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Abstract 

Decades of research have been dedicated to understanding intimate partner violence. A recent 

form of intimate partner violence is digital dating abuse, which involves electronic intrusion in 

romantic relationships. Previous research has focused on the effects of digital dating abuse on 

victims, yet little research has focused on the factors which drive the perpetration of digital 

dating abuse, especially from an evolutionary perspective. Recent research has focused on 

whether mating-relevant factors such as mate value discrepancy predict the perpetration of 

digital dating abuse, suggesting digital dating abuse could be a mate retention tactic. Here, we 

replicated and extended that finding in two independent samples (study 1, n=177; Study 2, 

n=134) by showing large mate value discrepancies positively predict digital dating abuse, 

therefore suggesting that digital dating abuse could be a contemporary cost-inflicting mate 

retention strategy. We also explored whether intrasexual competition, self-esteem, and 

experience of previous infidelity predicted the perpetration of digital dating abuse, finding no 

significant relationships. These findings from two studies, replicate, extend, and provide further 

support that digital dating abuse is a mate retention tactic. This research advances our 

understanding of digital dating abuse from an evolutionary psychological perspective.  

 

 

Keywords: mate retention; digital dating abuse; cyber dating abuse; intrasexual competition; 

mate value discrepancy 
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Understanding digital dating abuse from an evolutionary perspective: Further support 

for the role of mate value discrepancy 

1. Digital dating abuse 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) has gained the attention of researchers for decades in the 

behavioral sciences. According to the World Health Organisation (2012), IPV encompasses 

emotional, sexual, and physically controlling behaviors towards a romantic partner. Since IPV 

can be multifaceted, in that it can involve several predictive factors, it is important to be able 

to disentangle the key factors driving various forms of IPV (Brown & Hegarty, 2018). 

 A relatively new form of IPV is a coin termed digital dating abuse, which has only 

recently been given scholarly attention. Digital dating abuse refers to the use of digital mediums 

to control, harass, or to display aggressive type behaviors towards a romantic partner, which 

can be direct and indirect (Melander, 2010). This form of intimate partner violence is 

problematic, particularly as digital dating abuse does not require physical proximity as with 

traditional forms of partner-directed abuse which occur offline (Zweig, Dank, Yahner, & 

Lachman, 2013). Digital dating abuse occurs through the use of electronic information 

technology, often including social media platforms and messaging applications, making it 

distinct from offline partner-directed abuse, as anonymity can be easily obtained in online 

abuse compared to offline abuse (Melander, 2010). Furthermore, as digital dating abuse leads 

to negative outcomes in its victims, particularly negative mental health outcomes (Fahy et al., 

2016; Stonard, Bowen, Walker, & Price, 2017), it is important to empirically explore factors 

which drive digital dating abuse.  

 From the pool of literature, we can see that scholars have empirically shown that traits 

such as hostility, behavioral jealousy, and attachment anxiety predict the perpetration of digital 

dating abuse (Bhogal & Howman, 2019; Deans & Bhogal, 2017; Reed, Tolman, & Safyer, 

2015; Reed, Tolman, Ward, & Safyer, 2016). In regards to gender, research has provided mixed 
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support, with some research suggesting men engage in digital dating abuse to a greater degree 

than women, that women engage in more electronic intrusion than men, and some research 

finding no sex differences (see Bhogal & Howman, 2019; Burke, Wallen, Vail-Smith, & Knox, 

2011; Deans & Bhogal, 2017; Graham-Kevan & Archer, 2009; Reed, Tolman, & Ward, 2017). 

Effect sizes found in previous studies exploring gender and digital dating abuse have ranged 

from small to medium effect sizes, according to Cohen’s f2 (Bhogal & Howman, 2019; Deans 

& Bhogal, 2017; also see Selya, A. S., Rose, J. S., Dierker, L. C., Hedeker, D., & Mermelstein, 

2012 for a discussion on using Cohen's f2) 

 

1.1. Digital dating abuse as mate retention 

 A key focus of this paper was to explore mating-relevant factors which could drive 

digital dating abuse, with one of those being mate value. Mate value refers to the sum of traits 

we possess which display reproductive fitness, encompassing physical, social and 

psychological characteristics such as physical attractiveness, being outgoing, and wanting a 

home and children (Buss & Barnes, 1986; Keys & Bhogal, 2018). High mate value (i.e those 

who possess most of these traits) refers to those who possess high-quality traits which are 

desirable in mate choice. Mate value discrepancy refers to the difference in mate value between 

ourselves and our current romantic partner (Bhogal & Howman, 2019). Mate value discrepancy 

predicts several relationship outcomes such as forgiveness, jealousy (Sidelinger & Booth–

Butterfield, 2007), and general mate retention tactics (Buss & Shackelford, 1997; Sela, 

Mogilski, Shackelford, Zeigler-Hill, & Fink, 2017), signifying the importance mate value has 

on the functionality of romantic couples.   

 When maintaining a romantic relationship, one key facet and goal is to deter potential 

romantic rivals, in turn decreasing the chance of infidelity occurring in the relationship 

(Shackelford, Goetz, & Buss, 2005). These pressures have given rise to mate retention tactics, 
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often employed to reduce the likelihood of infidelity and to reduce the likelihood of mate 

poaching. For example, research shows that those who have high mate value engage in mate 

poaching more often than those of lower mate value (Erik & Bhogal, 2016). The consequences 

of mate poaching have been outlined in previous research showing mate poaching is an 

important part of romantic relationships. For example, some use exploitation and manipulation 

to increase their mating success (Buss & Duntley, 2008). Furthermore, if those in romantic 

relationships do not engage in mate guarding, there is greater risk of a mate being poached or 

leaving the relationship, which signifies the importance of mate retention and mate guarding 

behaviors (Jonason, Li, & Buss, 2010). In response to the risks associated with mate poaching 

and partner-infidelity, humans have developed mate retention strategies (Bhogal & Howman, 

2019; Buss, 1988). These mate retention tactics can comprise of cost inflicting mate retention 

behaviors (control, manipulation, and general negative behaviors directed to a partner, Albert 

& Arnocky, 2016) and benefit-provisioning mate retention behaviors (positive acts such as gift-

giving and compliments directed towards a partner) with the aim of maintaining the 

relationship (Atari, Barbaro, Shackelford, & Chegeni, 2017; Lopes, Shackelford, Santos, 

Farias, & Segundo, 2016). Furthermore, cost-inflicting mate retention behaviors can often take 

the form of abuse, directed towards a partner, with a general aim to make it difficult for a 

partner to leave the relationship (Miner, Starratt, & Shackelford, 2009). Finally, cost-inflicting 

mate retention behaviors are characterised by control, isolating one’s partner and general threat 

directed towards a romantic partner (Graham-Kevan & Archer, 2009; Miner et al., 2009).  

In support, and extending these findings to explore both mate value and mate guarding, 

Danel et al. (2017) found that when women were asked to rate the prevalence of controlling 

behaviors in their current romantic relationship, the prevalence of controlling, or mate guarding 

behaviors from their partners was higher when the participant (women) was of higher mate 

value compared to the male. Furthermore, the level of controlling behaviors was similar in 
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which women reported higher mate value discrepancies between themselves and their partner. 

The above study explored the role of mate value discrepancy in mate guarding tactics across a 

variety of dimensions, which can be applied to digital dating abuse. For example, digital dating 

abuse can be characterised as encompassing coercion, intimidation, and emotional abuse, 

which were all explored in the study by Daniel et al. (2017). A relatively recent hypothesis put 

forward by Bhogal and Howman (2019) is that those in romantic relationships may use digital 

mediums to engage in cost-inflicting mate retention and mate guarding. Bhogal and Howman 

(2019) found that the discrepancy between participants’ own mate value and the mate value of 

their partners positively predicted the perpetration of digital dating abuse, in that participants 

were more likely to engage in digital dating abuse if they reported higher discrepancies between 

themselves and their partner, i.e if their partners were of a higher mate value compared to 

themselves. They argue that because high-quality mates are difficult to replace, those who view 

their partners as having higher mate value compared to themselves will engage in greater levels 

of digital dating abuse to retain their mate.  

The link between digital dating abuse and cost-inflicting mate retention behaviors are 

evident by the fact that both involve the use of control to maintain a relationship, reducing the 

likelihood of infidelity, mate poaching, and a partner defecting from the relationship (Bhogal 

& Howman, 2019; Brem, Spiller, & Vandehey, 2015). These associations make studying 

digital dating abuse as a mate retention behavior an important area for evolutionary 

psychologists and cyberpsychologists.   

 

1.2. Exploratory mating-relevant factors  

 As well as exploring the role of mate value discrepancy, we explored the role of 

intrasexual competition in digital dating abuse. Intrasexual competition refers to intrasexual 

rivalry which occurs between same-sex individuals for potential mates, with the ultimate aim 
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of maximizing reproductive success (Buss, 2006; Darwin, 1871). Previous research shows that 

intrasexual competition is related to mate retention behaviors (Arnocky, Sunderani, & 

Vaillancourt, 2013; Karimi-Malekabadi & Esmaeilinasab, 2019). Furthermore, intrasexual 

competition not only occurs before the beginning of a relationship, but continues during a 

relationship to maintain and defer romantic rivals (Keys & Bhogal, 2018), showing that mate 

retention occurs throughout a relationship. Furthermore, due to the scarcity of mates, 

intrasexual competition can lead to mate guarding behavior (Arnocky, Ribout, Mirza, & Knack, 

2014). Research shows that both men and women engage in intrasexual competition when 

guarding mates, including extreme forms of guarding such as violence (Daly & Wilson, 1988) 

and more milder forms such as direct and indirect aggression (Keys & Bhogal, 2018), which 

are activated by mating motives (Vaillancourt, 2013).  

As a result of the mate guarding nature of intrasexual competition, it is surprising that 

researchers have not explored the role intrasexual competition plays when monitoring a partner 

in the digital world, particularly as digital communication is so prevalent in our daily lives. If 

intrasexual competitiveness deters potential romantic rivals and mate poachers, it is sensible to 

suggest that digital dating abuse could be a contemporary mate retention behavior to deter 

potential romantic rivals from one’s partner. Therefore, if digital dating abuse is a cost-

inflicting mate retention behavior, then we would expect intrasexual competition to play a part 

in driving the perpetration of digital dating abuse. As a result, we explored the role of 

intrasexual competition in digital dating abuse.    

 The link between self-esteem and digital dating abuse was also explored in this study. 

As mate retention behaviors can sometimes be cost-inflicting, these techniques can also involve 

lowering a partners self-esteem to maintain the relationship, thus deterring a partner from 

leaving the relationship (Miner et al., 2009). In support, mate retention behaviors have been 

found to correlate with self-esteem, suggesting those who have lower self-esteem tend to 
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engage in greater cost-inflicting mate retention behaviors (Holden et al., 2014). Also, those 

who have higher self-esteem tend to engage in more benefit-provisioning mate retention tactics 

(Atari, Barbaro, Shackelford, et al., 2017). On the other hand, those who have low self-esteem 

tend to engage in greater levels of partner directed derogation than those who have high self-

esteem (Murray, Rose, Bellavia, Holmes, & Kusche, 2002) and digital dating abuse does 

encompass derogation of a romantic partner. When exploring mate retention behaviors, 

previous research has found that those with higher self-esteem do engage in less cost-inflicting 

mate retentions, signifying the role of self-esteem in mate retention (Zeigler-Hill, Fulton, & 

Mclemore, 2011; Zeigler-Hill, Fulton, & McLemore, 2012).  

If digital dating abuse is a mate retention, or mate guarding behavior, then it is plausible 

to suggest that self-esteem would be related to electronic intrusion due to seeking cues of 

infidelity. The fact that low self-esteem has been found to predict offline dating violence in 

women (Lewis, Travea, & Fremouw, 2002), it is important to explore whether this finding (in 

general) replicates in the digital world, especially as partner-perpetrated abuse is rapidly 

changing due to the use of digital mediums.    

 As an exploratory variable, we explored whether having experience of sexual infidelity 

would be related to the perpetration of digital dating abuse. Being cheated on can lead to several 

negative outcomes such as relationship dissolution, reduced health, and poor mental health 

(Rhoades, Kamp Dush, Atkins, Stanley, & Markman, 2011). Perhaps the experience of reduced 

self-esteem (from being on the receiving end of infidelity) could be creating a feedback loop 

of poor self-esteem, which may lead to digital dating abuse. This, therefore, shows the 

importance of exploring whether experienced sexual infidelity is related to the perpetration of 

digital dating abuse. Furthermore, Bhogal and Howman (2019) suggest that research exploring 

the perpetration of digital dating abuse should explore whether having experience of sexual 

infidelity in past relationships is associated with digital dating abuse. They argue that those 
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who have been cheated on by previous partners may be more susceptible to cues of infidelity, 

and may search for those cues to a greater degree than those who have not been cheated on. In 

support, Marr, Thau, Aquino, and Barclay (2012) found that when individuals have been 

harmed by a group member, they are hyper-vigilant to relationship-threatening cues, which 

could be applied to digital dating abuse and romantic couples. If those who have been harmed 

(cheated on) by a romantic partner in the past, they could be more vigilant to cues of infidelity.   

 

1.3. Aims and hypotheses  

The primary aims of this paper were to 1) to assess whether mate value discrepancy was 

positively related to digital dating abuse in two independent samples and 2) to explore 

additional mating-relevant factors of digital dating abuse (intrasexual competition, self-esteem, 

and experience of sexual infidelity).  

 

We hypothesised the following: 

A priori hypothesis 1: Mate value discrepancy would positively predict digital dating abuse, in 

that higher mate value discrepancy would be positively related to higher digital dating abuse 

(Study 1 and 2) 

Exploratory hypothesis 2: Intrasexual competition would be related to digital dating abuse 

(Study 2). 

Exploratory hypothesis 3: Self-esteem would be related to digital dating abuse (Study 2). 

Exploratory hypothesis 4: Experience of sexual infidelity would be related to digital dating 

abuse (Study 2).   
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2. Study 1 

2.1. Method 

2.1.1. Design and participants 

 A correlational design was adopted to explore whether mate value discrepancy was 

related to the perpetration of digital dating abuse. The sample consisted of 177 heterosexual 

people (131 women, 46 men, Mage = 26.73 years old, SD = 9.36) from the general public in 

the United Kingdom, recruited via Qualtrics which is an online survey builder). Participants 

took part via survey links shared on social media sites such as Twitter and Facebook. 

Participants were required to be English speaking, due to the survey being presented in English. 

All participants consented online. Participants were required to currently be in a romantic 

relationship (Mrelationship length = 52.20 months, SD = 109.18, Median = 20).  

 To guide our anticipated sample size, an a-priori power analysis was conducted using 

G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009). To achieve 80% power (medium effect 

size of .15 with 1 predictor, and an alpha level of .05 – all for linear regression), G*Power 

recommended 55 participants, which we surpassed. Effect sizes for study 1 and 2 were based 

on Bhogal and Howman (2019).  

 

2.2. Materials 

2.2.1. Mate Value  

The 17-item Mate Value Inventory Short Form (Kirsner, Figueredo, & Jacobs, 2003) 

was used to measure the participants’ self-perceived mate value, and that of their current 

partner. The scale lists characteristics which are scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 

“-3 = Extremely low on this characteristic” to “+3 = Extremely high on this characteristic”. 

Consistent with Bhogal and Howman (2019), these values were altered (for study 1 and 2) to 

1 (extremely low) and 7 (extremely high) to make the scale easier to complete for our 
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participants. High scores reflect high mate value, and low scores reflect low mate value. 

Example items include “attractive face” and “financially secure”. For study 1 and 2, 

participants completed this scale twice, once where they rated themselves, and one where they 

rated their partner (counterbalanced through the randomizer function on Qualtrics). For 

reliability analyses, Cronbach’s alpha values were reported in study 1 and 2 (for all scales). 

This scale was reliable in our sample (self-mate value, α = .87 and partner mate value, α = .91). 

For studies 1 and 2, mate value discrepancy was calculated by computing the difference 

between self and partner mate value scores (consistent with Bhogal & Howman, 2019).  

 

2.2.2. Digital Dating Abuse 

We used the 19-item perpetration sub-scale of the Digital Dating Abuse scale, which 

measures participants’ experiences of perpetrating digital dating abuse towards their partner 

(Reed et al., 2016). Participants scored each item by how often they have carried out each 

behavior towards their current partner, on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “0 = Never” to 

“3 = Very often”. An example item is “Looked at my partner's private information on a 

computer or mobile phone without permission”. Higher scores reflected greater perpetration of 

digital dating abuse, and low scores reflect low perpetration of digital dating abuse. The scale 

had acceptable reliability in our sample (α = .66). 

 

2. 3. Procedure 

For studies 1 and 2, once participants provided informed consent, they were asked to 

provide demographic details and complete the questionnaires outlined above, and in the 

materials section of study 2. Finally, participants were fully debriefed. Data were collected 

anonymously, online, using Qualtrics. For studies 1 and 2, the order of questionnaires was 

counterbalanced using the randomizer function on Qualtrics.   
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2. Results 

Linear regression was conducted to predict the perpetration of digital dating abuse from 

mate value discrepancy. All analyses in this paper were performed using JASP (JASP team, 

2018). Values derived from the analyses are presented in Table 1. Hierarchical linear regression 

was conducted to predict perpetration of digital dating abuse (mean = 21.84, SD = 2.77) from 

mate value discrepancy1 (mean difference = -.4.80, SD = 12.51) whilst controlling for age and 

sex.  

Age and sex were added to block 1 of the model. Here, they accounted for 1.1% of the 

variance in digital dating abuse (adjusted R2 = -.001), F (2, 174) = .947, p = .390. Mate value 

discrepancy was added to block 2 of the model. This resulted in a R2 change of .046 and a 

statistically significant F change (.004).  

The final model explained 5.7% of the variance in digital dating abuse, F (3, 173) = 

3.49 (adjusted R2 = .041), p = .017, Cohens f2 = .060, Durbin-Watson = 1.94. Mate value 

discrepancy significantly, positively predicted digital dating abuse, supporting hypothesis 1. 

VIF and Tolerance values in Table 1 show that there was no multicollinearity in our model, as 

values were close to 1, as recommended by Pallant (2016).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Self-mate value = 100.56 (SD = 14.69. Partner mate value = 105.36 (SD = 17.48).  
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Table 1: Results of the hierarchical linear regression model predicting digital dating abuse 

from mate value discrepancy.  

Variable  β p t CI (95%) 

Lower   Upper 

Tolerance VIF 

Block 1        

Age  .00 .989 .01 -.04      .04        .997 1.003 

Gender  -.10 .171 -1.37 -1.59   .29 .997 1.003 

Block 2        

Age  -.02 .803 -.25 -.05     .04 .989 1.011 

Gender  -.11 .144 -1.47 -1.60    .24    .997 1.003 

MVD  .22 .004 2.92 .02      .08 .992 1.009 

        

        

 

4. Study 2 

4.1. Method 

4.1.1. Design and participants 

 A cross-sectional correlational design was adopted to explore whether intrasexual 

competition, mate value discrepancy, experience of sexual infidelity, and self-esteem predicted 

digital dating abuse. Initially, 150 people took part, but due to extreme missing data and people 

consenting, but not starting the study, 16 participants’ data were removed. The final sample 

comprised of 134 heterosexual people from the general public in the UK, recruited via Qualtrics 

(113 women, 21 men, Mage = 31.16 years old, SD = 10.93). Participants also took part via 

survey links shared on social media sites such as Twitter and Facebook. Participants were 

required to be English speaking, due to the survey being presented in English. All participants 
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consented online. Participants were required to currently be in a romantic relationship 

(Mrelationship length = 99.19 months, SD=97.35, Median = 69).  

 To guide our anticipated sample size, an a-priori power analysis was conducted using 

G*Power (Faul et al. 2009). To achieve 80% power (medium effect size of .15, with 4 

predictors, and an alpha level of .05–all for multiple regression), G*Power recommended 85 

participants, which we surpassed.   

 

5. Materials 

5.1. Mate Value  

We used the same mate value scale used in study 1. Mate value discrepancy was also 

calculated in the same manner. The scale was again reliable in our sample (self-mate value, α 

= .72 and partner mate value, α = .86).  

 

5.1.2. Intrasexual competition 

The 12-item Intrasexual Competition Scale (Buunk & Fisher, 2009) was used to 

measure intrasexual competition. Items are measured on a 1 (not at all applicable) to 7 

(completely applicable) Likert scale, with higher scores reflecting high intrasexual 

competition, and low scores reflecting low intrasexual competition. The male version was 

presented to men, and the female version was presented to women (the items are the same, but 

the gendered pronouns are sex-specific. For example, the item ‘I always want to beat other 

women.’ was presented to women, and the item ‘I always want to beat other men’ was presented 

to men. The scale was reliable in our sample (α = .88). 

 

5.1.3. Self-esteem 
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The 10-item Self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) scale was used to measure participants’ self-

esteem. The scale measures an individual’s self-esteem, with high values reflecting high self-

esteem and lower values reflecting low self-esteem. The scale includes items such as ‘On the 

whole, I am satisfied with myself’. The scale was reliable in our sample (α = .85). 

 

5.1.4. Digital Dating Abuse 

We used the same scale used in study 1. The scale was reliable in our sample (α = .72). 

Finally, we asked participants if they had experience of sexual infidelity in previous 

relationships, by asking ‘Have you ever been cheated on by a partner?’ for which participants 

could reply ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Seventy-six people had been cheated on and fifty-eight had not been 

cheated on.  

 

6. Results 

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 2. Bivariate Pearson’s correlations between 

all variables are presented in Table 3. Tolerance and VIF values are presented in Table 4 

showing that there was no multicollinearity in the model. Table 3 shows that there was a 

positive, significant relationship between mate value discrepancy and digital dating abuse, in 

that those who reported greater mate value discrepancies between them, and their partner 

perpetrated greater levels of digital dating abuse. Furthermore, there was a negative, significant 

relationship between self-esteem and mate value discrepancy, in that low mate value 

discrepancy was associated with high self-esteem.  

 

6.1. Hierarchical multiple regression 
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Hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to predict the perpetration of digital 

dating abuse from mate value discrepancy, experience of sexual infidelity, self-esteem, and 

intrasexual competition, whilst controlling for age and gender.  

Age and gender were added to block 1, explaining 0.7% of the variance in digital dating 

abuse (adjusted R2 = -.009), F (2, 131) = .430, p = .651. Mate value discrepancy, self-esteem, 

experience of sexual infidelity, and self-esteem were added to block 2 of the model. This 

resulted in a R2 change of .115 and a statistically significant F change (.003).  

The final model explained 12.1% of the variance in digital dating abuse, F (6, 127) = 

2.92 (adjusted R2 = .080), p = .011, Durbin-Watson = 1.83, Cohens f2 = 0.14. The only 

significant predictor of digital dating abuse was mate value discrepancy. Again, mate value 

discrepancy predicted digital dating abuse, in that those who reported greater discrepancies in 

mate value between them and their partners, engaged in greater levels of digital dating abuse. 

All other predictors were non-significant in predicting digital dating abuse.  

 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics relating to all key variables 

Variable        Mean (SD)  

Self-esteem 

Digital dating abuse 

21.89 (4.33)  

 22.85 (3.59) 

 

Self-mate value 

Partner mate value 

Mate value discrepancy 

 89.54 (9.15)  

93.48 (13.52) 

-3.93 (12.79) 
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Table 3: Bivariate correlations between digital dating abuse, MVD (mate value discrepancy), 

self-esteem, and IC (intrasexual competition).  

   Digital dating abuse  MVD            IC  Self-esteem  

Digital dating abuse       —               

MVD   0.29  ***  —           

IC  0.13   0.09   —       

Self-esteem   0.09   -0.17*     0.04   —   

* p < .05, *** p < .001  

 

Table 4: Results of the multiple regression model predicting digital dating abuse from MVD, 

self-esteem, previous infidelity, and IC.  

Variable  β p t CI (95%) 

Lower   Upper 

Tolerance VIF 

Block 1        

Age  -.08 .374 -.89 -.08      .03        .999 1.001 

Gender  .02 .816 .23 -1.50   1.90 .999 1.001 

Block 2        

Age  -.09 .328 -.98 -.09     .03 .898 1.113 

Gender  .04 .663 .44 -1.30   2.03 .944 1.059 

Previous 

infidelity 

 -.03 .707 -.38 -1.46    .99 .936 1.068 

Self-esteem                   .13 .140 1.49 -.04     .25 .920 1.087 

IC 

MVD 

  .09 

 .31 

.332 

<.001 

.97 

3.60 

-.03     .09 

      .04      .13 

.978 

.941 

1.139 

1.062 
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7. Discussion 

 The primary aims of this paper were to 1) replicate and further extend the relationship 

between mate value discrepancy and digital dating abuse with two independent samples and 2) 

to explore how unexplored, exploratory factors related to digital dating abuse. Our findings 

show that mate value discrepancy was positively related to digital dating abuse in two 

independent samples, thus showing that the original finding by Bhogal and Howman (2019) 

replicates. Furthermore, we find that exploratory variables such as intrasexual competition 

(hypothesis 2), self-esteem (hypothesis 3) and experienced infidelity (hypothesis 4) were 

unrelated to digital dating abuse.  

 Hypothesis 1 was supported, in that large mate value discrepancies predicted digital 

dating abuse, thus providing further support of the role of mate value discrepancy in digital 

dating abuse. This finding here provides further support that digital dating abuse is a 

contemporary mate retention tactic. Due to the importance of replication in psychology (Earp 

& Trafimow, 2015), this is an important finding, as evidence now shows that mate value 

discrepancy predicts digital dating abuse in three studies, including that of Bhogal and 

Howman (2019). Further key strengths and novel additions of this paper include recruiting a 

more diverse population to that of Bhogal and Howman (2019). For example, Bhogal and 

Howman (2019) recruited undergraduate and postgraduate students with a mean age of 22.2 

years old, whereas, for both studies included in this paper, the mean ages were higher, and the 

general public was recruited, as well as students.  

 

7.1. Outline of findings 

 We found that previous infidelity (exploratory variable) was unrelated to digital dating 

abuse. A limitation of the way we operationalized this variable could be improved on in future 

research. For example, we asked if participants had been cheated on, but we did not consider 
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how many times, and in how many relationships participants had been cheated on. With the 

advent of digital mediums, research shows that people consider online behaviors involving a 

sexual element (such as cybersex) to be infidelity, and often experience trauma as a result of 

being a victim of online infidelity (Schneider, Weiss, & Samenow, 2012). This shows that 

perceptions of sexual infidelity are changing with the use of digital mediums. This variable 

could be extended in future research, with a focus on online and offline infidelity.    

 Self-esteem (exploratory) was unrelated to the perpetration of digital dating abuse. We 

propose that this variable should again be explored in future research but operationalized more 

effectively. For example, Holden, Zeigler‐Hill, Shackelford, and Welling, (2018) argue the 

need for researchers to move beyond viewing self-esteem as a single factor, but rather, we 

should be viewing self-esteem as multi-faceted by exploring contingent self-esteem (self-

worth) and relationship-contingent self-esteem (relationship-focused) when examining the role 

of self-esteem in the functionality of romantic relationships. In addition to this, future 

researchers could examine the role of explicit and implicit self-esteem (see Zeigler-Hill et al., 

2012) as potential moderators of digital dating abuse and mate retention. A final suggestion in 

regards to self-esteem is that future researchers could explore the role of secure and fragile 

self-esteem in relation to digital dating abuse, as opposed to viewing self-esteem as a unified 

construct (see Zeigler-Hill et al., 2012; Kernis, 2003). Since the Rosenberg (1965) measure 

used here focuses on explicit self-esteem only (self-worth etc.), future research could focus on 

implicit self-esteem, which centres on a more internal, intrinsic measure of self-esteem 

(Zeigler-Hill et al., 2012). Examples of these include the Name-Letter task (Nuttin, 1987).  

 Intrasexual competition (exploratory) was unrelated to the perpetration of digital dating 

abuse. One of the reasons why intrasexual competition was not a significant predictor could be 

because of the age of participants who took part in both studies. Mean ages for both studies 

were 27 and 31. However, younger adults are typically more heavier users of digital mediums 
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compared to older adults (Correa, Hinsley, & de Zúñiga, 2010), younger adults are more likely 

to engage in intimate partner violence and increased mate retention tactics (Marganski & Fauth, 

2013; Pazhoohi, Jahromi, & Doyle, 2016). As a result, future research examining the role of 

intrasexual competition in digital dating abuse should aim to recruit a younger adult sample 

than we gathered here.  

 Most research exploring intrasexual competition has used the Buunk and Fisher (2009) 

measure used in this paper. However, researchers have argued and provided psychometric 

evidence that future research should use more multidimensional measures of intrasexual 

competition. Karimi-Malekabadi, Ghanbarian, Afhami, and Chegeni, (2019) recently 

developed a psychometric measure which can be applied to non-Western cultures and also 

incorporates psychological implications of intrasexual rivalry rather than focusing solely on 

behavioral aspects of intrasexual competition, as found in the measure used in this study. 

Karima-Malekabadi et al. (2019) argue that intrasexual rivalry (the sole focus of the Buunk and 

Fisher, 2009 measure) is only one aspect of intrasexual competition. For example, they argue 

that self-promotion (such as attractiveness enhancing techniques) can be an intrasexual 

competitive strategy which does not involve rival derogation. This new theory-driven tool 

could be used to replicate the findings of study 2 with a more up to date measure of intrasexual 

competition. This is an important point, as research shows that intrasexual competition involves 

both rival derogation and increasing ones mate value  through attractiveness enhancing 

techniques, to attract mates, and compete with rivals (Keys & Bhogal, 2018; Pettijohn II, 

Pettijohn, & Gilbert, 2011).  

 Although scholars have only recently paid attention to digital dating abuse as a form of 

intimate partner violence, future research should explore the measures which are used to 

measure digital dating abuse. For example, Brown and Hegarty (2018) have recently provided 

a critical analysis of the variety of measures which are typically used to measure digital dating 
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abuse. Although there is some consistency in the measures used, there is also some disparity 

between measures. For example, some scales focus more on milder forms of electronic 

intrusion, while some scales, although incorporating items related to electronic intrusiveness, 

focus more on cyber aggression, bullying and stalking directed towards romantic partners. The 

measure used in this study and that of Bhogal and Howman (2019) was the Reed et al. (2016) 

measure of digital dating abuse. Future research could provide further empirical attention to 

the role of mate value discrepancy in digital dating abuse by using alternative measures, such 

as the cyber dating abuse measure created by Borrajo, Gámez-Guadix, Pereda, and Calvete 

(2015), which has been used in previous research exploring alternative factors which predict 

digital dating abuse (Deans & Bhogal, 2017). Considering how digital dating abuse can 

encompass several intrusive or abusive behaviors, which vary in severity and impact, future 

research should be mindful of the exact types of behaviors being explored (Brown & Hegarty, 

2018).   

 

7.2. Limitations 

 Although there are strengths to the research presented in this paper, there are also some 

notable limitations. First, due to the correlational nature of both studies, we are unable to 

establish cause and effect. Future researchers could explore digital dating abuse and mate 

retention through experimental studies. Second, generalizability could be an issue, as both our 

samples were Western, with no application to non-Western cultures. Collecting data from 

WEIRD samples could limit the applicability of our findings (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 

2010). Future research could explore digital dating abuse and mate retention in non-Western 

countries. Third, we did not explore additional variables which may be related to digital dating 

abuse (and certainly related to mate retention behaviors), such as directly using the mate 

retention inventory (Buss, Shackelford, & McKibbin, 2008; Sela et al., 2017) and the Big Five 
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personality traits (Atari, Barbaro, Sela, Shackelford, & Chegeni, 2017). Fourth, since there are 

sex differences in mate retention, and mating strategies (Buss, 2006), a limitation of this study 

is that we did not recruit enough men in both studies to conduct viable statistical comparisons 

by sex. However, although an abundance of literature shows there are sex differences in mating 

strategies, there is little evidence to suggest that there are sex differences in the perpetration of 

digital dating abuse. This has been inconsistent in the literature (Bhogal & Howman, 2019; 

Brown & Hegarty, 2018).  

 

7.2. Conclusion 

 This research further bridges the gap between evolutionary science and 

cyberpsychology by providing an evolutionary perspective to studying online behavior, which 

is imperative to understanding the online world (Piazza & Bering, 2009). According to Bhogal 

and Howman (2019), research exploring the factors associated with digital dating abuse are 

crucial in increasing awareness of the behaviors associated with digital dating abuse, thus 

increasing our knowledge, and extending the literature on intimate partner violence, and the 

varying ways partner violence is evolving with the use of technology. In summary, this study 

provides further support for the strong role of mate value discrepancy in the perpetration of 

digital dating abuse amongst those in romantic relationships.  
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