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Background:

Recent years have seen incredible expansion of online partner-seeking technologies
(e.g., mobile apps) and practices (e.g., sexting), presenting sexual health challenges
and opportunities. This study aimed to estimate prevalences of online partner-seeking in
Australia to guide policy and intervention.

Methods:

The Australian Study of Health and Relationships (ASHR) is a nationally representative
survey conducted every decade. ASHR3 comprises population-weighted data collected
in 2022/2023 by computer-assisted-telephone-interviews with 3,480 men, 3,680 women,
and 66 non-binary people (n=7,226). Univariable and bivariable analyses describe key
variables and assess trends; weighted odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence intervals
(Cl) were calculated between sociodemographic strata.

Results:

In 2023, 34.1% of ASHRS patrticipants reported ever using the internet to find partners
(95%CI:32.8-35.4), up from 5.4% in ASHR2 conducted 2012/2013 (95%CI:5.09-5.72).
In ASHR3, 19.2% in steady relationships met online (95%CI:18.1-20.3) while 38.1% met
a recent sexual partner online (95%Cl:34.6-41.8). By age, 20-39-year-olds were most
likely to meet partners online (51.8%) compared to 16-19-year-olds (24.8%; OR=0.39,
95%Cl:0.35-0.44) and 240-years-old (28.6%; OR=0.28, 95%CI:0.21-0.39). However,
among those with a sexual partner in the past 12 months, 240-years-old were the most
likely to have met online (41.7%), similar to 20-39-year-olds (38.1%; OR:0.88,
95%CI:0.65-1.21) but higher than 16-19-year-old (26.7%; OR:0.45, 95%CI:0.22-0.89).
Overall, 41.7% had sent sexual digital content (‘sexting’; 95%Cl:41.2-43.4), including
9.1% first while under the age of 16 (95%CI:8.9-11.2). In total, 3.9% had sexual content
of themselves shared without consent, which was more common among women (4.5%)
than men (3.2%; OR:0.70, 95%CI:0.54-0.91) but most common among non-binary
people (11.7%; OR:3.05, 95%Cl:1.36-6.81).

Conclusions:



A third of Australians have met sexual or romantic partners online, and many share
sexual content. Such content is often shared at a young age and without consent.
These findings highlight an urgent need for digital literacy strategies around online sex
and dating, especially for young people.
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