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Abstract

Survivors of unwanted sexual contact have an increased likelihood of using sub-
stances in sexual situations, which puts them at heightened risk for intoxication-re-
lated harms. Separately, research has indicated that women may intentionally use
substances in sexual situations to either enhance pleasure (i.e., increase sexual ex-
citation) and/or reduce sexual anxiety or shame (i.e., reduce sexual inhibition), a
phenomenon termed sex-linked substance use (SLSU). A predominant assumption
in the literature is that women with unwanted sex histories are more likely to dis-
engage during sex, suggesting greater inhibition-related SLSU; however, there is
little prior research directly examining if women who have unwanted sex histories
primarily engage in SLSU to increase sexual excitation or decrease inhibitions. We
conducted exploratory analyses of an online survey in a convenience sample of 516

Published in The Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality 31:3 (2022), pp. 432-442.
doi:10.3138/cjhs.2022-0020

Copyright © 2022 Sex Information and Education Council of Canada; published by
University of Toronto Press. Used by permission.


mailto:hjones20@huskers.unl.edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9930-4527
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4999-1584

JONES & LORENZ IN CAN. J. HUMAN SEXUALITY (2023) 2

undergraduate women including data on their history of unwanted sex, SLSU, and
sexual excitation/inhibition. Sexual excitation mediated the association between
a history of unwanted sexual contact and SLSU, suggesting that women with un-
wanted sexual histories reported higher levels of sexual excitation, which in turn
was associated with a higher likelihood of using substances to increase pleasure
during sexual activity. Specifically, arousability, partner characteristics, and power
dynamics subfactors were significant mediators. Sexual inhibition did not mediate
the relationship between a history of unwanted sexual contact and SLSU, suggest-
ing that women with unwanted sex histories may have been less likely to use sub-
stances to reduce sexual inhibitions. If replicated, these findings suggest that sexual
excitation may be a useful target of intervention surrounding SLSU, particularly in
women with histories of unwanted sexual contact. Specifically, treatments target-
ing cognitive and affective tendencies associated with sexual excitation may help
women who engage in SLSU to have safe, pleasurable sexual activity, without in-
creasing the risk of intoxication-related harms.

Keywords: Alcohol, sexual excitation, sexual trauma, substance use, women

Women who have a history of sexual assault are at increased risk of
problems with substance use overall (e.g., Corbin et al., 2001), and
subsequently, an increased risk of substance-related harms such as
intoxication-related assault (Abbey et al., 2001). Although a variety
of populations use substances in sexual situations (Lawn et al., 2019;
Sumnall et al., 2007), women with sexual assault histories appear to
use substances in sexual contexts at a higher rate (Corbin et al., 2001).
This is compounded by the finding that college-age women who re-
port unwanted sexual experiences identify their own alcohol use as a
significant risk factor for those experiences (Flack et al., 2007). How-
ever, while there are numerous studies documenting associations be-
tween overt sexual trauma and substance use, considerably less is
known about the mechanisms by which histories of unwanted sexual
contact (USC) may contribute to women’s substance use.

Although USC includes nonconsensual sexual touching and sexual
assault, for the purposes of this study, USC refers to any experience
of intercourse, oral or anal sex, or other sexual contact (e.g., sex-
ual touching) that was unwanted, regardless of relationship context
or self-identification of these acts as traumatic or assaultive. Using
a broad, multifaceted definition of USC prevents the underreporting
of unwanted sexual experiences that is typical in studies focusing on
overt or forcible assault (Akre et al., 2013) Moreover, it encompasses
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a range of USC that prior research has missed, including coercive ex-
periences as well as consensual but unwanted sex. While these expe-
riences differ in some key dimensions, there are also some compel-
ling similarities warranting study. In particular, there is evidence that
substance use—particularly alcohol use—is significantly elevated both
among women who report a history of forcible rape and those who re-
ported unwanted but consensual sex (Kelley et al., 2018; Shaw & Read,
2021); moreover, there is evidence of multiple forms of USC being spe-
cifically associated with higher substance use in sexual contexts (Her-
benick et al., 2019; Willis et al., 2021). That is, despite significant dif-
ferences between survivors of sexual assault, coercion, and unwanted
but consensual sex in outcomes such as post-traumatic stress disor-
der (Brown et al., 2009), there is nevertheless a striking similarity in
substance use outcomes. This suggests that there are mechanisms that
contribute to a higher risk for substance use in women with a broad
array of USC histories. If these mechanisms can be identified, they
would be valuable targets for both primary prevention and interven-
tion efforts to reduce the negative sequelae of unwanted sex. Thus, re-
search is needed to determine what factors may drive increased rates
of substance use in sexual contexts among women with USC histories
under this broader definition.

Research on women with sexual trauma histories suggests higher
use of alcohol and other substances such as marijuana than women
without a trauma history (e.g., McCauley et al., 2010; Saladin et al.,
1995; Senn et al., 2008), including in sexual situations (Schraufnagel
et al., 2010). Further, alongside increased alcohol use, women with
sexual assault histories are more likely to have more positive alcohol
and marijuana expectancies—that is, the belief that substances will
result in desirable outcomes and experiences—than women without
an assault history (Saladin et al., 1995; Senn et al., 2008) . Both fac-
tors may increase the likelihood that women engage in sex-linked sub-
stance use (SLSU), that is, the intentional use of drugs and/or alcohol
for the purpose of experiencing those substance’s effects during sex-
ual activity (Hendershot et al., 2010; Lawn et al., 2019). While most
research on SLSU has been studied in the context of alcohol use, it
is possible that women engage SLSU with a variety of different sub-
stances for distinct purposes as individual substances may have dif-
fering excitatory or sedating effects.
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Women may engage in SLSU to either enhance pleasure and/ or
reduce inhibitions, such as coping with sexual anxiety; indeed, some
work suggests that women with a history of sexual trauma are more
likely to use alcohol to quiet traumatic intrusions that inhibit sexual
arousal and enjoyment (Bird et al., 2018; Walsh et al., 2014). How-
ever, prior research on substance use in sexual trauma survivors may
not fully describe patterns across women with different USC histories
as USC may or may be associated with trauma-related psychopathol-
ogy (Flack et al., 2007). While there is some evidence that overt sex-
ual trauma may influence factors related to SLSU, less is known about
the broader context of unwanted sex more generally.

Understanding how a woman’s history of USC may inform her fu-
ture substance use, and the driving forces behind SLSU, are essen-
tial in targeting interventions to reduce SLSU-associated risks such
as greater intentions to engage in unprotected sex (Hendershot et al.,
2010; Scott-Sheldon et al., 2016). SLSU may impair the ability to com-
municate about consent for sexual activity or contraceptive use nego-
tiation, potentially leading to vulnerabilities for sexual victimization,
stealthing, sexually transmitted infection, or unwanted pregnancies.
While the onus of sexual victimization always lies at the hands of the
perpetrator, understanding factors related to SLSU in women with
a USC history can help inform interventions to allow women to in-
crease the benefits of SLSU while reducing potential risks. The pres-
ent exploratory study examined the role of two potential predictors of
SLSU—sexual excitation and sexual inhibition—that may explain the
higher incidence of SLSU among women with a history of USC.

Women report using substances in sexual situations to achieve two
different goals: either to increase excitation and pleasure or to reduce
inhibition. Some research favors the role of inhibition, as women with
a history of USC may be more likely to use substances during or before
sexual situations to reduce inhibitions and distress surrounding sex-
ual activity (Benson et al., 2007). Women with trauma histories may
experience dissociation or emotional numbing during sexual activity,
which may be distressing but may also be desired if it allows avoid-
ance of overwhelming emotions connected to sexual activity (e.g.,
Bird et al., 2017; Boysan et al., 2009). Alcohol use can serve as a mal-
adaptive mechanism to increase experiential avoidance—including de-
sired avoidance— during sexual activity (Klanecky et al., 2008). To the
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extent that women with USC histories also experience significant dis-
tress during sexual activity, they may engage in higher levels of SLSU
due to using substances as a coping mechanism for sexual anxiety and
to further dissociate during sexual activity.

However, competing literature suggests that USC histories are as-
sociated with a greater desire for sexual activity and sexual novelty,
potentially contributing to higher use of substances to enhance sexual
pleasure (Slavin et al., 2020; Turchik et al., 2010). Women with sex-
ual assault histories report higher positive alcohol expectancies than
women without assault histories (Bedard-Gilligan et al., 2011), with
similar effects reported in women with USC histories (Palmer et al.,
2010). These positive alcohol expectancies refer to an individual’s be-
lief about the sexual-enhancement effects of alcohol (Blume & Guttu,
2015). Women with higher positive alcohol expectancies are more
likely to use substances in sexual contexts (Kalichman et al., 1998).
Furthermore, women with a history of USC may use alcohol in sex-
ual situations, in part, to enhance sexual experiences, feel sexy, or act
out sexual fantasies and to feel better overall (e.g., Corbin et al., 2001;
Palmer et al., 2010; Pumphrey-Gordon & Gross, 2007). Other research
suggests that women with a history of childhood physical, emotional,
and sexual abuse may have higher tendencies toward sensation seek-
ing, or the tendency to seek out novel sexual stimuli (Bornovalova et
al., 2008). In turn, women with higher levels of sensation seeking are
more likely to engage in high-risk sexual encounters, including SLSU
(Bancroft et al., 2009; Muise et al., 2013). It is possible that women
with higher levels of sexual sensation seeking may also have higher
levels of sexual excitation, which may increase the motivation to use
substances in sexual situations to increase pleasure (Velten, 2017).

Finally, it is possible that both factors operate simultaneously. Re-
search on women with alcohol-related sexual assault histories report
using alcohol for tension reduction (i.e., to feel relaxed or calm), for
“liquid courage” and to enjoy sex more, be a better lover, feel sexy, or
act out fantasies (Bedard-Gilligan et al., 2011). More broadly, one study
found women without a history of USC had similar endorsements of
both motives for their SLSU, with 40% endorsing pleasure or excita-
tion motives and 31% endorsing motives to reduce inhibition or anx-
iety (Sumnall et al., 2007). In sum, these different lines of literature
pose two potentially parallel pathways to explain the higher rates of



JONES & LORENZ IN CAN. J. HUMAN SEXUALITY (2023) 6

SLSU in women with histories of USC: using substances to mitigate in-
hibitions during sexual activity (colloquially called “self-medication”)
or enhance sexual sensation and positive feelings.

Separately, broad literature has examined how people may differ
in their tendencies towards sexual excitation and inhibition. Trait-
level sexual excitation and sexual inhibition are integral in sexual de-
cision-making. The Dual Control Model suggests that adaptive sexual
behavior will occur when there is a balance between excitatory and
inhibitory systems (Bancroft et al., 2009; Bancroft & Janssen, 2000).
This model posits that a sexual response, such as sexual arousal, will
occur when sexual excitation is greater than sexual inhibition (Ban-
croft et al., 2009; Bancroft & Janssen, 2000). Individual differences in
trait sexual excitation and inhibition can help explain sexual behav-
iors and functioning. For instance, if someone has higher trait sexual
excitation and lower sexual inhibition, they may be more likely to en-
gage in a wide range of sexual activities, including those that confer
risk (Nguyen et al., 2012; Sanders et al., 2008). Alternatively, women
with higher sexual inhibition are more likely to report sexual prob-
lems such as problems with desire, arousal, lubrication, and satisfac-
tion as well as higher sexual anxiety (Sanders et al., 2008).

Although sexual excitation and sexual inhibition are both trait -level
factors, a history of USC can influence the expression of both sex-
ual excitation and inhibition. For instance, women with a history of
childhood sexual abuse (CSA) have lower body esteem than do women
without a CSA history, and these levels of self-perceived sexual attrac-
tiveness were found to influence sexual responses, specifically through
sexual excitation and inhibition pathways (Kilimnik & Meston, 2016).
Women with a CSA history also experience higher levels of inhibi-
tory sexual responses at both a physiological level (e.g., increases in
physiologic stress responses to sexual cues) and at a cognitive level
(e.g., describing sexual stimuli with more negative affect) compared
to women without a CSA history (Rellini, 2008). Similarly, some stud-
ies have found that trauma symptoms following sexual assault predict
increases in negative sexual self-schema, or the tendency to see one-
self as sexually inhibited and less arousable (Lipinski & Beck, 2020).

Changes in both sexual excitation and inhibition are also consis-
tent with the theory of traumatic sexualization, the process by which
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a person’s sexual response and feelings are influenced and shaped
by an unwanted sexual experience early in life (Finkelhor & Browne,
1985). Specifically, women with a history of childhood sexual abuse
may have been rewarded for engaging in sexual activity—even that
which they did not want—and consequently be more motivated to not
only engage in a wide range of sexual experiences (increased trait
excitation) but also distract themselves or dissociate during sex (in-
creased trait inhibition; (Finkelhor & Browne, 1985). This suggests a
directionality in which USC, particularly that which was experienced
in adolescence or early adulthood, may influence a woman’s subse-
quent levels of sexual excitation or inhibition, which, in turn, may in-
fluence her use of sexual behaviors and SLSU. As noted earlier, how-
ever, while there is evidence that overt sexual trauma may influence
the development of sexual excitation and inhibition, there is relatively
less known about the broader context of unwanted sex more generally.
In the present study, we examined a sample of young women whose
unwanted sexual experiences had been, by virtue of their age, expe-
rienced early in life and thus potentially important in shaping the or-
ganization of their sexuality.

Recognizing the impacts of individual differences in sexual excita-
tion and inhibition can be useful for developing therapies for encour-
aging the safe use of substances in sexual contexts. Notably, levels of
sexual excitation and inhibition are relatively stable factors, but their
correlates, such as sensation seeking and sexual anxiety, are cogni-
tive and affective tendencies that can be targeted in psychotherapy.
Therefore, understanding the impacts of sexual excitation and sexual
inhibition in women with USC histories who engage in SLSU could
be beneficial in ultimately targeting cognitive and affective tenden-
cies to allow these women to have safe and pleasurable sexual activ-
ity. Moreover, it may be helpful to explore the subcomponents of both
excitation and inhibition to observe specifically which aspect may
drive associations between a history of USC and SLSU. For example,
within the construct of sexual excitation, are sexual power dynamics
or physical arousability a stronger predictor of women’s SLSU? Un-
derstanding these dynamics may further target our interventions to
support women engaging in SLSU, particularly women who have a
history of USC.
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To investigate these relationships, we tested a series of mediation
models. Our analyses were exploratory in nature and thus, did not
establish a priori directional hypotheses. Instead, we were guided by
the following research questions: Is the relationship between USC
and SLSU mediated by sexual excitation or sexual inhibition, and if
so, which is a better predictor of the relationship?

Methods

The data for the present analyses were derived from a larger study of
women’s sexuality and substance use. The larger study included a va-
riety of measures not presented here; see https://bit.ly/3n66Dkk for
descriptions of these additional measures. There are additional pa-
pers from this data set examining questions distinct from those pre-
sented here (e.g., sexual functioning in sexual minority women; Lo-
renz, 2021).

Participants and Procedures

Participants were recruited from the psychology participant pool at a
large university in the Midwestern United States to complete an on-
line study, advertised as a study of women’s drinking and substance
use habits. Inclusion criteria included identification as a woman older
than age 19 (the age at which participants are legally able to consent
to participate in research in Nebraska, United States). Following read-
ing and acknowledging an informed consent form, participants com-
pleted a survey battery consisting of measures described in what fol-
lows. Attention check measures (e.g., “Over the past month, how often
did you time travel?”) were included throughout the survey, and data
from participants who failed more than one attention check were ex-
cluded from the current analysis. Participants received credit toward
research requirements in their psychology courses as compensation.
All study procedures were approved by the institutional review board
at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.
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Measures
Unwanted Sexual Contact History

Participants completed a modified version of the Sexual Coercion Scale
(SCS; Aalsma & Fortenberry, 2010). The scale was designed to as-
sess instances of unwanted sex that are not always captured by tradi-
tional scales of sexual assault history. Modifications from the original
scale included additional items related to coercion within a relation-
ship; reliability in the modified scale was confirmed with Cronbach’s
alpha and additional factor analyses (Bogen et al., 2022; see also the
study registration page on the Open Science Framework at https://
bit.ly/3n66Dkk for additional details on this measure).

In this measure, participants are provided with a general defini-
tion of USC: “intercourse, oral or anal sex, kissing or sexual touching,
exchanging sexual pictures, and so on, that you didn’t want to have,
even if it was with someone you know.” They are then asked how of-
ten in their lifetime they experienced USC under six different condi-
tions: being forced or threatened with physical force, in response to
verbal pressure from a sexual or romantic partner, to avoid a breakup,
when too intoxicated to consent, survival sex (needing food, money,
or a place to stay), or withdrawing consent after starting to engage in
sexual activity. Participants rated if they had experienced USC under
that condition never (0), once (1), or more than once (2). If partici-
pants indicated any USC history, they were then presented with fol-
low-up questions about their age(s) when these incidents occurred. In
the following analyses, we coded USC history as presence (any item
selected as “once” or “more than once”) or absence (selected “never”
for all items).

Trait Sexual Excitation and Sexual Inhibition

Sexual excitation and inhibition were measured using the Sexual Ex-
citation/Sexual Inhibition Scale for Women (SESI-W; Milhausen et al.,
2010). Factor analysis supports eight factors comprising a total of 36
items and two higher order factors: sexual excitation and sexual in-
hibition. The measure demonstrated excellent test-retest reliability
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(Graham et al., 2006). Validation studies suggest that it has good con-
vergent and divergent validity with other measures, such as sensation
seeking and relationship satisfaction (Gaither & Sellbom, 2003; Mil-
hausen et al., 2010). In the current sample, there was adequate reli-
ability for both the individual subfactors (Chronbach’s o ranging from
0.58-0.81) and the superordinate factors (Excitation a = 0.89; Inhi-
bition a = 0.80). Participants are asked if a series of statements ap-
ply to them; items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from
strongly agree to strongly disagree.

Sexual excitation consists of five subscales: Arousability, Part-
ner Characteristics, Sexual Power Dynamics, Smell, and Setting. The
Arousability subfactor consists of nine items related to stimuli that can
increase sexual arousal (e.g., “When I think about someone I find sex-
ually attractive, I easily become sexually aroused”), with higher scores
indicating high ease with becoming aroused. The Partner Characteris-
tics subfactor consists of three items related to a partner’s personality
or behaviors (e.g., “Someone doing something that shows he/she is in-
telligent turns me on”) and one item related to eye contact with a part-
ner. The Sexual Power Dynamics subfactor includes four items related
to force, domination, or dirty talk in sexual situations (e.g., “Feeling
overpowered in a sexual situation by someone I trust increases my
arousal”). The Smell subfactor consists of two items related to the
ability of olfactory cues to enhance sexual arousal (e.g., “Particular
scents are very arousing to me”). The Setting subfactor consists of
four items related to increased arousal in situations that may be in a
new setting or at increased risk of being seen or heard while having
sex (e.g., “I get really turned on if I think I may get caught while hav-
ing sex”). Higher scores on the sexual excitation subfactors indicate
arousal in those situations.

Sexual inhibition includes three subscales: Concerns about Sex-
ual Function, Arousal Contingency, and Relationship Importance. The
Concerns about Sexual Function subfactor consists of four items re-
lated to worries about sexual functioning or performance (e.g., “If I
am worried about taking too long to become aroused, this can inter-
fere with my arousal”). The Arousal Contingency subfactor consists
of three items that involve the potential for arousal to be inhibited by
situations (e.g., “When I am sexually aroused, the slightest thing can
turn me off ”). Finally, the Relationship Importance subfactor consists
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of six items related to the possible importance of relationships on
sexual arousal (e.g., “I really need to trust a partner to become fully
aroused”). Higher scores on the sexual inhibition subfactors indicate
a greater interference with arousal if these situations are experienced.

SLSU

Participants completed a 3-item measure of SLSU that asked how of-
ten in the last month they used drugs or alcohol to (a) feel less sex-
ually inhibited, (b) increase their sexual desire or arousal, or (c) in-
crease their sexual pleasure or make it easier to have an orgasm. This
brief measure has shown good internal consistency (Chronbach’s a =
0.87) and validity in heterosexual and sexual minority women (Lo-
renz, 2021). Participants were presented with five options on a Likert
response scale, ranging from o (not at all) to 2 (more than 2 times per
week). SLSU was calculated as a total sum across the three questions.

Demographics

Participants were asked to indicate their gender label, sexual orienta-
tion, age, relationship status, and race/ethnicity. For all variables ex-
cept age (which was free response and continuous), participants were
able to respond using established categorical choices or select “other”
and provide a free-response answer.

Analytic Plan

To investigate if sexual excitation and/or inhibition mediates the ef-
fect of a history of USC on SLSU, we conducted a series of mediation
analyses using the mediate package in R (version 4.0.0; Tingley et
al., 2014). We opted to use mediation analyses despite our cross-sec-
tional data, due to the proposed directionality of the effects. Although
some authors have argued that mediation cannot be established with
cross-sectional data (see O’Laughlin et al., 2018), others have noted
that cross-sectional data can support mediation modelling if there is
a theoretically supported temporal sequence, and the results of these
analyses are appropriately interpreted as exploratory (e.g., Fairchild
& McDaniel, 2017; Shrout, 2011). Our model proposes that USC can
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influence sexual excitation and/or sexual inhibition which may then
be related to SLSU. In terms of inferring causality, it is more plausi-
ble that women’s experiences of USC shaped the development of their
sexual tendencies in emerging adulthood. Concurrently, it is much
less plausible that their sexual excitation/inhibition patterns resulted
in their early-life experiences of USC. Therefore, although the cross-
sectional nature of the data indicates these analyses should be inter-
preted with caution, mediation analyses are an appropriate analytic
tool for our research question.

We first examined the superordinate factors (i.e., overall excitation,
overall inhibition) as mediators of the association between USC and
SLSU. When the superordinate factor was significant, we then con-
ducted further analyses to examine the individual subfactors as media-
tors. The mediate package used bootstrapping to estimate the indirect
and direct paths of a model. In each case, the “direct” pathway indi-
cates the strength of association between a history of USC and SLSU
in the presence of the focal mediator (either sexual excitation or inhi-
bition). The “indirect” pathways demonstrate mediation effects or the
degree to which sexual excitation/inhibition explained the association
between a history of USC and SLSU. We considered a lack of a signifi-
cant direct path combined with significant indirect path evidence for
full mediation, while a significant direct and significant indirect path
would be considered partial mediation. Additionally, a significant di-
rect path but lack of a significant indirect path may suggest that the
association between a history of USC and SLSU remains even when
considering the effects of the putative mediator. A de-identified ver-
sion of the data set used for these analyses is available via the Open
Science Framework at https://bit.ly/3n66DkKk.

Results

Participant Characteristics

The current analysis included 516 cisgender women aged 19 to 39 (M
= 21.09, SD = 1.56) who identified as White/Non-Hispanic (80%),

White/Hispanic (6.8%), East Asian (4.7%), Black (2.7%), Other
(2.5%), Multiracial (1.7%) and South Asian (1.6%). Most participants
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reported being exclusively heterosexual (81.8%) or mostly heterosex-
ual (9.3%), with 6.2% identifying as bisexual and 2.7% identifying as
exclusively lesbian/gay or another sexual orientation. About half the
participants (n = 288; 55.8%) reported at least one lifetime instance
of USC. Specifically, 50.2% of the participants reported coercion (ei-
ther due to pressure from a partner or to avoid a breakup), 23.8%
reported intoxication-related USC, 41.3% reported withdrawn con-
sent, and 10.5% reported forced sex or survival sex; note these indi-
cations were not exclusive, and some participants reported multiple
instances or types of USC. Additionally, 10.5% of participants reported
at least one USC experience prior to age 14. Of participants who re-
ported a history of USC, 26.7% reported SLSU in the past month, in
contrast to the 12.4% of women without USC histories, X2(1, N = 516)
= 15.5, p < .001.

Sexual Excitation Mediation Analyses

There was evidence that sexual excitation mediated the association
between a history of USC and SLSU, as the indirect pathway was sig-
nificant (effect estimate = 0.067, 95% CI 0.025-0.142, p < 0.001; Fig-
ure 1). Moreover, the direct effect of history of USC on SLSU when ac-
counting for the indirect effects of sexual excitation scores was not
significant (effect estimate = 0.228, 95% CI —0.040-0.461, p = 0.070).
In other words, there was evidence that sexual excitation fully me-
diated the relationship between USC and SLSU. Post hoc analyses re-
vealed that history of USC predicted a higher self-reported sexual ex-
citation (effect estimate = 0.302, SE = .092, p < .001), which, in turn,
significantly predicted higher SLSU (effect estimate = 0.239, SE =
.061, p < .001; Figure 1).

We then examined the individual subfactors of sexual excitation
(arousability, sexual power dynamics, smell, partner characteristics,
setting). Model estimates are presented in Table 1. Notably, the arous-
ability, power dynamics, and partner characteristics subfactors of sex-
ual excitation each independently mediated the relationship between
USC and SLSU (Table 1). However, the smell and setting subfactors
of sexual excitation did not impact the relationship between USC and
SLSU (indirect path p -values > 0.05).
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Sexual Excitation

0.154 **

History of Unwanted
Sexual Contact 0.089

14

0.183%x**

Sex-Linked Substance Use

Figure 1. Standardized coefficients of the path model testing sexual excitation as a
mediator of the association between unwanted sexual contact and sex-linked sub-

stance use. Note. * p < 0.001. ** p < 0.010.

Table 1. Model Estimates for Direct and Indirect Pathways Between Unwanted Sexual Contact (USC) and Sex-
Linked Substance Use (SLSU) with Serial Mediations of the Sexual Excitation Subscales

Indirect Effect (Mediation Pathways)

Direct Effect (USC — SLSU)

Mediator Tested Effect 95% Confidence  p
Estimate Interval

Effect 95% Confidence p
Estimate  Interval

Arousability 0.060 (0.015, 0.145) 0.010**
Power Dynamics 0.062 (0.020, 0.148) 0.002**
Partner Characteristics  0.520 (0.013, 0.123) 0.010**
Smell 0.034 (0.002, 0.096) 0.108
Unusual Setting 0.011 (-0.015, 0.056) 0.506

0.080 (-0.076, 0.479) 0.112
0.099 (-0.027, 0.507) 0.062
0.090 (=0.020, 0.472) 0.066
0.103 (0.020, 0.500) 0.036*
0.097 (-0.029, 0.497) 0.062

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

Sexual Inhibition Mediation Analyses

We then tested if sexual inhibition mediates the relationship between
a history of USC on SLSU. There no was evidence that the superordi-
nate sexual inhibition factor mediated the association between USC
and SLSU (indirect path effect estimate = 0.011, p = 0.254, 95% CI
[-0.002-0.047]). However, the direct effect of USC history on SLSU
was significant when accounting for the indirect effects of sexual in-
hibition scores (direct effect estimate = 0.224, p = 0.014, 95% CI

[0.052-0.506]).
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Discussion

The present study examined the role of sexual excitation and inhibi-
tion in predicting SLSU and how these factors may explain the higher
incidence of SLSU among women with a history of USC. Given the
exploratory nature of the study, we first examined the superordinate
factors (i.e., overall excitation, overall inhibition) as mediators of the
association between USC and SLSU. When a superordinate factor was
significant, we then conducted further analysis to examine the indi-
vidual subfactors as mediators. We found that sexual excitation medi-
ated the relationship between a history of USC and SLSU, suggesting
that women with a history of USC are more likely to have higher lev-
els of sexual excitation, which, in turn, is associated with higher like-
lihood of using substances during sexual activity. This finding high-
lights a potential intersection for further analysis.

Sexual Excitation as a Mediator of Associations Between USC
and SLSU

A history of USC predicted higher self-reported sexual excitation,
which, in turn, significantly predicted higher SLSU. Additionally, the
direct effect of a history of USC on SLSU was not significant when ac-
counting for the indirect effects of sexual excitation, suggesting com-
plete mediation (Figure 1). Higher sexual excitation has previously
been correlated with higher levels of self-reported arousal as well
as greater sexual risk-taking (Skakoon-Sparling & Milhausen, 2020).
It is possible that higher sexual excitation mediates the relationship
between USC and SLSU by providing an avenue for women to en-
hance sexual pleasure. This parallels other work on women’s sexual
expectancies for alcohol or drug use, such as the belief that alcohol
and marijuana enhance sexual desire, enjoyment, and overall activity
(Harvey & Beckman, 1986). Higher sexual arousal expectancies may
result in more frequent substance use in sexual contexts to achieve
higher sexual pleasure. Indeed, women who have a history of alcohol-
involved sexual assault also report greater alcohol use and positive
expectancies compared to women with non-alcohol-involved sexual
assaults (Bedard-Gilligan et al., 2011). Higher sexual arousal expec-
tancies may combine with higher levels of sexual excitation, resulting
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in an increase in substance use in sexual contexts, especially among
women with a history of unwanted sexual activity.

Subfactor Analyses: Arousability, Power Dynamics, and Partner
Characteristics

Within the superordinate factor of sexual excitation, three sub-factors
were each independent mediators of the relationship between USC his-
tory and SLSU: arousability, power dynamics, and partner character-
istics. These specific components of sexual excitation may yield spe-
cific implications for use in targeting interventions to support women
engaging in SLSU.

A person’s arousability is the ease at which they become aroused.
Women with higher levels of arousability may be more likely to use
substances prior to sexual activity to enhance novelty and engagement
with sexual stimuli, similar to women high in sensation seeking. Given
the correlation between sexual excitation and sensation seeking over-
all (Velten, 2017), it is likely that women with higher arousability may
use alcohol in sexual situations to further increase pleasure by facili-
tating sexual activity with novel partners or stimuli.

Power dynamics were similarly a significant mediator between USC
history and SLSU. Given the intrinsic intersection of sexualized power
dynamics and gender roles (Conley et al., 2013; Farvid et al., 2017;
Wiederman, 2005), these findings suggest that the use of substances
in sexual situations might empower women to pursue sexual situa-
tions that are not viewed as culturally acceptable within a proscriptive
feminine role. For instance, a qualitative study found that women re-
ported using alcohol to be “bold” and initiate sexual relationships that
are taboo for them given the sociocultural norms for women (Dumbili,
2016). Women with a history of USC, in particular, might experience
greater stigma surrounding exploring power dynamics in sexual situa-
tions, which may result in greater use of substances to engage in these
sexual situations. For instance, women with alcohol-involved sexual
assaults reported higher positive expectancies of alcohol use for sex-
ual activity, such as acting out fantasies, compared to women with-
out an alcohol-involved sexual assault history (Bedard-Gilligan et al.,
2011). Similarly, a qualitative study found that some women reported
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higher engagement in sexual activities outside of a traditional heter-
onormative script when using alcohol, including anal sex and “rough”
sex (Lewis et al., 2015). Moreover, some participants reported that
they desired certain types of sexual activity when drunk (Lewis et al.,
2015). Our results suggest that higher levels of sexual excitation, spe-
cifically related to power dynamics, may mediate the relationship be-
tween USC and SLSU by providing an avenue for women to pursue de-
sired, but potentially culturally stigmatized, sexual activities.

Finally, partner characteristics were a significant mediator of the
relationship between USC and SLSU. Survivors of USC may experience
feelings of mistrust and anxiety (van Berlo & Ensink, 2000). Conse-
quently, it may be that these survivors need a higher level of trust with
their partner(s) in order to engage in SLSU (Brecklin & Ullman, 2010;
Burnett et al., 2009; Wiehe & Richards, 1995). It is possible that the
partner characteristics that contribute to higher sexual excitation are
correlated with cues of safety, allowing women to feel more comfort-
able using substances in sexual situations. Alternatively, the partner
characteristic subfactor is comprised of statements such as “seeing a
partner doing something that shows his/her talent can make me very
sexually aroused” that are related to attention to one’s partner(s).
Therefore, it is possible that substances might increase an individu-
al’s awareness of their partner(s), specifically the salience and inten-
sity of partner cues, in line with alcohol myopia theory (Griffin et al.,
2010). For instance, intoxicated women are more likely to pay atten-
tion to sexual arousal cues, including cues of attraction to their part-
ner, than sexual risk cues (Davis et al., 2007). This suggests that alco-
hol may also impact the perception and saliency of sexually arousing
partner cues when under the influence of substances. If so, we may
expect that women with a history of USC use substances in sexual sit-
uations to increase awareness and focus on their present partner(s)
and less on cues of sexual risk. While a focus on cues of alcohol may
increase risk in sexual situations (see, e.g., Masters et al., 2014), it is
also likely that increased focus on partner characteristics may be as-
sociated with a focus on “green flags,” or cues of safety from poten-
tial partners.
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Lack of Effect of Sexual Inhibition

Sexual inhibition was not a significant mediator of the relationship
between USC history and SLSU. This finding is counter to literature
that suggests women with a history of USC use substances during or
before sexual situations to reduce inhibitions surrounding sexual ac-
tivity (Benson et al., 2007). However, in our study, the direct effect of
USC history on SLSU was significant when accounting for the indirect
effects of the sexual inhibition score. This suggests that sexual inhi-
bition is still playing a role in the pathway between USC history and
SLSU but not as a mediator. Possibly, sexual inhibition is acting on this
path via an inverse relationship with sexual excitation as women with
higher sexual excitation are more likely to report lower levels of sex-
ual inhibition. If so, this would challenge narratives that cast women—
particularly women with a history of USC—as sexually passive recipi-
ents of others’ sexual interest, requiring SLSU to overcome inhibitions
to be able to tolerate sexual activity. However, as these were explor-
atory analyses, we cannot conclude that the lack of evidence of an as-
sociation is definitive; further analysis may help parse out the exact
role of sexual inhibition.

Clinical Implications

Given that sexual excitation, rather than sexual inhibition, mediated
the relationship between a history of USC and SLSU, these findings
suggest a potential pathway for intervention. SLSU can be associated
with problems communicating consent or following through on con-
dom use intentions (e.g., Jozkowski & Wiersma, 2015; Scott-Sheldon
et al., 2016) and potentially, contribute to higher risk of negative sex-
ual outcomes such as experiencing unwanted sex (Abbey et al., 2001).
Although SLSU can be associated with unsafe sexual situations, it is
important to reaffirm that the responsibility of USC is always with the
perpetrator. Given that SLSU is associated with higher likelihood of
negative outcomes, one focus of intervention should reside with po-
tential assailants surrounding safer sex communication and aware-
ness with partners who engage in SLSU.

However, recognizing sexual excitation as a mediator of the path-
way between a history of USC and SLSU could be particularly useful
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for guiding women who are using substances for sexual motivation
and pleasure by creating targeted interventions focused on the safe
use of substances in sexual situations. These findings suggest that
when having conversations about SLSU, it is important to acknowl-
edge and embrace that women with a USC history often intention-
ally use alcohol or other drugs for pleasure and sexual enhancement.
Therefore, potential interventions should focus on centering women’s
sexual arousal and pleasure and finding ways to safely engage and
enhance that pleasure, as opposed to emphasizing inhibitory cues. In-
terventions may include conversations about the importance of sex-
ual communication within the scope of SLSU. Focusing prevention
efforts on how to use substances effectively and safely for women’s
sexual arousal and pleasure, rather than for inhibitory reasons, may
uniquely improve outcomes in women with a history of USC. Simi-
larly, insofar as women’s SLSU indicates a perception that they must
use substances to “excuse” their higher sexual arousability and inter-
est, interventions may focus on building women’s agency and permis-
sion for pleasure. These efforts may be most applicable to college-aged
women in university settings.

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study has limitations worth noting. These analyses were
exploratory, and our findings should be interpreted as preliminary. As
noted earlier, the results of mediation analyses with cross-sectional
data should be interpreted with caution. Furthermore, as with all self-
report measures, the study relied on self-report measures that may
be subject to bias, particularly in the context of substance use (John-
son & Bowman, 2003). That said, some research does suggest that in-
dividuals can consistently and accurately report their substance use
(Simons et al., 2015).

The demographics of the current study represent undergraduate
women with a relative lack of diversity among race/ethnicity and
socioeconomic status. In addition, our sample was primarily exclu-
sively heterosexual (81%). Given that some groups of sexual minor-
ity women report higher sexual interest (Savin-Williams & Vranga-
lova, 2013), lower sexual inhibition (Bellis et al., 2008), more positive
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alcohol expectancies (Talley et al., 2012), and correlations between
marijuana use and SLSU (Lorenz, 2021), further analysis examining
the role of sexual minority status on the association between USC his-
tory, sexual excitation, and SLSU could be beneficial. The study was
also conducted with undergraduate women; relative to the general
population, undergraduate women are at increased risk of experienc-
ing sexual violence and sexual assault and use alcohol at higher rates.
Thus, the implications of this study should be limited to undergradu-
ate women until the findings have been replicated in a broader sample.

The results of this study suggest that even using a broader def-
inition of USC that potentially includes assault, coercion, and con-
sensual but not wanted sex, there are some shared pathways linking
USC with SLSU. However, future studies may investigate the ways in
which specific types of USC histories are associated with SLSU and
the potential differing role of sexual excitation or inhibition in this
relationship. It is possible that overt forms of unwanted sexual ex-
periences, like assault and rape, may be associated with higher lev-
els of inhibitions, regardless of sexual excitation levels, and a desire
for intentional avoidance or numbing

with sexual activity that may remind them of their trauma— much
like post-assault narratives suggest. Future studies may be beneficial
in parsing out the role of sexual excitation and in what instances it
might overcome high levels of sexual inhibition.

Similarly, the current study conceptualized SLSU as the use of any
substance for sexual purposes, irrespective of its pharmacologic mech-
anism of action or the legality of use. Possibly, these differences across
substance types may moderate the observed effects. For example, we
may expect substances with an excitatory effect (such as stimulants)
may have even stronger associations with sexual excitation than sub-
stances with a sedative effect (such as alcohol). Finally, we did not as-
sess for information about women’s sexual partners while using sub-
stances (e.g., new vs. regular partner) or the specific contexts of SLSU
(e.g., at a party vs. at home). Further analysis examining these con-
textual and dyadic factors is warranted.

However, recognizing these limitations, these findings contribute
to the current literature on sexual excitation and SLSU, particularly
in women with a history of USC. In addition to ongoing efforts to ad-
dress women’s alcohol expectancies, our findings suggest that sexual
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excitation may also be a useful target of intervention surrounding sub-
stance use and SLSU, particularly in women with a history of USC.
Ultimately, such interventions are needed to empower women with
a history of sexual assault to evaluate how to use substances to im-
prove their sexual well-being while minimizing potential negative
consequences.
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