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The World Health Organization officially declared the novel
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) a pandemic on March 11,
2020 (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020). In a short span
of time, the COVID-19 pandemic mitigation measures caused
widespread social and economic disruptions to individuals, communities, and nations. Many of the early mitigation measures
have since been lifted, but the persistent threat of SARS-CoV-2,
the virus that causes COVID-19, and its variants of concern,
and the slow rate of vaccination in the USA and worldwide,
threatens the health, safety, and well-being of all individuals.
To call attention to the global impact of the pandemic on sexual
health and behaviors, including sexual relationships, health care
access and treatment, and sexual and reproductive rights, we
invited a broad range of sexual health scholars to contribute to
this Special Section. The global impact of COVID-19 on sexual
health and behaviors is beginning to emerge, as highlighted in
this issue, showing how some groups may be more vulnerable
to the pandemic.
The first set of papers examine the influence of the COVID-19
pandemic on sex and sexuality. Maes and Vandenbosch (2022)
investigated changes in adolescents’ use of sexually explicit
Internet material before, during, and after a strict lockdown
period was established in Belgium. Although reported use of
sexually explicit material did not increase significantly across the
15-month study period, girls showed a greater increase in the use
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of sexually explicit Internet material relative to boys. Likewise,
as part of an ongoing study on sexual health, Bőthe et al. (2022)
documented potential changes in Canadian adolescents’ pornography use frequency, motivations, and problematic pornography
use before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. They found no
significant changes in adolescents’ pornography use frequency
or motivations, and only very minor changes in problematic
pornography use. In a similar study involving longitudinal data
collected from a large sample of American adults, Grubbs et al.
(2021) explored pornography use before and during the COVID19 pandemic. Even though pornography use was highest during
the height of the first-wave lockdown period than at any other
follow-up time, reported use was still lower than self-reported use
at baseline and pornography use trended downward for both men
and women over time. Together, these results suggest that the
COVID-19 pandemic has had a marginal or no real lasting impact
on the use of pornographic materials, but the next two papers
highlight the relevance of the COVID-19 pandemic to sexual
psychology. Thomas et al. (2022) administered two online surveys, conducted during the strict federal lockdown, to investigate
the effects of social isolation on willingness to engage in sexting
among Austrian adults. Results from these surveys showed that
the more socially isolated people felt during lockdown, the more
they were willing to engage in sexting, suggesting that sexting
may have been used as a coping mechanism during the early
days of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nobre et al. (2022) used a longitudinal design to examine how personality and psychosexual
factors predict sexual functioning and sexual distress among Portuguese adults during and following the COVID-19 mitigation
phase (i.e, lockdown). Interestingly, sexual distress decreased
post-lockdown in both men and women but, among men only,
so too did sexual functioning.
The next set of papers examined the influence of the COVID19 pandemic on sexual relationships. Herbenick et al. (2022)
conducted an online survey of college students at a large Midwestern university in the USA both before and after campus
closed due to the pandemic. They found many sexual behaviors
remained unchanged but participation in oral, vaginal, and anal
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sex significantly decreased over time. Additionally, when partnered sexual behavior did take place, it was more often with a
cohabiting relationship partner and was rated as more wanted,
emotionally intimate, and orgasmic. Hicks et al. (2021) used daily
diary methodology across a 2-week period to examine concerns
of contracting COVID-19. They found that people with higher
perceived infectability enjoyed sex less on days that they were
more worried about contracting COVID-19 than usual. Related
to perception of infectability, Price et al. (2021) collected data
from American men on their COVID-19 risk perception. Gay
and bisexual men were no different than heterosexual men in
their level of risk perception, the extent to which they engaged
in social distancing, or risk perceptions of transmission through
sex outside of their social grouping. Gay and bisexual men were
over twice as likely than heterosexual men to follow Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention recommended precautions and
held higher risk perceptions of intimate activities despite engaging in more sex and more socializing outside of their social group.
Also examining sexual minority men, Starks et al. (2021)
used Interdependence Theory, a framework for understanding how relationship partners influence health behaviors, and
found that joint prevention efforts between romantic partners
was positively related to COVID-19 prevention behaviors. They
also found that the more satisfied a couple is, the more likely they
engaged in a collaborative approach to prevention, emphasizing the importance of relationships in prevention of COVID19 spread. Štulhofer et al. (2022) found that a little over half of
participants reported no change in their sexual interest during
the pandemic and this was similar across seven European Union
countries and Turkey. Additionally, this study found that distress
around desire discrepancy between partners was associated with
coping with and worrying about the pandemic, relationship quality and emotional closeness, and motivation for sex. Pollard and
Rogge (2022) used a Family Systems Theory framework to demonstrate that COVID-19-related stress corresponded to poorer
sexual functioning, which led to decreased relationship functioning and overall individual well-being. The final two papers in this
set examined sexual relationship health and adjustment during
COVID-19. Gauvin et al. (2022) concluded that people in relationships were relatively resilient to the COVID-19 pandemic,
with only slight declines in sexual pleasure, frequency of orgasms
with a partner, and frequency of solitary orgasms compared to
retrospective recall of pre-pandemic levels. Finally, Griffin et al.
(2022) found that self-reported sexual activity and the number of
sexual partners decreased during the first wave of the pandemic
in a sample 1051 LGBTQ + adults in the USA, but sexual activity
was impacted by living arrangement and partner status.
The final set of papers addressed the profound impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on sexual healthcare, prevention, and
treatment in the USA, Canada, and India. Zapata et al. (2021)
conducted online focus groups with young sexual minority men
(YSMM) living in the USA to explore the impact of the pandemic on HIV testing and prevention services. YSMM identified

13

Archives of Sexual Behavior (2022) 51:101–103

challenges to accessing and receiving HIV testing services, preexposure prophylaxis (PrEP), and HIV post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP) during the pandemic, which was exacerbated by
anticipated rejection from their families, as many YSMM had
moved back home during the early months of the pandemic,
concerns about placing their families at risk for COVID-19 by
attending clinic appointments, and lack of appropriate services
for YSMM. Similarly, Parikh et al. (2022) identified barriers to
accessing sexual and reproductive health (SRH) services among
people living with HIV (PLHIV) across five states in India. Qualitative interviews with PLHIV and their health care providers
highlighted the profound disruptions in SRH services during the
pandemic including restricted access to clinics, limited availability of antiretroviral therapy, and financial strains due to shortages
in staffing, medications, supplies, and employment loss. Benoit
and Unsworth (2021) examined how persistent stigma affected
sex workers during the COVID-19 pandemic from the perspective of organizational support staff who provide critical health
and social services to sex workers to increase our understanding
of what it will take to avoid the economic, social, and health
harms of COVID-19 among sex workers in Canada. The next
two papers in this set focused on the effects of the pandemic on
sexual behaviors, mental health, and preventive sexual health care
highlighting the disruptions in sexual behavior (partner reduction), accessing and receiving PrEP and other HIV services, and
pandemic-induced increases in anxiety and depression among
sexual and gender minorities living in the USA (Grov et al., 2021)
and the sudden and pronounced increase in depression and anxiety following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in an ongoing
cohort of Australian gay and bisexual men (Bavinton et al., 2022).
The last paper in this set describes the increased vigilance in the
use of pregnancy prevention methods (e.g., intrauterine device,
oral contraceptives, implants) among US adults during the pandemic (Fikslin et al., 2021).
The papers included in this Special Section represent a broad
range of studies on sexual health and behaviors conducted before,
during, and after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. While
this Special Section highlights the early impact of COVID-19 on
sexual health and behaviors, more research is needed to understand the ongoing, and potentially long-term, effects of the
pandemic on sexual health and behaviors, including the development, testing, and implementation of effective strategies to
provide optimal sexual healthcare while simultaneously reducing
the risk of acquiring SARS-CoV-2. These papers, taken together,
describe the widespread impact of COVID-19 on sexuality, sexual relationships, sexual healthcare, prevention, and treatment
particularly among marginalized groups and highlight the need
for concerted public health efforts to support sexual health in the
era of COVID-19 and beyond.
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