they had casual sex with during quar-
antine (χ2 (4) = 35.159; p < 0.001; V = 0.246). Analyses of the adjusted standardized 
residuals showed that some ranges of the number of strangers were associated with 
compliance with the physical distancing recommendations, and the category “none 
or no sex” was associated with both “consistent” and “inconsistent” compliance. 
The category “some or half” was also associated with both “consistent” and “incon-
sistent” compliance.

Discussion

Reproductive strategies such as early sexual initiation and the search for many sex-
ual partners are part of more global quantitative strategies related to human devel-
opment, known as fast life history strategies—LHS (Patch & Figueredo, 2017; 
Schmitt, 2005, 2006; Sevi et  al., 2018). Different psychological dimensions make 
up these strategies, such as activation of the stress system, mating, decision-making, 
health, personality, and parenthood (Brüne et  al., 2003, 2012; Del Giudice, 2014; 
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Del Giudice et al., 2011; Griskevicius et al., 2011a, b; Jonason et al., 2012; Kenrick 
et  al., 2010; Li et  al., 2010; Wilson & Daly, 2004). LHS are offsetting processes 
that arise in response to the demands of the environment, which signaled, in the 
evolutionary past, opportunities and challenges to fitness. Specifically, faster LHS 
are adaptive in contexts of unpredictability and environmental severity, in which a 
greater search for sensations, less negative attitudes towards risks, greater respon-
siveness to rewards, less harm prevention, and a greater number of sexual partners 
develop (Brumbach et al., 2009; Patch & Figueredo, 2017; Richardson et al., 2017). 
Faster LHS are associated with earlier reproduction, greater number of partners, and 
less stable relationships, while slower LHS, conversely, are associated with incorpo-
rated capital (Giudice et al., 2015; Prokosch & Corrigan, 2021; Wang et al., 2021).

Sociosexuality consistently tends to be greater in men than in women and tends to 
be greater in gay and bisexual men than in heterosexual men (Schmitt, 2006). Other 
studies replicated these findings in experimental settings, where men were primed 
with conditions of abundance or scarcity of sexual partners available (Arnocky 
et  al., 2016). Additionally, a study including over 14,000 people in 48 countries 
identified that sociosexuality in both sexes varied depending on environmental con-
ditions, such as the sex ratio (proportion of women to men in a given population), 
the presence of pathogens in the environment, greater permissiveness to casual sex 
and greater participation of women in political and ministerial positions, less income 
inequality between women and men, use of contraceptives, and more progressive 
sex role ideologies (Schmitt, 2005).

In addition to sociosexuality, several other variables measured in this study are 
indicators of LHS, such as the first sexual experience, the number of partners, and 
the frequency of sex with strangers compose the group of variables that can charac-
terize such strategies. Furthermore, they can be interpreted as indicators of sexual 
risk behavior. The relationship between fast life strategies and a “taste for risk” has 
been previously pointed out in other studies (Ellis et al., 2009, 2012; Griskevicius 
et al., 2011a, b; Li et al., 2010; Mishra et al., 2017; Ramos et al., 2013, 2017).

In our study, non-heterosexual men, as well as single men, displayed greater 
sociosexuality, and a later age for first sexual experience with affective involve-
ment, more casual sexual mates during the COVID-19 pandemic, greater number 
of sexual partners in the past 12 months, greater number of sexual encounters with 
people with whom they had sex only once, and a greater number of partners with 
whom they had sex without being interested in commitment. These associations are 
held even after controlling for participants’ sexual orientation or relationship sta-
tus. Additionally, individuals who reported not having casual sex with strangers dur-
ing the pandemic had fewer casual sexual partners during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
fewer sexual partners in the past 12 months, fewer partners who have had sex only 
once, fewer partners with whom they had sex without being interested in commit-
ment, less unprotected sex with strangers, and lower sociosexuality.

Thus, in this study belonging to the group of single men or to the group of non-
heterosexual men was more associated with an increased risk sexual behavior and 
to a faster life history orientation. These results indicate a greater need for care by 
healthcare policies and healthcare professionals toward those groups, in view of the 
increased probability of exposure to sexually transmitted infections and, specifically 
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in this study, to COVID-19 contagion (or transmission). Since intimate contact is 
necessary for the practice of sex, casual sex entails a high probability of viral trans-
mission when done with partners without a recognized history of care and compli-
ance with social isolation guidelines. This practice thus poses a risk for one’s own 
health and life.

As they are more oriented to the present, in higher risk environments, individu-
als with faster strategies are less risk averse, even if that jeopardizes their immedi-
ate survival or social norms (de Baca et  al., 2016; Mishra et  al., 2017). There is 
an association between fast life history and socially antagonistic behaviors (Wen-
ner et al., 2013). One study found that individuals with faster LHS were less likely 
to endorse precautionary measures in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic (Corpuz 
et  al., 2020), exposing themselves more to risk and calling into question collec-
tive care behaviors. These results are in line with the findings of our study, given 
the associations found between faster strategies and less engagement with physical 
distancing recommendations. During the period in which the questionnaires were 
answered, the situation of contagion and death by COVID-19 was not under control. 
Half of the data were collected during the peak period at that point, and the other 
half at a time with a significant drop in official numbers. Still, there were hundreds 
of deaths each day and thousands of newly infected people, plus full hospitals and 
expert advice not to slack off on care. In any of these scenarios, the frequency of 
casual sex (especially with strangers) in the pandemic indicated risky behavior and 
non-compliance with prosocial guidelines.

Conversely, participants who comprised the group that indicated that they were 
consistently following the guidelines of social isolation, had significantly later first 
sexual intercourse, fewer sexual partners during the pandemic, and fewer sexual 
intercourses without wearing protection. This is another indication that slower strat-
egies are associated with behaviors that are more risk safe during the COVID-19 
pandemic, even in a self-report indicator like this. In addition, there was no asso-
ciation between sexual orientation and relationship status to compliance with physi-
cal distancing norms, which is, therefore, complementary evidence to that presented 
above. This provides an additional support for the association between LHS and 
behaviors performed during the pandemic period. In summary, the results demon-
strate a clear contrast between the quantitative and qualitative strategies of the par-
ticipants, which was expressed not only in sociosexuality, a recognized behavioral 
marker of LHS, but also in the inconsistent compliance with physical distancing 
rules during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The trends in opposite directions in the different groups indicate the existence of 
the fast-slow continuum, in which some individuals had greater characteristics of 
faster LHS, while others had greater characteristics of slower LHS (Del Giudice, 
2014, 2020; Del Giudice et al., 2011). LHS are a set of characteristics that covariate, 
such as early sexual initiation, greater sexual restriction, and greater disregard for 
the future (impulsiveness). Recently, the notion of a fast-slow continuum has been 
criticized in life history theory studies, mainly for not showing the tradeoffs inher-
ent to reproductive decisions (e.g., qualitative versus quantitative strategy) (Net-
tle & Frankenhuis, 2020; Sear, 2020; Stearns & Rodrigues, 2020). However, our 
study was able to overcome the limitations pointed out by identifying not only the 
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covariation between different psychological aspects (sexual behavior and inconsist-
ent compliance with distancing rules), but also evidenced the tradeoff between the 
qualitative and quantitative strategy by identifying the association between incon-
sistent compliance with distancing and age at first sexual intercourse; and the num-
ber of casual sexual partners during the pandemic and the frequency of unprotected 
sex with strangers during the pandemic. Considering that these results were found 
during a global epidemic situation, this is an unprecedented result.

Studies show that dating app users exhibit less sexual disgust, tend to be more 
sociosexually unrestricted, and take more risks (Sevi, 2019; Sevi et al., 2018), two 
proxies of a quantitative strategy. Additionally, a recent study assessed pathogen dis-
gust and sexual disgust in four countries, including Brazil, during the onset of the 
pandemic (April 2020), revealing that, in all countries, sexual disgust increased sig-
nificantly with the increase in perceived risk of SARS-CoV-2 infection (Hlay et al., 
2021). Although disgust was not investigated in our study, only a portion of our par-
ticipants engaged in risky behavior, which can be explained by the fact that adverse 
environmental conditions are not homogeneously experienced by different people. 
As mentioned earlier, individuals with faster LHS tend to be more at risk and be 
more unrestrained, even if they are experimentally primed with the same stimuli as 
individuals with slow LHS (Griskevicius et  al., 2011a, b). Future research should 
jointly analyze sociosexuality, the feeling of disgust, and risk-taking in situations of 
contagion by communicable diseases such as that of the Covid-19 pandemic.

It is noteworthy that the absence of differences between groups of men in the 
domains of attitude and desire reinforces the idea that, regardless of sexual orienta-
tion or historical living conditions, men had similar perceptions about casual sex 
without commitment and the degree of sexual arousal when meeting a new per-
son. Therefore, the differences between them in the total sociosexuality score are 
exclusively due to differences in the behavior domain, which in turn may reveal that 
they have different opportunities regarding casual sex, such as the fact that gay and 
bisexual men relate to other men who are equally willing to have sex without com-
mitment (Schmitt, 2006). However, it is known that non-heterosexual men, because 
they have to hide their sexual orientation, have sneak dates in bars and nightclubs 
and dating apps, which can be more conducive to the formation of casual sex than 
to long-term relationships. In contrast, heterosexuals enjoy greater freedom to form 
relationships in tolerant and public situations.

Interestingly, the category of individuals who stated that only “some or half” of 
the people they had casual sex during the quarantine were strangers showed higher 
averages than those who stated that the strangers were “most or all” in the number of 
casual partners, frequency of unprotected sex, number of people they had sex with 
in the past 12 months, number of people they had sex with just once, amount of peo-
ple they had sex with without being interested in commitment, and sociosexuality. 
It is noteworthy that these analyses had the largest effect sizes found in this study 
(Table 3). This apparently contradictory result may be due to the fact that the partic-
ipants who stated that they had casual sex with strangers in most or all of the oppor-
tunities were individuals who were opportunistic in their strategies, that is, they 
had few casual sex events with strangers, and this corresponds to every opportunity 
that presented itself. In contrast, individuals who reported having casual sex with 
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strangers with some or half of the people were more consistent strategists at hav-
ing casual sex during quarantine with both acquaintances and strangers. This result 
reveals the potential of a long-term pandemic, such as the COVID-19 one, to cre-
ate possibilities for people with less propensity for risky behavior, in a few oppor-
tunities, to become contaminated by COVID-19. Even the latter stated on average 
to have done it without protection with an average of 1.18 people, which may also 
increase the likelihood of STI contamination.

As predicted by previous studies (Nascimento et al., 2018; Schmitt, 2005), socio-
sexuality correlated strongly and positively with the number of people with whom 
they had sex only once and with the amount of people they had sex with without 
being interested in a commitment. These measures compose of what is assessed by 
sociosexuality, which explains the strong association. As for the number of partners 
who had sex during the pandemic and the number of partners who had sex in the 
past 12 months, the correlation was positive and moderate. When it comes to behav-
ior during the pandemic, sociosexuality is not the only component present, which 
matches the moderate forces found. Despite sociosexuality was weakly associated 
with unprotected sex, this association was in the expected direction once unprotected 
sex is a health risky behavior. The age of the first sexual intercourse and the variable 
that considers the interval between this and the first sexual intercourse with affective 
involvement had also a moderate positive correlation. The early start of sexual life 
and the interval until the first sexual intercourse with affective involvement seem to 
be relatively relevant indicators for sociosexuality and for the identification of fast 
strategies, as indicated by other studies (Lawn et  al., 2020; Simpson et  al., 2012; 
Waldron et al., 2015).

It is important to stress that non-heterosexual individuals showed, significantly, 
a longer interval until they had their first sexual intercourse with affective involve-
ment, compared to heterosexuals. Regarding age at first sexual intercourse, no differ-
ence was found. The sexual development of sexual minorities is marked by stressors 
that are not shared by hegemonic groups, such as heterosexuals. Society’s prejudice, 
the use of concealment of sexual orientation as a protective strategy during youth, 
and the break with expectations of compulsory heterosexuality are some of the ele-
ments that contribute to this result. Due to lack of evidence, it is still not possible to 
state that the social stimulus for reaching this milestone of sexual development later 
in life works as an incentive to sociosexuality and the adoption of faster life strate-
gies. However, this is a hypothesis that deserves attention from longitudinal studies 
on sexual development.

Another factor that needs to be considered in the context of these results is that 
non-heterosexual individuals systematically experience contact with stressors that 
are not shared with heterosexuals. The minority stress theory shows that continued 
exposure to the stigma, in its different formats and its repercussions, can produce 
negative outcomes for mental health, such as depression, anxiety, and suicidal idea-
tion (Meyer & Frost, 2013; Paveltchuk & Borsa, 2020). However, such repercus-
sions can also be behavioral, such as engaging in risky behavior (including sexual 
ones) and substance use/abuse (Hamilton & Mahalik, 2009; Mustanski et al., 2007; 
Ogunbajo et al., 2020; Rood et al., 2018). Thus, the negative results exhibited by the 
non-heterosexual men in this study need to be interpreted in light of the predictors 
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of those behaviors. Potentially risky sexual practices performed by this group are 
also one of the effects of chronically experiencing stigma and rejection, which are 
structural in society. This analysis is necessary so as not to amplify prejudice about 
these gay and bisexual people and individualize the problem.

It is important to highlight, however, that this study also has some limitations. 
The first relates to the socioeconomic characteristics of the sample, such as being 
predominantly young, cisgender, and highly educated sample. The researchers 
sought to devise strategies to increase sample diversity through more inclusive out-
reach so that minority populations felt comfortable participating. The smaller pro-
portion of this population may be due to the online strategy having been chosen, 
which may favor some groups, or to the fact that the sample was selected for conven-
ience. Another limitation is due to the fact that self-report studies have limitations, 
such as relying exclusively on the participants’ description of their own behavior. 
Although participants were explicitly informed that they would not be identified, we 
cannot completely eliminate the possibility of social desirability bias in not report-
ing potential sexually risky behaviors.

Despite these limitations, the study reveals relevant information about the sexual 
behavior of the male population regardless of sexual orientation and gender identity, 
which were actively included in the research. It is also important to highlight that 
the study offers results on the risky sexual behavior of men during the COVID-19 
pandemic at a time when vaccines were not being negotiated and that the only pre-
ventive measures were physical distancing, the wearing of masks, and the use of 
alcohol gel. Additionally, the study not only confirms previously conducted research 
on behavioral differences between men of different sexual orientations, but also, 
in an original way, was able to identify possible tradeoffs related to the theory of 
life history in humans and the fast-slow continuum in a current context of health 
emergency. Finally, the effect sizes found involving the variables sexual orientation 
and number of unknown people who had casual sex during the pandemic indicate a 
greater degree of reliability that these variables affected the variables of interest to 
the survey, and therefore justify the need for attention to the care needs of the non-
heterosexual minority group.

Conclusion

The context of a long-standing global pandemic in the absence of vaccines proved to 
be an opportunity to investigate how individuals with different developmental trajec-
tories dealt with fulfilling sexual motivations. Once physical distancing was strongly 
recommended as an effective way of protection against infection by Sars-Cov-2, 
months of distancing (and a troubled social and health context) posed a tradeoff 
between secure health, and maybe life, and satisfying sexual motivations (Ramos 
et al., 2022). As predicted, individuals with faster strategies presented more sexual 
risky behaviors than those with slower strategies; this was also true for non-hetero-
sexuals and singles. Correspondingly, inconsistent adherence of recommendations 
was associated with increased sexual risky behaviors. Therefore, the results found 
in this study were in the expected direction predicted by the literature of human life 
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histories (Corpuz et  al., 2020; Del Giudice, 2014, 2020; Ellis et  al., 2009, 2012; 
Lawn et al., 2020; Sevi, 2019).

However, these results not only address theoretical questions regarding how indi-
viduals differ in the way they respond to a common threat in the environment, but 
also on how they might expose themselves to a greater risk in those conditions, such 
as a pandemic. When during a pandemic, individuals differ in wiliness to casual sex, 
frequency of sex with strangers and unprotected sex, they are more exposed of get-
ting infected and also more likely of infecting others. If the pandemic itself did not 
restrain all individuals to adopt sexual risky behaviors, governments should find new 
solutions to encourage less adherents to comply with protective behaviors. Consid-
ering that in case of risky behavior, successful interventions may depend on work-
ing with, instead of against, evolved motivations (Ellis et al., 2012), we hope these 
results might help the development of effective strategies seeking to reach a more 
diversified public.
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