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Abstract
People differ in their predispositions to value safety maintenance (i.e., disease pre-
vention regulatory focus) or pleasure pursuit (i.e., pleasure promotion regulatory 
focus). Extending recent research, results of a cross-sectional study with partici-
pants living in Portugal and Spain (N = 770) showed that these individual differences 
resulted in a trade-off between potential health risks and pleasure rewards in sexual 
practices and experiences with casual partners. Specifically, people who were more 
focused on promotion (vs. prevention) reported riskier and more unrestricted sexual 
activities (more frequent condomless sex activities; more casual partners) and expe-
rienced more positive sexual outcomes (more sexual satisfaction; more positive and 
less negative affect related to condomless sex). This pattern of results remained the 
same after controlling for country differences, suggesting the robustness of our find-
ings across different cultural contexts. Our study shows the complexity of sexual 
decisions and align with our reasoning that prevention-focused people tend to prior-
itize health safety, whereas promotion-focused people tend to prioritize sexual pleas-
ure. Theoretical and applied implications are discussed.
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Introduction

Studies in Portugal and Spain have been documenting negative temporal trends 
in the perceived severity of certain sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and 
condom use intentions (Giménez-García et  al., 2022), inconsistent condom use 
rates (e.g., Castro, 2016; Costa et al., 2018; Santos et al., 2018), low frequency 
of STI testing (e.g., Mendes et al., 2014; Rodrigues, de Visser, et al., 2023; Teva 
et  al., 2018), and increased prevalence of STI diagnoses in recent years (e.g., 
Geretti et al., 2022; Sentís et al., 2021; Vives et al., 2020). To better understand 
changes in sexual behaviors and sexual health practices, researchers have argued 
the importance of considering individual differences and psychological variables 
(Hatfield et al., 2010; Laan et al., 2021; Sales & Irwin, 2013). For example, stud-
ies have consistently shown that despite the risks, many people engage in sexually 
risky behaviors (e.g., not wearing a condom during intercourse; Ballester-Arnal 
et al., 2022; Copen et al., 2022; Harper et al., 2018; Katz et al., 2023). However, 
these findings may be rendered meaningless if researchers fail to consider that 
people have sex for multiple reasons (Dawson et  al., 2008; Gravel et  al., 2016; 
Meston & Buss, 2007), vary in their willingness to pursue short-term and long-
term partners (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Schmitt, 2005), or adhere to gender 
norms and sexual scripts to a different extent (Sanchez et al., 2005; Weitbrecht & 
Whitton, 2020; Wiederman, 2005), among other individual and contextual vari-
ables that influence sexual behavior.

The Regulatory Focus Theory (Higgins, 2015) offers an empirically supported 
framework that helps understand people’s likelihood to pursue goals and navigate 
decision-making processes, based on their predominant motivational orientation 
toward either losses or gains. Briefly, people who are more focused on prevention 
are motivated by safety and strive to avoid losses, whereas people who are more 
focused on promotion are motivated by advancement and strive to obtain gains. 
These motives shape how people perceive their environment and make decisions 
across different domains, including health-related and sex-related decisions (Wol-
tin & Yzerbyt, 2015; Zou & Scholer, 2016). Using samples from different coun-
tries-Portugal, Spain, Germany, and the United States-, research has extended 
this framework to sexual health and wellbeing outcomes. Overall, differences in 
a person’s predisposition towards health and safety maintenance (i.e., adopting 
a prevention focus) or sexual pleasure pursuit (i.e., adopting a promotion focus) 
uniquely shape various sexual practices. More specifically, people who are more 
focused on prevention are also more aware of sexual health threats (Rodrigues 
et  al., 2019), have more positive condom use attitudes (Rodrigues & Lopes, 
2023), feel like they have more control over condom use (Rodrigues et al., 2022), 
and are less likely to make exceptions about not using condoms (Rodrigues, 
2023). In contrast, people who are more focused on promotion report stronger 
intentions to have condomless sex even during health-threatening contexts (i.e. 
COVID-19 pandemic; Rodrigues, 2022), use condoms less consistently with cas-
ual partners (Rodrigues et al., 2020), and are more sexually satisfied (Evans-Paul-
son et al., 2022). And yet, being more focused on promotion does not equate to 



1 3

Safety and Pleasure Motives Determine Perceived Risks and…

lacking sexual health concerns. Indeed, people who are more focused on promo-
tion get tested for STIs more often and for a larger number of STIs, and go to rou-
tine sexual health check-ups more frequently (Rodrigues, de Visser, et al., 2023).

These differences in sexual health practices are aligned with people’s representa-
tions of condoms. Indeed, Rodrigues, Carvalho, and colleagues  (2023) asked peo-
ple to indicate what they considered to be the main functions of condoms, as well 
as situations and conditions under which people were more likely to use condoms 
or forgo condom use with casual partners (i.e., reasons for [not] using a condom). 
Results showed that people who were more focused on prevention endorsed health 
protection as one of the main functions of condoms, considered condom use to be 
facilitated when people have safety concerns (particularly when people are respon-
sible and cautious with their health), have greater behavioral control (particularly 
when people plan the sexual encounter or have control over the situation), and enact 
preparatory behaviors (e.g., had condoms available beforehand). In contrast, con-
domless sex was considered more likely when people lack proper sex education 
(particularly when people fail to prioritize sexual protection or lack the knowledge 
of potential health consequences). People who were more focused on promotion, 
however, mainly construed condoms as barriers to sexual pleasure, and consid-
ered condom use to be facilitated by risk awareness (particularly when people are 
in high-risk situations and one-night stands), certain sexual activities (particularly 
when people want to pursue sexual pleasure and seek novel sexual experiences), and 
concerns with hygiene and health. In contrast, condomless sex was considered more 
likely when people are in the heat of the moment or have unexpected encounters, 
have negative STI testing results, want to pursue physical sensations (particularly 
sexual pleasure and excitement), and want to increase intimacy with their partner. 
Taken together, these studies indicate that sexual motives have a crucial role in the 
way people perceive the consequences and benefits of their sexual behaviors.

Current Study and Hypotheses

Past research has examined prevention and promotion scores separately (e.g., Rod-
rigues & Lopes, 2023), computed a continuous index (e.g., Evans-Paulson et  al., 
2022; Rodrigues et  al., 2019), or categorized participants according to their pre-
dominant focus (e.g., Rodrigues, 2023). We took a different approach and sought 
to identify for the first time whether different latent profiles emerged based on the 
responses to our main predictor measure (i.e., regulatory focus in sexuality). This 
analytic strategy allows to establish profiles based on data patterns and categorize 
people with a certain degree of probability (Bauer, 2022; Spurk et al., 2020), instead 
of relying on a priori groups. The profiles identified in this analysis were then com-
pared to determine differences in retrospective practices and experiences. Our main 
goal was to determine if different profiles were associated with trade-offs between 
potential risks for health safety and rewards for sexual pleasure in sexual practices 
and experiences with casual sexual partners. Drawing on past research, we expected 
participants with a predominant promotion profile (vs. prevention profile) to indi-
cate having had condomless sex more frequently (H1) and with a larger number of 
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partners (H2), feeling more sexually satisfied with their casual partners (H3), and 
experiencing more positive and less negative affect related to their condomless sex 
activities (H4). As the type of sexual activity can influence decision-making pat-
terns (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2022; Habel et al., 2018; Ssewanyana et al., 2015; Stone 
et al., 2006), the examination of sexual behaviors delved into the contrasts between 
penetrative acts (vaginal and/or anal sex) and oral sex. Lastly, we explored differ-
ences between Portugal and Spain, and examined whether our main results were 
consistent after controlling for any a priori differences. The current study was part 
of the Prevent2Protect project (https:// osf. io/ rhg7f), and our hypotheses were pre-
registered (https:// osf. io/ caqnt).

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 770) were adults between the ages of 18 and 62 (M = 31.32, 
SD = 9.12) living in Spain (56.1%) and Portugal (43.9%). Most participants identi-
fied as White (77.9%), around half identified as women (56.4%), and most identified 
as heterosexual (78.3%). Around half of the participants lived in metropolitan areas 
(62.2%), had a university degree (43.8%), were currently working (57.4%), and were 
able to manage their expenses with their current income (45.2%). Demographic 
characteristics are detailed in Table 1.

Comparisons based on country of residence revealed some differences. Par-
ticipants in Spain were older (M = 31.90, SD = 9.55) than participants in Portugal 
(M = 30.57, SD = 8.50), t(768) = 2.20, p = .044, d = 0.15. As shown in Table 1, there 
were also differences in ethnic background, p = .002, sexual orientation, p = .009, 
completed education, p < .001, occupation, p < .001, and socioeconomic status, 
p = .012. Specifically, we had a higher proportion of participants in Portugal (vs. 
Spain) who identified as Black (vs. White), who identified as heterosexual (vs. 
bisexual), had a high school degree (vs. university or post-graduate degrees), were 
stay-at-home parents or unemployed (vs. students), and were finding it very difficult 
to live comfortably (vs. living very comfortably) with their current income.

Measures

Apart from the regulatory focus in sexuality measure, none of the measures used 
in this study have been reported in our prior research. All measures were subject 
to Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFA) with maximum likelihood estimation using 
JASP (Version 0.18.01). We examined model fit based on standard recommenda-
tions (Byrne, 2012), including indices of absolute fit (χ2; SRMR), relative fit (TLI), 
and non-centrality (CFI; RMSEA). We also examined the reliability indexes using 
McDonald’s omega (Hayes & Coutts, 2020).

https://osf.io/rhg7f
https://osf.io/caqnt
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Table 1  Demographic Characteristics for the Overall Sample (N = 770) and Comparisons Between Por-
tugal (n = 338) and Spain (n = 432)

Overall Portugal Spain Comparisons
n (%) n (%) n (%) χ2 (V)

Ethnic background 20.85* (0.17)
Arab 6 (0.8) 1a (0.3) 5a (1.2)
Asian 2 (0.3) 1a (0.3) 1a (0.2)
Black 30 (3.9) 24a (7.1) 6b (1.4)
Latinx 123 (16.0) 59a (17.5) 64a (14.8)
Mixed race 6 (0.8) 2a (0.6) 4a (0.9)
White 500 (77.9) 249b (73.7) 351a (81.3)
Prefer not to answer 3 (0.4) 2a (0.6) 1a (0.2)
Gender 1.45 (0.04)
Man 328 (42.6) 141 (41.7) 187 (43.3)
Non-binary 7 (0.9) 4 (1.2) 3 (0.7)
Woman 434 (56.4) 193 (57.1) 241 (55.8)
Prefer not to answer 1 (0.1) 0 (0.0) 1 (0.2)
Sexual orientation 15.45** (0.14)
Asexual 3 (0.4) 0a (0.0) 3a (0.7)
Bisexual 116 (15.1) 34b (10.1) 82a (19.0)
Heterosexual 603 (78.3) 280a (82.8) 323b (74.8)
Lesbian/Gay 40 (5.2) 19a (5.6) 21a (4.9)
Pansexual 6 (0.8) 4a (1.2) 2a (0.5)
Queer 2 (0.3) 1a (0.3) 1a (0.2)
Residence 3.50 (0.07)
Metropolitan area 479 (62.2) 202 (59.8) 277 (64.1)
Rural area 90 (11.7) 43 (12.7) 47 (10.9)
Small town 4 (0.5) 1 (0.3) 3 (0.7)
Suburban area 196 (25.5) 91 (26.9) 105 (24.3)
Prefer not to answer 1 (0.1) 1 (0.3) 0 (0.0)
Completed education 39.58*** (0.23)
Primary or secondary school 14 (1.8) 7a (2.1) 7a (1.6)
High school 231 (30.0) 139a (41.1) 92b (21.3)
Professional training 9 (1.2) 3a (0.9) 6a (1.4)
University degree 337 (43.8) 132b (39.1) 205a (47.5)
Post-graduate (Master’s; Ph.D.) 177 (23.0) 56b (16.6) 121a (28.0)
Prefer not to answer 2 (0.3) 1a (0.3) 1a (0.2)
Occupation 26.01*** (0.18)
Retired 5 (0.6) 2a (0.6) 3a (0.7)
Stay-at-home parent 7 (0.9) 6a (1.8) 1b (0.2)
Student (part or full-time) 223 (29.0) 75b (22.2) 148a (34.3)
Unemployed 87 (11.3) 49a (14.5) 38b (8.8)
Working (part or full-time) 442 (57.4) 206a (60.9) 236a (54.6)
Prefer not to answer 6 (0.8) 0b (0.0) 6a (1.4)
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Regulatory Focus in Sexuality

We used the measure developed by Rodrigues  and colleagues (2019) to assess the 
extent to which participants are typically driven by promotion motives in sex (six 
items; e.g., “I am typically striving to fulfill my desires with my sex life”) or pre-
vention motives in sex (three reverse-scored items; e.g., “Not being careful enough 
with my sex life has gotten me into trouble at times”). Responses were given on 
7-point rating scales (1 = Not at all true of me to 7 = Very true of me). CFA results 
showed good fit indices for a 2-factor model, χ2 (25) = 79.59, p < .001, SRMR = .03, 
TLI = 0.96, CFI = .97, and RMSEA = .05. Responses were mean averaged on each 
subscale, with higher scores indicating a greater focus on prevention (ω = .73) and 
promotion in sexuality (ω = .79).

Condomless Sex Frequency

We assessed retrospective sexual behaviors by asking participants to think about 
their past sexual activity with casual partners and indicate if they ever had vaginal 
sex (1 = No; 2 = Yes), anal sex (1 = No; 2 = Yes), oral sex (1 = No; 2 = Yes). Partici-
pants who had vaginal sex (95.1%), anal sex (60.3%), and/or oral sex (95.2%) were 
then asked to indicate how often they typically have sex without using a condom 
(1 = Never to 7 = Every time I have sex) and with how many casual partners they had 
sex without using a condom (open-ended response). Questions were presented for 
vaginal, anal, and oral sex separately.

Sexual Satisfaction

We used the short version of the New Sexual Satisfaction Scale (Štulhofer et  al., 
2010) and asked participants to think about their casual sex encounters and rate 
how sexually satisfied they are with themselves (six items; e.g., “The quality of my 

Table 1  (continued)

Overall Portugal Spain Comparisons
n (%) n (%) n (%) χ2 (V)

Socioeconomic status 14.71* (0.14)
Very difficult to live on current income 54 (7.0) 32a (9.5) 22b (5.1)
Difficult to live on current income 167 (21.7) 82a (24.3) 85a (19.7)
Managing on current income 348 (45.2) 151a (44.7) 197a (45.6)
Living comfortably on current income 161 (20.9) 60a (17.8) 101a (23.4)
Living very comfortably on current income 26 (3.4) 6b (1.8) 20a (4.6)
Prefer not to answer 14 (1.8) 7a (2.1) 7a (1.6)

Different superscripts (a,b) between groups indicate significant differences in column proportions with 
Bonferroni correction at p < .050
*** p ≤ .001, **p ≤ .010, *p ≤ .050
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orgasms”) and with their casual partners (six items; e.g., “The variety of my sexual 
activities”). Responses were given on 7-point rating scales (1 = Not at all satisfied 
to 7 = Extremely satisfied). CFA results showed good fit indices to a 2-factor model, 
χ2 (50) = 242.52, p < .001, SRMR = .03, TLI = .95, CFI = .96, and RMSEA = .07. 
Responses were mean averaged on each subscale, with higher scores indicating 
more sexual satisfaction with oneself (ω = .87) and with others (ω = .81).

Affective Reactions Related Condomless Sex

We used a modified version of the International Positive and Negative Affect 
Schedule (PANAS) Short Form (Thompson, 2007) to assess positive and negative 
emotions after having condomless sex with casual partners. The original measure 
assesses the extent to which people typically experience positive (10 items; e.g., 
excited) and negative affective states (10 items; e.g., guilty). In this study, partici-
pants were asked to indicate how much they felt each emotion the last time they 
had condomless sex with a casual partner, using a 7-point rating scale (1 = Not at 
all to 7 = Extremely). The scale was presented twice, once for condomless penetra-
tive (vaginal or anal) sex and once for condomless oral sex. These questions were 
automatically skipped for participants who used condoms every time they had cas-
ual sex. Initial CFA results for both versions showed that, unlike the original scale, 
item 5 (i.e., “alert”) was negatively correlated with the positive affect factor and 
therefore had to be reverse-coded. Final CFA results showed good fit indices for a 
2-factor model for the condomless penetrative version, χ2 (30) = 220.04, p < .001, 
SRMR = 0.08, TLI = 0.93, CFI = 0.95, and RMSEA = 0.09, and for the condomless 
oral sex version, χ2 (30) = 268.86, p < .001, SRMR = 0.10, TLI = 0.92, CFI = 0.95, 
and RMSEA = 0.11. Responses were mean averaged, with higher scores indicating 
more positive (ω = .80) and negative affect (ω = .86) related to condomless penetra-
tive sex, and more positive (ω = .85) and negative affect (ω = .86) related to condom-
less oral sex.

Procedure

Prospective participants were recruited from the Clickworker data collection plat-
form and invited to take part in an online survey about sexuality and sexual prac-
tices. Eligibility criteria included being at least 18  years old, residing in Portugal 
or Spain, having engaged in any type of sexual activity in the past (i.e., oral sex 
or intercourse), and being currently single without a romantic partner. Upon read-
ing their rights (e.g., confidentiality; possibility to abandon the study at any point), 
participants were asked to give their informed consent in order to proceed with the 
study. Participants were then asked inclusion criteria questions to assess their eli-
gibility for the study. Those who failed to meet these criteria were automatically 
redirected to the end of the survey and thanked for their interest. Those who met 
the criteria were first asked demographic questions, followed by our main variables. 
Upon survey completion, participants received 5€  in their user account as com-
pensation for participation. The survey could be presented either in Portuguese or 
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Spanish. More details about the procedure are reported elsewhere (Rodrigues, Car-
valho, et al., 2023; Rodrigues, de Visser, et al., 2023). A copy of the survey in each 
language, and the respective list of measures in English, are available (https:// osf. io/ 
re9q4).

Analytic Plan

We started by computing descriptive statistics and overall correlations between our 
continuous measures. Then, instead of categorizing participants based on their over-
all scores on the regulatory focus in sexuality measure, we computed latent profile 
analyses (LPA). This person-centered approach accounts for individual differences 
and allows us to identify groups of participants who share similar response patterns 
on our predictor variable (Bauer, 2022). Specifically, we explored latent models 
with up to four profiles (i.e., the combination of low/high values in each subscale). 
Based on standard recommendations (Ferguson et al., 2020; Spurk et al., 2020), we 
used Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC), Bayesian information criterion (BIC), 
sample size–adjusted BIC (SABIC), and the p values of both the Lo, Mendell, and 
Rubin test (LMR), and the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT). Lower values 
on AIC, BIC, and SABIC indicate a better fit to the data, and significant LMR and 
BLRT results suggest that the model with an additional latent profile has a better 
fit than the previous one. We also considered entropy (values ≥ 0.80 indicate lower 
classification uncertainty) and the probability of cases for each profile (profiles 
with < 5% of the sample were discarded). After selecting the best model, we com-
pared scores on the regulatory focus in sexuality subscales between profiles using 
t-tests to validate the categorization. After this, we computed five Linear Mixed 
Models using JASP to examine profile differences in (a) condomless sex frequency 
(vaginal sex vs. anal sex vs. oral sex), (b) number of condomless sex casual partners 
(vaginal sex vs. anal sex vs. oral sex), (c) sexual satisfaction (with oneself vs. cas-
ual partners), (d) affective reactions related to condomless penetrative sex (positive 
affect vs. negative affect), and (e) affective reactions related to condomless oral sex 
(positive affect vs. negative affect). This statistical approach allows us to account for 
response interdependency by considering repeated units of analysis (e.g., negative 
and positive affective reactions) nested within participants (West et  al., 2022). In 
all analyses, the full model included the profiles identified in the LPA, the different 
levels of a given outcome variable, and the respective interactions as fixed effects, 
as well as by-participant random intercepts. When interactions were found, we com-
puted contrasts with Holm adjustment to compare profiles. Lastly, we explored if the 
results changed when we added the country of residence as an additional factor in 
the models. Anonymized data and outputs are available (https:// osf. io/ euvfb).

https://osf.io/re9q4
https://osf.io/re9q4
https://osf.io/euvfb
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Results

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations between outcome variables are presented in 
Table  2. Overall, participants who had condomless sex more frequently reported 
having done so with a larger number of casual partners, reported more sexual sat-
isfaction, and reported more positive and less negative affect related to condomless 
sexual activities. Participants who were more sexually satisfied reported more posi-
tive affect related to condomless sex activities, whereas participants who were less 
sexually satisfied reported more negative affect related to condomless sex activities.

Latent Profile Analyses

Results summarized in Table  3 show that models with two and three latent pro-
files had the best fit, considering that only 4% of the participants were assigned 
to one profile in the final model. We retained the model with two latent profiles, 
given a larger reduction of AIC, BIC, and SABIC indicators and higher entropy 
values. Comparisons between profiles showed higher scores on the prevention sub-
scale among participants categorized in Profile 1 (n = 270; M = 5.43, SD = 1.56) 
when compared to Profile 2 (n = 500; M = 4.71, SD = 1.56), t(768) = 6.21, p < .001, 
d = 0.47. In contrast, higher scores on the promotion subscale were observed among 
participants categorized in Profile 2 (M = 5.67, SD = 0.66) compared to Profile 1 
(M = 3.71, SD = 0.80), t(768) = 36.48, p < .001, d = 2.76.

Differences According to Latent Profiles

As shown in Table 4, participants categorized as more focused on promotion dif-
fered in most outcome variables when compared to participants categorized as more 
focused on prevention. The results are depicted in Fig. 1.

Condomless Sex Frequency

We found a main effect of latent profiles, such that promotion-focused (vs. preven-
tion-focused) participants reported more frequent condomless sex activities. We also 
found a main effect of the type of sex, indicating that participants reported less fre-
quent condomless anal (vs. vaginal) sex, p < .001, and more frequent condomless 
oral (vs. vaginal) sex, p < .001. Lastly, the interaction between factors was also sig-
nificant, F(2, 1283.33) = 3.11, p = .045. Specifically, promotion-focused (vs. preven-
tion-focused) participants reported more frequent condomless vaginal, p = .029, and 
oral sex, p < .001.
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Number of Condomless Sex Casual Partners

Results showed a main effect of latent profiles, indicating that promotion-focused 
(vs. prevention-focused) participants had condomless sex with a larger number of 
casual partners. There was also a main effect of type of sex, such that participants 
reported a smaller number of casual partners in condomless anal (vs. vaginal) sex, 
p = .004, and a larger number of casual partners in condomless oral (vs. vaginal) sex, 
p < .001. The interaction between factors was non-significant, F(2, 1222.93) = 1.60, 
p = .202.

Sexual Satisfaction

We found a main effect of latent profiles, indicating that promotion-focused (vs. pre-
vention-focused) participants reported higher sexual satisfaction overall. There was 
also a main effect of the type of sexual satisfaction, such that participants reported 
being more sexually satisfied with themselves than with their casual partners. No 
significant interaction between factors emerged, F(1, 764.60) = 1.01, p = .316.

Affect Related to Condomless Sex

No significant main effects of latent profiles emerged. Instead, we found main effects 
for the type of affect, with participants reporting more positive (vs. negative) affect 
related to condomless penetrative and oral sex. We also found significant interac-
tions between factors for condomless penetrative, F(1, 1045) = 19.29, p < .001, and 
oral sex, F(1, 1288) = 14.95, p < .001. Specifically, both types of condomless sex 
elicited more positive affect among promotion-focused (vs. prevention-focused) 
participants, both p < .001, whereas only condomless penetrative sex elicited more 
negative affect among prevention-focused (vs. promotion-focused) participants, 
p = .029.

Differences According to Country of Residence

We tested if our results changed when the country was included as an additional 
factor in the linear mixed models. Results showed that the participant’s country of 
residence interacted with the type of condomless sexual activity, p = .004, the type 
of sexual satisfaction, p = .027, and the type of affective reactions related to con-
domless penetrative sex, p = .049. Specifically, participants in Portugal reported less 
frequent condomless anal (vs. vaginal) sex, p < .001, and more frequent condom-
less oral (vs. vaginal) sex, p < .001, whereas participants in Spain reported only 
more frequent condomless oral (vs. vaginal) sex, p < .001 (no differences between 
condomless anal and vaginal sex emerged, p = .492). Participants in both countries 
reported more sexual satisfaction with themselves (vs. with their casual partners), 
both p < .001, with larger differences emerging among participants living in Spain. 
Lastly, participants in both countries reported more positive (vs. negative) affect 



 D. L. Rodrigues et al.

1 3

related to condomless penetrative sex, both p < .001, with larger differences emerg-
ing among participants living in Portugal. Despite these differences, the results 
reported in our main analyses were overall the same.

Discussion

This cross-sectional study was framed by the Regulatory Focus Theory (Higgins, 
2015) and built upon its recent extension to sexuality (e.g., Rodrigues, de Visser, 
et al., 2023; Rodrigues et al., 2020, 2022). Specifically, we examined the extent to 
which motivations for sexual health safety (i.e., focus on prevention in sexuality) 
and sexual pleasure (i.e., focus on promotion in sexuality) contributed to distinct 
sexual behaviors and experiences with casual partners among people residing in 
Portugal and Spain.

Aligned with past research, our results supported the existence of two main moti-
vational profiles of regulatory focus in sexuality. When comparing both profiles, 
results generally supported our hypotheses. We found that participants who were 
more focused on promotion perceived more sexual pleasure rewards in their casual 
sex activities, and reported more unrestricted sexual activities and more positive 
sexual experiences. In contrast, participants who were more focused on prevention 
perceived more sexual health risks, and reported more restricted sexual behaviors 
and more negative sexual experiences. Specifically, participants who were predomi-
nantly focused on promotion (vs. prevention) reported having condomless sex more 
often (H1) and with a larger number of casual partners (H2; particularly in vaginal 
and oral sex), more sexual satisfaction with themselves and with their partners (H3), 
and more positive (and less negative) affect when thinking about their condomless 
sex experiences (H4). This pattern of results remained the same after controlling for 
country of residence, converging with findings from other cultural contexts (see also 
Evans-Paulson et al., 2022; Rodrigues, 2022, 2023). The results of our study extend 
past research by showing that safety and pleasure motives have distinct implications 
for the sexual practices and the sexual experiences people have with their casual 
partners. Overall, our findings show the importance of examining multiple sources 
of information to better understand sexual decision-making processes. For example, 
we extended past research (e.g., Ballester-Arnal et al., 2022) and showed that people 
have riskier sex when enacting certain types of sexual activity (i.e., oral vs. penetra-
tive sex) and even feel more positive (and less negative) after doing so (e.g., more 
positive affect related to condomless oral sex than condomless penetrative sex). Our 
results also highlight the complexity of sexual decisions and align with our reason-
ing that regulatory focus in sexuality results in a trade-off, such that prevention-
focused people tend to prioritize health safety over sexual pleasure, whereas pleas-
ure-focused people tend to prioritize sexual pleasure over health safety.

We must also highlight some additional findings. Being more focused on preven-
tion elicited more condom use, but this was less evident for oral sex when compared 
to vaginal or anal sex. Past research has provided initial evidence that prevention-
focused people have weaker condom use intentions in certain situations (e.g., when 
there is a lower risk their partner has an STI; Rodrigues, 2022, 2023). We extended 
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this evidence by showing that sexual activities perceived as potentially having fewer 
consequences for sexual health (e.g., oral sex; Halpern-Felsher et al., 2005) can also 
lead prevention-focused people to make more lenient decisions and render them at 
risk of negative sexual health outcomes (even without the benefits typically observed 
for sexual satisfaction, as our results suggest).

Limitations and Future Research

Some limitations of this study must be acknowledged. Even though our main argu-
ment was grounded on the premise that people’s predominant regulatory focus 
(i.e., trait variable) shapes different outcomes, including sex-related perceptions 
and behaviors, we are unable to establish causality given the cross-sectional nature 
of our data. Research has  shown that momentary changes in regulatory focus can 
also be induced (Higgins, 2015), which raises the question if people momentar-
ily change their regulatory focus in response to external cues related to sexual 
behaviors and sexual health (e.g., being diagnosed with an STI). Future studies 
could seek to implement longitudinal studies to test if and how sexual motiva-
tions are stable or instead change over time (e.g., as a response to life events, 
shifts in personal values and priorities, or contextual changes) and temporally 
determine sexual behaviors, perceived risks, and experiences with casual partners 
(e.g. condom use negotiation). Such design would also allow researchers to deter-
mine if the potential effects of regulatory focus in sexuality are independent of, or 
interact with, other individual differences (e.g., personality traits; age) and past 
experiences (e.g., unplanned pregnancies), relational dynamics (e.g., trusting the 
partner), and social pressures (e.g., gender scripts). Such a comprehensive analy-
sis would allow researchers to better understand the relative weight of individual 
motivations (i.e., prevention or promotion focus) for sexual decisions and experi-
ences, how people trade-off between health safety and sexual pleasure, and which 
conditions are likely to limit (or enhance) sexual risk perceptions.

Generalizations should also be taken with caution given that individual differ-
ences and behaviors (e.g., regulatory focus in sexuality; condom use) may depend 
on cultural norms and pressures, or contextual variables (e.g., sexual scripts; com-
munication culture; sexuality education). Our results with people residing in two 
European countries converge with past studies conducted in Germany and the 
United States. And yet, our sample of participants was relatively young and WEIRD 
(i.e., Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic; Henrich et al., 2010), 
which might restrict the overall generalizability of our findings. Hence, future stud-
ies could seek to collect data with a more diverse sample of participants (e.g., peo-
ple from different socioeconomic and cultural contexts) to test the extent to which 
our current findings are extended to other social and cultural contexts.

Extensions and Implications

Our results could be extended in several ways. For example, the Dual Control Model 
of Sexual Response (Bancroft et  al., 2009; Janssen & Bancroft, 2023) postulates 
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that people are more likely to activate inhibited (vs. aroused) sexual responses 
when faced with sexual stimuli perceived as threatening (vs. pleasurable). The Sex-
ual Communal Strength framework (Muise & Impett, 2016) postulates that being 
motivated to respond to the partner’s sexual needs has benefits for sexual desire and 
satisfaction (Shoikhedbrod et al., 2023). Building upon these theoretical premises, 
future studies could seek to explore potential underlying psychological mechanisms 
of the associations between regulatory focus in sexuality and sexual behaviors and 
experiences. For example, being more focused on prevention may be linked to less 
pleasurable sexual activities with casual partners because people have more inhib-
ited sexual responses (see also Evans-Paulson et al., 2022). In contrast, being more 
focused on promotion may be linked to more pleasurable sexual activities (both 
individual and dyadic, as our findings suggest) because people have more aroused 
sexual responses and communal motives in sex. Such empirical evidence would be 
valuable for professionals (e.g., sex therapists, sexual health clinics, etc.) to better 
understand the needs and struggles of people depending on their predominant regu-
latory focus.

Our findings also have the potential to extend existing programs to improve sex-
uality education. For example, intervention programs designed to improve knowl-
edge about STIs and behavioral skills in Portugal and Spain have been shown to 
improve safer sex attitudes, risk perceptions, and behavioral intentions (e.g., Espada 
et al., 2015; Morales et al., 2016; Reis et al., 2011). However, these programs (much 
like the sexuality education curricula usually offered at schools in both countries; 
Picken, 2020) tend to have hygienist and biological approaches, mostly centering 
around the potential risks of sexual behavior (e.g., STI acquisition, unplanned preg-
nancy) and less often on its benefits (e.g., knowledge of one’s body, sexual pleas-
ure). Indeed, a recent study has shown that people who considered that sexuality 
education received during school years influenced their current thoughts and behav-
iors in sex are also more likely to protect their health (e.g., more focused on preven-
tion; more likely to enact sexual communication; more likely to use condoms), but 
have less positive feelings about sex (Rodrigues et al., 2024). Our findings converge 
with the need to have a more comprehensive approach to sexual health and well-
being (Ford et al., 2019), particularly considering that including pleasure in sexual 
and reproductive health programs can help improve condom use frequency (Zaneva 
et al., 2022). Informed by our findings, sexuality education curricula in schools and 
awareness campaigns should strive to educate people on how to protect their sexual 
health (particularly relevant for people who are more focused on promotion) with-
out forgoing their sexual wellbeing (particularly relevant for people who are more 
focused on prevention), and work to change the narrative that both aspects of sexual-
ity are mutually exclusive.
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