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Abstract
Single adults often exert considerable energy searching for a compatible partner. Until recently, people met partners primarily through
everyday activities (work, school) and through friends. These ways of meeting partners are still common, although Internet dating sites
have also become a main way for couples to meet. The current study was conducted to examine people’s attitudes about finding a
compatible partner in three different settings: online dating, the social network (e.g., friends of friends), and everyday activities. A sample of
702 single (unpartnered) adults (ages 18 to 40) completed a survey that included items that measured their attitudes about finding a
compatible partner in the three different ways. Participants believed they would be less likely to find a compatible partner through online
dating than either through friends or in everyday activities. Age and shyness were negatively associated with optimism of finding a partner,
particularly in the traditional settings of everyday activities and through one’s social network.
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One task in adolescence and emerging adulthood is to form intimate relationships (Arnett, 2000, 2015; Erikson,
1968). With the median age of marriage currently now 27 (females) and 29 (males) (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2017), however, the time of seeking intimate partners spans many years including be-
yond early adulthood. Many adults enter and exit relationships frequently before they move toward a commit-
ment (LeFebvre & Carmack, 2019). For single (unpartnered) adults who desire to enter a romantic relationship,
many more opportunities exist today than in the past for finding a partner. Traditionally, people met partners
primarily through everyday activities (school, work) and through friends (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, &
Michaels, 1994). These are still common ways to meet partners (Sassler & Miller, 2015), but the Internet has
become another popular mate-seeking venue (Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012; Rosenfeld, Thomas, & Hausen,
2019; Smith & Duggan, 2013). In fact, a recent national study of couple formation indicates that the Internet has
surpassed friends as the major way of meeting partners (Rosenfeld et al., 2019). Although there are many spe-
cific online venues for meeting partners, including online games and social media, online dating sites (e.g.,
Match.com) and phone apps (e.g., Tinder) are currently becoming common ways for singles to meet partners
(Finkel, Eastwick, Karney, Reis, & Sprecher, 2012; Rosenfeld, 2018).
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The increase in online venues for meeting romantic partners has been seemingly accompanied by greater de-
mands for a partner (Bruch & Newman, 2018). Marriage scholars have noted that people expect more from
marriage and other intimate relationships than ever before (Finkel, Hui, Carswell, & Larson, 2014; Neff &
Morgan, 2014). People want their partner to possess many desirable characteristics, be compatible with them,
and help them fulfill their personal growth needs. With the greater number of opportunities to find a partner and
the increasing demands to find an ideal partner or soulmate (Houran & Lange, 2004), people are likely to ana-
lyze their options and choose settings that can maximize their mate-searching efforts. Furthermore, there are
likely to be individual differences in beliefs about finding a compatible partner, both overall and in regard to spe-
cific mate-seeking settings. That is, some people likely are more optimistic than others that they will find a com-
patible partner overall; furthermore, people may have more optimism about finding partners in some settings
than others.

The purpose of this study was to examine the beliefs of single (unpartnered) adults about the efficacy of finding
a compatible partner in three common mate-searching settings: online dating, one’s social network, and
through everyday activities. Recent research has documented where and how people meet their partners (e.g.,
Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012; Rosenfeld et al., 2019), but almost no research has examined people’s beliefs
about the likelihood they will find a compatible partner in specific settings. The exception is recent research on
people’s attitudes about finding a partner specifically through online dating. Although the first studies on this
topic indicated that there were widespread negative attitudes about meeting partners through online dating
sites (Orr, 2004), it has been noted that the stigma of Internet dating has decreased (Finkel et al., 2012; Smith
& Duggan, 2013). For example, in a national study, Smith and Duggan (2013) found that 59% of all Internet
users said “online dating is a good way to meet people” (up from 44% in 2005). In addition, 53% of their Inter-
net users reported that “online dating allows people to find a better match for themselves.” However, whether
people now believe they are more likely to find a compatible partner through Internet dating sites compared to
in traditional ways, such as through friends and everyday activities, has not been considered with standardized
questions assessed similarly for each of several settings. Certainly, online dating sites claim that they offer a
superior way to find a compatible partner (Finkel et al., 2012), but whether people believe this to be the case is
an empirical question that has not been investigated. Therefore, the following research question is posed:

Q1A: How optimistic are people about finding a compatible partner, overall, and how does the degree
of optimism vary across each of three settings: online dating, through one’s social network, and through
everyday activities?

Individual Differences in Optimism of Finding a Compatible Partner in Three Settings

This study also considers how attitudes about finding a partner in the three settings are likely to vary with indi-
vidual difference variables, and focuses specifically on age and shyness. Young adults (college age) are often
surrounded by potential partners in classes and social events. After leaving college, however, there can be few-
er opportunities to find partners in everyday activities and through social networks. In fact, social networks have
been found to reduce in size after college (Reis, Lin, Bennett, & Nezlek, 1993). Therefore, people beyond col-
lege age – due to life changes such as shrinking networks, busy work schedules, and fewer available partners
in everyday settings – may be less optimistic in general about finding a partner, as compared to younger adults.
However, post-college age adults may recognize the value of the affordances offered through online dating
websites to a greater degree than younger adults. As noted by Rosenfeld and Thomas (2012), internet search-
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ing for romantic partners may be especially important for people who have “thin markets,” including singles in
their 30s and 40s at least as compared to those who are college age.

Suggestive evidence exists that age (at least up to middle-age) is associated with more positive attitudes about
Internet dating. In an early study, Donn and Sherman (2002) found that graduate students (mean age of 30)
had a less negative attitude about using the Internet to meet potential partners than did undergraduate students
(ages 18 to 20). Thus, attitudes about finding a partner through online dating may be more positive for people
as they approach middle-age. Age may be associated negatively, however, with beliefs about finding a partner
in more traditional settings, such as through friends in everyday life. In a survey study with Internet users,
Stephure, Boon, MacKinnon, and Deveau (2009) examined the association between age and involvement in
online dating, an association that was found to be positive. As part of the study, they asked the participants to
rate their satisfaction with “traditional means of meeting people (i.e., through friends, bars or clubs, church,
etc.).” A substantial negative correlation was found between age and satisfaction with non-Internet methods of
meeting people (r = - .43). In general, age may be associated negatively with optimism about finding a compati-
ble partner in existing dating markets, with the exception that people in their late 20s and 30s may be more
positive than younger participants about finding a partner through online dating. The first hypothesis is:

H1: With increasing age: (a) optimism about finding a compatible partner will decrease, although (b) the
association will be less strong and possibly even reversed (positive) for the setting of Internet dating.

Shyness is another individual difference variable that is likely to be associated with less optimism about finding
a compatible partner in a variety of settings. Shy people can be self-conscious and uncomfortable around oth-
ers and fear negative evaluations and rejection by others (Cheek & Buss, 1981; Henderson, Gilbert, &
Zimbardo, 2014; Ickes, 2009; Jackson, Fritch, Nagasaka, & Gunderson, 2002). Past research has shown that
shyness is associated with a lack of social and communication skills (Arroyo & Harwood, 2011; Ickes, 2009)
and with difficulties in face-to-face social interaction (Arkin & Grove, 1990), including initiating conversations
(Cheek & Buss, 1981; Manning & Ray, 1993). Furthermore, shyness has been found to be correlated negative-
ly with self-reports of dating competence and assertiveness (LeSure-Lester, 2001) and associated with minimal
(low frequency) dating in college (Leck, 2006). Shyness has also been found to be associated with remaining
single through emerging adulthood (Schneier et al., 1994; as cited in Wenzel & Emerson, 2009).

A stereotype in the first years of the existence of Internet dating was that shy people (and those with other so-
cial deficiencies, such as loneliness) would turn to Internet dating to find partners. Very little evidence, however,
has been found for what has been referred to in the literature as the “social compensation hypothesis,” the ar-
gument that people who have social or dating anxiety may benefit the most from the option to find a partner
online (Orr, 2004; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). The opposite hypothesis is “the rich get richer,” which states that
those who are skilled at dating and interaction use the Internet as just one more strategy to find a partner
(Valkenburg & Peter, 2007).

In a study of Dutch singles, Valkenburg and Peter (2007) found evidence that Internet daters who were lower in
dating anxiety used the Internet more often to find a partner than those higher in dating anxiety, suggesting
support for “the rich get richer” proposition. In addition, a large survey study of U.S. residents (ages ranged
from 19 to 80, with a mean age of 48), collected in 2004 from members of the Market Facts’ Consumer Mail
Panel, found that those who had engaged in Internet dating scored higher on a measure of sociability com-
pared to those who had not engaged in Internet dating (Kim, Kwon, & Lee, 2009). Furthermore, a German sam-
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ple of 437 adults, aged 17 to 69 (mean age of 32), found that online daters did not differ from non-online daters
in shyness (as well as self-esteem, emotional stability, and openness) (Aretz, Demuth, Schmidt, & Vierlein,
2010). Only one difference was found: on-line daters scored higher on introversion (or lower on extroversion).
On the other hand, Whitty and Buchanan (2009) found that those who scored high on shyness (relative to those
who scored lower) were more likely to have tried online dating, based on a sample of UK and U.S. participants
obtained through various websites. It should also be noted that in a much earlier study, Goodwin (1990) found
that members of a British dating service (not online) scored lower on dating skills and assertiveness than a
comparison group; and Scharlott and Christ (1995), in data collected from 1990, found that shy individuals were
drawn to online dating that existed at the time (which was more text-based). Shy people may have been drawn
to early forms of online dating, but now that Internet dating sites are more mainstream and emphasize commu-
nication across modalities and involve moving quickly to a face-to-face meeting, there may no longer be a spe-
cial attraction to online dating among those who are anxious about social interactions.

However, the existing research has focused more specifically on the characteristics (e.g., shyness) of those
who have engaged in Internet dating and not on how individual difference variables are associated with atti-
tudes about finding a compatible partner in different settings. One exception is a study by Poley and Luo
(2012), who had a sample of college students complete several measures of social deficiencies (e.g., dating
anxiety, attachment anxiety), several measures of social competencies (e.g., extraversion, social skills), and
measures of actual use of and attitudes toward both online dating and face-to-face dating. An example item to
measure attitudes toward online dating was, “I think the Internet is a great place to find someone to be in a
relationship with.” Poley and Luo found that both socially competent participants and socially incompetent par-
ticipants had a more positive attitude toward face-to-face dating than online dating. The sample, however, was
limited to young adults, and the items to measure attitudes toward online dating were not parallel equivalents to
the items used to measure attitudes toward face-to-face dating.

Therefore, the present study, which includes a diverse sample of single adults from age 18 to 40 and parallel
measures of attitudes about finding a partner in different venues, provides a unique test of how shyness is as-
sociated with beliefs about finding a partner in different settings. The second hypothesis is:

H2: Shyness will be: (a) negatively associated with overall optimism about finding a compatible partner,
although (b) the association will be less strong and possibly reversed (positive) for the setting of Inter-
net dating.

In examining the effect of age and shyness on optimism for finding a partner, multiple regression analyses are
conducted to examine the unique effects of each, controlling for the other variable. The analysis also controls
for sex (male-female). Although, there are no theoretical or empirical reasons to predict that men and women
have different optimism levels in regard to finding a compatible partner in the different settings, this issue is
considered as a research question:

RQ2: Controlling for age and shyness, are there sex differences in optimism about finding a compatible
partner, overall, and in each of the three settings: online dating, through one’s social network, and
through everyday activities?
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Method

Sample

The sample consisted of 702 single adults (62% women) who: (1) identified themselves as currently single and
not in a relationship; (b) were 40 years of age or younger (thus, emerging adulthood through the start of middle-
age); and (3) completed all or most of the measures for this study.i Participants were obtained in diverse ways,
including a U.S. Midwest public university, and several online venues, as discussed further below in the Proce-
dure section.

The ages of the participants included in the sample ranged from 18 to 40, with a mean age of 23.97
(SD = 5.31). In regard to race, 75.9% identified themselves as White, 11.4% reported Black, 6.8% reported Lat-
ino/Hispanic, and 5.6% reported Asian.

Procedure

A paper survey and an identical online survey were created. The subsample (26%) for the paper survey was
obtained mostly via several social science classes at a Midwest university. Students were told to complete the
survey only if they were currently single and unattached (students who were in a relationship were given an
alternative survey to complete). Participants received extra credit for completing a survey, but had the option of
a non-research activity for earning credit.

A link to the online version of the survey (completed by 76% of the sample) was distributed to several groups of
individuals. First, in some classes at the Midwest University, students were given the option by the instructor to
complete the online survey outside of class for extra credit (~20% of the online participants). Second, a snow-
ball sample was obtained through research team members given the option to post the survey on social media
(~36% of the online participants). Third, data were collected from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (~30% of the on-
line participants); these participants were paid one dollar for completion of the survey. Fourth, a small group
(~7% of the online participants) were obtained because they were given the survey as an option for earning
research credit when arriving for a different study in the author’s research lab that required two participants (but
the other participant did not arrive). Fifth, the link to the survey was posted for a brief time at the Science of
Relationships website (currently https://www.luvze.com); ~5% of the online participants came from this source.
Finally, other online participants checked “Other,” and the exact way they reached the survey link could not be
determined. The percentage from each of these sources is an estimate because not all participants identified
the way they reached the online link to the survey.

Measures

As part of a longer survey targeted to single adults,ii participants responded to a set of items on their attitudes
about finding a partner in different settings. More specifically, they were asked their attitudes about the likeli-
hood that they could find a compatible partner in three different settings: an online dating website, their social
network (friends of friends), and daily activities (work, school, hobbies). Three specific questions were asked for
each of the above settings: (1) “How easy do you think it would be to meet a romantic partner through/in
_______?” (2) “How likely do you believe it would be that you would meet a dating partner with the characteris-
tics that you desire through/in _____?” (3) “If you were to spend time looking for a partner through/in _____,
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how likely do you believe you would find someone compatible with you?” (See Spielmann et al., 2013, Study 6,
for two similar items in regard only to online dating.) The items were followed by response options that ranged
from 1 (very unlikely, not all easy) to 7 (very likely, very easy). For each setting, a composite score was created
based on the mean of the three items. The higher the composite score, the more optimistic the participants
were about finding a compatible partner in that particular setting. Cronbach’s Alpha for each of the three com-
posite scores were .82 (Internet dating), .87 (social network), and .90 (daily activities). In addition, a grand com-
posite score was created that combined the responses to all nine items, with a higher score indicating greater
optimism of finding a partner across all settings (α = .83).

Participants also completed six items from the Cheek and Buss (1981) revised shyness scale (see, also,
Cheek, 1983; Hopko, Stowell, Jones, Armento, & Cheek, 2005). We included such items as “It does not take
me long to overcome my shyness in new situations” [reverse scored] and “I am socially somewhat awkward.”).iii

Participants responded to each item on a 1 = does not describe me; to 7 = describes me completely. A compo-
site score was created based on the mean of the items (after reverse scoring two items). Higher scores repre-
sented greater shyness. Cronbach’s Alpha was .86.

Results

Optimism About Finding a Partner, Overall and in Three Settings

The mean score of overall optimism about finding a compatible partner was 3.95 (SD = 1.04), indicating that
the participants believed that they would have moderate success across the three settings in finding a compati-
ble partner. To address RQ1 (i.e., whether there would be differences in optimism for finding a compatible part-
ner as a function of the type of setting), a repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to compare the optimism
scores in the three settings. A significant effect was found for type of setting, F(2, 700) = 30.19, p < .001; partial
eta-squared = .079. The mean score was highest for optimism about finding a partner through one’s social net-
work (M = 4.16, SD = 1.44), followed by optimism about finding a partner through everyday activities (M = 4.03,
SD = 1.49). Both scores were significantly higher than the mean optimism score for finding a partner through
online dating (M = 3.66, SD = 1.38), paired ts were 7.78 and 5.20, respectively (both p < .001, with Cohen’s d
of .29 and .20). There was also a modest significant difference between the optimism scores for finding a part-
ner through one’s social network versus in everyday activities (using a protected significance level
of .05/3 = .017), but the difference was modest and the effect size was small (paired t = 2.42, p = .016; Co-
hen’s d = .09).

Individual Difference Predictors of Optimism About Finding a Partner

To examine how the individual difference variables are associated with optimism about finding a compatible
partner, a series of multiple regression analyses were conducted that allow for the examination of the unique
variance explained by each predictor.iv The results are presented in Table 1 in four panels (the overall compo-
site score, and the optimism scores for each of the three settings). Sex was coded as a dummy variable (male
= 0; female = 1). Age and shyness were continuous variables.

In the prediction of overall optimism (the composite score across settings, as presented in the top panel of the
table), sex did not explain any unique variance (RQ2). As hypothesized, however, both age (H1) and shyness
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(H2) were unique and negative predictors of optimism about finding a partner, overall. Older participants (within
the age range of 18 to 40) and shyer participants were less optimistic about finding a partner.

The other three panels in the table present the multiple regression results for optimism for finding a partner in
each setting. Shyness was a consistent, negative predictor of optimism, regardless of the specific setting. The
negative effect of shyness was strongest for optimism of finding a compatible partner through one’s social net-
work, but was also found to be highly significant in the other two settings. Age was a significant (negative) pre-
dictor of optimism for finding a partner in the settings of social network and everyday activities, but not for on-
line dating. Sex was not a significant predictor (at the protected significance level of p < .016) for any of the
settings, controlling for age and shyness.

Discussion and Conclusion

Although online dating sites have become popular in recent years (Rosenfeld et al., 2019; Smith & Duggan,
2013) and have produced claims that they can find members a compatible partner and even one’s soulmate (as
discussed in Finkel et al., 2012), the present study indicates that people still have a more positive forecast
about finding a compatible partner through traditional ways of meeting (daily activities and social network) than
through Internet dating. Many young adults in emerging adulthood are still likely to meet partners through their

Table 1

Regression Analysis Summary for Predicting Optimism of Finding a Partner, Overall and in Each of Three Settings

Predictor Variable B 95% CI [LL, UL] β t p

Overall Optimism (Across the Settings)
Sex (Males = 0; Females = 1) -.11 [-.26, .04] -.05 -1.45 .147
Age -.06 [-.07, -.05] -.30 -8.52 <.001
Shyness -.22 [-.27, -.17] -.30 -8.52 <.001

R2 = .198; F(3,681) = 56.00, p < .001.

Overall Optimism (through Online Dating)
Sex (Males = 0; Females = 1) -.14 [-.35, .08] -.05 -1.22 .222
Age -.01 [-.03, .01] -.04 -1.01 .311
Shyness -.16 [-.24, -.09] -.17 -4.37 <.001

R2 = .032; F(3,681) = 7.61, p < .001.

Overall Optimism (through Social Network)
Sex (Males = 0; Females = 1) .02 [-.19, .23] .01 .23 .821
Age -.08 [-.10, -.06] -.30 -8.41 <.001
Shyness -.27 [-.34, -.20] -.26 -7.39 <.001

R2 = .18; F(3,681) = 49.94, p < .001.

Overall Optimism (through Everyday Activities)
Sex (Males = 0; Females = 1) -.22 [-.44, .00] -.07 -1.94 .05
Age -.09 [-.11, -07] -.31 -8.50 <.001
Shyness -.23 [-.31, -.16] -.22 -6.11 <.001

R2 = .16; F(3,681) = 41.89, p < .001.
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friends and in their daily activities (e.g., classes). Even though the participants were less positive about finding
a compatible partner through Internet dating than through social networks and daily activities, the composite
score of attitudes toward Internet dating was around the midpoint of the scale, which could be considered to be
moderate optimism.

We expected to find variation in the participants’ optimism about finding a compatible partner overall and in
each of the specific settings, and that the variation would be associated with certain individual characteristics.
Participants’ age was found to be associated with less optimistic forecasts of finding a compatible partner, al-
though more specifically through one’s social network and in daily activities. These findings are consistent with
Stephure et al. (2009), who found a negative correlation between age and reported satisfaction with traditional
ways of meeting partners. Young adults (e.g., 18-22) are typically surrounded by others who are single and
available,; however, with increasing age through emerging adulthood and beyond, the social environment
changes and there are generally fewer available others. Some experts (Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012) have refer-
red to the “thin marriage markets” for people beyond young adulthood.

Interestingly, however, the participants’ views about finding a compatible partner through Internet dating did not
vary with age. Perhaps we would have expected views about finding a compatible partner through Internet to
become even more positive with age, but the fact that the views did not become more negative with age (as did
the views about finding a compatible partner in the other settings) is consistent with other prior research show-
ing that Internet dating may be relatively important for those who are past young adulthood (e.g., Rosenfeld &
Thomas, 2012; Stephure et al., 2009).

Past research (e.g., Wenzel & Emerson, 2009) has suggested that shy people may have a pessimistic attitude
about meeting potential romantic others, and our findings confirmed this. Those who scored high on shyness
were less likely to forecast that they would be able to find a compatible partner, as indicated by the composite
score across the settings and by the composite scores in each of the various settings. Shy people may be
aware of their deficiencies (e.g., awkwardness, lack of confidence) that they bring to interactions with others,
which may contribute to their beliefs that it would be difficult to find a compatible partner. The negative effect of
shyness on optimism about finding a partner online (rather than a positive association) suggests no evidence
for a “social compensation hypothesis” (Orr, 2004; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007), which would predict that people
who are shy (and high in social anxiety) will use online dating to compensate for difficulties that they might have
in forming relationships in FtF interaction. However, this study focused on beliefs about finding a compatible
partner and did not measure actual or even desired use in different mate-seeking strategies. Shy people may
differ from others more in behaviors than in attitudes in a way that would reflect the social compensation hy-
pothesis.

A strength of this research was that it was the first study to systematically compare people’s attitudes about
finding a partner through Internet dating websites versus more traditional ways (social network and daily activi-
ties), using standardized measures across the settings. We also had a large and diverse sample, which inclu-
ded people throughout emerging adulthood into their thirties. In addition, all of the adults were currently single
and not in a relationship and thus potentially seeking a relationship. Of course, as is true of all studies, there
were limitations. The questions for this study were embedded in a larger, multi-purpose survey. More in-depth
questions about single adults’ views about finding partners in different settings could be examined in future re-
search. In addition, attitudes about finding partners in other settings could be examined, including social media
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and mobile dating apps (e.g., Tinder), which are likely to be used especially by younger adults for finding part-
ners (Smith, 2016). Because attitudes about Internet dating and other ways of finding compatible partners are
likely to change over time, panel studies could be designed to monitor the changing attitudes about Internet
dating relative to other ways of meeting partners during emerging adulthood and beyond.

Although attitudes do not always predict behavior, generally there is strong association when the specificity of
the attitude matches the specificity of the behavior (Davidson & Jaccard, 1979). If people are optimistic about
finding a partner in a specific setting, they are likely to exert effort in mate-searching in that particular setting.
Self-fulfilling prophecies can occur by which individuals who believe they can find a compatible partner in a set-
ting will engage in efforts to make this happen. Of course, not all single adults want to find a relationship part-
ner, as some may find the life of singlehood and being unpartnered most ideal for them.

Notes

i) A few others were eliminated for other reasons including not completing the attention items in the online survey or
accidentally being given an earlier draft of the paper survey. In addition, because there were not many participants over the
age of 40 (and they were not targeted for this study), we included only those who were age 40 or younger.
ii) The larger study had multiple purposes beyond what was investigated in this study.
iii) The decision was to include only six items (from the longer 13-item scale) primarily because of concern over the length of
the survey (which included measures on other topics) and potential participant fatigue. The first six items listed in the scale
were chosen. The items chosen had good psychometric properties in our data (e.g., high item-to-total correlations). Other
evidence also indicates that these particular items have good psychometric properties (e.g, Crozier, 2005; Hopko et al.,
2005).
iv) Shyness was positively correlated with age (r = .13, p = .001). No sex differences were found in shyness (t = -. 35),
although men in the sample had a higher mean age than women in the sample (M = 25.65 vs. 22.94; t = 6.78, p < .001);
hence, it was important to control for each in a regression analysis.
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