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But the positive side of this connection between sexual and relationship
quality is that good sex is one powerful mechanism for enhancing relation-
ships. When couples can successfully navigate sexual issues, feelings of close-
ness and intimacy in the relationship can be strengthened (Dawson, Fallis, &
Rehman, 2010; Rehman et al., 20m). In this chapter, we will describe evidence
demonstrating the importance of sexuality in relationships, and we will
review research that sheds light on how couples can maintain sexual desire
and satisfaction as they face declines or changes in desire over time as well as
differences in their sexual interests. In the first section of the chapter, we
describe the ways in which sex can benefit relationships, focusing on the roles
of both sexual frequency and sexual satisfaction in shaping high-quality
relationships. In the second section, we focus our attention on understanding
how couples can stave off declines in sexual desire and satisfaction, with
a focus on the individual differences and relationship factors that contribute
to the maintenance of desire and sexual satisfaction over time. We then
conclude the chapter by highlighting what we see as promising directions
for future research on sex and relationships.

We want to acknowledge a few important caveats at the outset of the
chapter. Although sexual aspects such as attraction, frequency, and commu-
pication have implications for the quality of casual relationships and new
dating relationships (Fletcher, Kerr, Li, & Valentine, 2014; Lehmiller,
VanderDrift, & Kelly, 2014), the current chapter is focused primarily on
sexuality in the context of established romantic relationships. In addition,
we acknowledge that sexuality in the context of romantic relationships also
has a dark side. For example, many couples face specific sexual dysfunctions,
such as erectile dysfunction and vaginismus (ie., pain during sex) (e.g.
Ferenidou et al., 2008), and sexual coercion is a stark reality, even in the
context of established relationships (Brousseau, Bergeron, Hébert, & McDuff,
201; O'Leary & Williams, 2006). These negative aspects of sexuality can be
¢challenging - even devastating - for many people and couples, and are clearly
In need of research attention. In line with the focus of this volume, however,
our primary aim in this chapter is to highlight the positive side of sexuality in
relationships - that is, to focus on the ways in which sex can lift people up
and contribute to happy, flourishing relationships that last.
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Romantic relationships are vital to our physical health and psychological
well-being (e.g., Diener & Seligman, 2002; House, Landis, & Umberson
1988), and sexuality is a key factor that shapes the quality of romantic
relationships. In fact, people who are the most satisfied with their
lives are also the most satisfied with their relationships, and this is tru
for both dating and married couples (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 200
Sprecher, 2002). Despite the importance of sex for relationships, couple
face numerous challenges to having and maintaining a satisfying sexu
relationship. Empirical research reveals that sexual desire tends to peak i
the beginning stages of romantic relationships as intimacy is rapidly devel-
oping (Baumeister & Bratlavsky, 1999), and then often declines over time
partners become more secure and comfortable in the relationship (se
review by Impett, Muise, & Peragine, 2014). As a result, romantic partne:
will inevitably encounter times in which their sexual interests differ (Impett
& Peplau, 2003), and couples may disagree about when and how frequently
to engage in sex or the specific activities in which they wish to engage
(Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; O'Sullivan & Byers, 1996). In a national stud
of couples married fewer than s years, disagreements about sexual fre-
quency were one of the top three most cited arguments between partne:
(Risch, Riley, & Lawler, 2003), and many long-term couples find themselves
in situations in which they have divergent sexual interests (Davies, Katz, &
Jackson, 1999; Mark, 2012; Mark & Murray, 2012). Further, conflicts of
interest about sex are one of the most common reasons why couples seek
marital therapy (Rosen, 2000), and can be one of the most difficult types of
conflict to successfully resolve (Sanford, 2003). Given the importance of sex
for romantic relationships, these sexual difficulties are likely to threaten
couples’ global evaluations of the relationship. In fact, normative declines
in sexual satisfaction may partially explain normative declines in marital
satisfaction commonly observed in longitudinal research on marriage (e.g.,
Meltzer, McNulty, Jackson, & Karney, 2014).

GOOD SEX IS GOOD FOR RELATIONSHIPS

Love is an ice cream sundae, with all the marvelous coverings.
Sex is the cherry on top.
~ Jimmy Dean
Sexuality is a key factor that shapes the quality of romantic relationships.
As noted earlier, research has consistently demonstrated that people who are
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ulty, 2008; Meltzer & McNulty, 2010). For enmple. Meltur'and
ulty (2010) found that positive body image was positively associated

the most satisfied with their sex lives are also the most satisfied with th
romantic relationships (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; McN
Wenner, & Fisher, 2015; Sprecher, 2002; Yeh, Lorenz, Wickrama, Conger,
Elder, 2006). In one of the strongest demonstrations of the associat
between a healthy sexual relationship and relationship satisfaction and
versa, McNulty et al. (2015) used two eight-wave longitudinal studies
marriage to demonstrate that sexual satisfaction at one wave of measureme
positively predicted changes in marital satisfaction from that wave to the
and that marital satisfaction at one wave positively predicted changes
sexual satisfaction from that wave to the next.

iages because they had more frequent, satisfying sex. Finally, other
rch indicates that established couples who report more freq.uem sex
0 report greater satisfaction with their lives mull (Muise, Sdnmmack.
& Impett, 2015). In fact, the difference in well-being betmn having sex
nce a week compared to less than once a month is greater than the
difference in well-being between making $75,000 a year compurd to
$25,000 (Muise et al.,, 2015). Of course, engaging in othet aﬁ«oolme
and intimate behaviors also promotes sexual and rtlau.omhxp nusf.cugn
(Heiman et al., 201; Muise, Giang, & Impett, 2014), an issue we address in
more detail later in this chapter. In fact, some wh mgguts.the
association between affectionate behaviors, such as kissing and cuddlmg.
and relationship quality is as strong or stronger than the association
between sexual frequency and relationship quality (Heiman et al,, 201).
Engaging in more frequent sex can also buffer romantic coupleupnm
other negative relationship outcomes. Both :luchl.nenl insecurity (for
| , see Cassidy & Shaver, 1999) and neuroticism (e..p. l(amey &
dbury, 1997) have been consistently associated with relationship dissa-
tsfaction. However, research has shown that the negative effects of both
Monmmcnuatedforpeoplewhoenpgcinmoreﬁtqmu.x_kua;dl
and McNulty (2011) demonstrated that neuroticism was unuwcuwd with
marital satisfaction among spouses who engaged in rdanvdy frequent sex.
Given that sexual activity enhances positive affect, this eﬂ'«: may have
emerged because such positive affect offsets the impliau'oc.n of nepdn
affect so frequently experienced by people high in neuroticism. M.
Little, McNulty, and Russell (2010) demonstrated that attachment avoid-
ance was not associated with marital satisfaction among spouses who
engaged in more frequent sex. This effect was mediated by expectancies
for partner availability, suggu(;::‘l:; more‘ frequent sex assuaged such
" automatic concerns o nment.
mmmmﬂmnﬁdmlommdwhdn
Implications of sexual frequency. From an evoluuomrypcnpe:\ive. men
desire more frequent sex than women due to differences in pamul invest-
ml(fﬁmnm).wlnrebythcnpmdudmmofmwn;mm
nl\nluuvitytcndlobelomformthmfotwomn(e.gnbms&s:hmm.
ms).&m«ﬁmmmumhpaw«ﬁwbym;dmm'm
women report different levels of desired sexual frequency (Baumeister,
Cantonese, & Vohs, 2001). Interestingly, however, recent research indicates
that the association between sexual frequency and sexual satisfaction is no

Sex and affection frequency in romantic relationships

Given the importance of sexual satisfaction to relationships, it is ¢
to understand what makes for a satisfying sexual relationship. Does th
frequency with which couples engage in sex or other affectionate activi
lead to higher levels of sexual satisfaction? The answer appears to be
Both men and women report feeling more satisfied with their sex
when their frequency of engaging in sex is high (e.g., Cheung et al., 200
Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994; McNulty et al, 2
Rahmani, Khoei, & Gholi, 2009). Interestingly, the multi-wave, longi
dinal research described earlier indicates this association is bidirection:
such that sexually satisfied couples pursue sex more frequently,
frequent sex leads to increases in sexual satisfaction (McNulty et
2015). Further, the association between sexual frequency and sexual sati
faction is consistent for both men and women, and this has also
documented in individuals living in non-Western countries such as Chir
(Cheung et al., 2008) and Iran (Rahmani et al., 2009). Finally, the
tion does not appear to be unique to heterosexual couples; it has alsg
emerged in samples of same-sex couples (Blair & Pukall, 2014; Blumstein
& Schwartz, 1983).
Do the implications of sexual frequency extend beyond sexual satis-
faction? The answer to this question also appears to be “yes." Call and
colleagues (1995) reported that (low) sexual frequency was the second
strongest correlate of marital dissatisfaction, ranking only behind age
and controlling for other important predictors of sexual frequency, such
as relationship duration and whether or not couples had children living in
the home. Further, in a study using data from the National Survey of
Families and Households, Yabiku and Gager (2009) found that lower
sexual frequency was associated with higher rates of relationship dissolu-
tion, particularly for cohabiting (compared to married) couples. Further,
other work suggests that factors that affect relationship satisfaction may
do so through their implications for the sexual relationship (Fisher &
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stronger among married men than it is among married women (M
et al, 2015). In two longitudinal studies of marriage, increased sexual f
quency was as strongly predictive of positive changes in sexual satisfact
among women as it was among men. ‘
One reason for the equally strong association between sexual freque;
and satisfaction among men and women in established relationships, desg
their different sexual appetites, may be that the actual levels of sex that oc
in relationships reflect a compromise in the desires of the male and fen
partner. Indeed, in same-sex relationships, where decisions about sex
frequency are made by partners of the same gender, female same-sex coup
report having sex less frequently than male same-sex couples or mixed
couples (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983), although in other research fem
same-sex couples reported a significantly longer duration of sexual acti
than men and women in mixed-sex relationships or men in same-sex relatic
ships (Blair & Pukall, 2014). In fact, duration of sex in that study
associated with self-reported sexual and relationship satisfaction, suggest
that researchers should consider other aspects of couples’ sex lives beyo
frequency, such as duration, when looking at correlates of sexual a
relationship quality.
Given that sexual frequency is important for relationship quality,
fact that sexual frequency tends to decline with age (Waite et al., 2009) cou
pose a problem for the maintenance of relationship satisfaction over tim¢
Nevertheless, non-penetrative sex, such as kissing, cuddling and s
does not seem to decline (Waite et al., 2009), which suggests one way so
spouses may stay happy despite declines in sexual frequency. Indeed, th
is evidence that non-penetrative sex is important to satisfaction as
In a recent study of mixed-sex couples in midlife and older adul
conducted in five countries, affectionate behaviors such as kissing, cudd
and caressing were associated with increased sexual satisfaction for bo
men and women (Heiman et al, 2010). Interestingly, despite womer
tendency to focus more on relational aspects of sexuality relative to m
(see review by Diamond, 2004), these associations were strongest for mei
and significant predictors of men’s (but not women’s) general relationshi
satisfaction. Of course, these findings need to be considered in light ¢
the fact that age-related declines in sexual desire may stem in part fron
hormonal changes (DeLamater & Sill, 2005), which may lessen the impo
tance of penetrative sex. Nevertheless, another set of studies of younge
couples also highlights the importance of affection to sexual and relation-
ship satisfaction (Muise, Giang, & Impett, 2014). In particular, couples
who spent a longer duration engaging in post sex affection (i.e., kissing,
cuddling, caressing) felt more satisfied with the sexual experience and with
their relationship as a whole. In fact, the duration of after sex affection
was a stronger predictor of sexual and relationship satisfaction than the

The positive implications of sex for relationships 129
ount of time spent engaging in foreplay or sex itself, and this was true for
pth men and women.

Engaging in affectionate behaviors may help couples maintain satisfac-
on during times when sexual frequency in their relationship is low. Couples
ho are able to move beyond the notion that penetrative sex is the primary
only mode of sexual expression and incorporate a broader repertoire of
xual and affectionate behaviors seem better able to maintain or experience
ightened sexual satisfaction in older adulthood (Hinchliff & Gott, 2008;
Grace, Vares, & Gavey, 2006). In addition, Ahlborg et al. (2005) found

gross-sectional nature of these studies makes it impossible to draw causal
conclusions. Future longitudinal research may benefit from examining
‘whether affectionate behaviors can compensate for the temporarily lower
hdsofmnlaﬂsﬁdionthatcoupbap«im«duﬁngﬁminard@n-
ship when the frequency of penetrative sex may be low, such as during times

stress and change.

Sexual satisfaction and relationship quality
gh the frequency with which couples engage in sex as well as other

affectionate activities shape relationship quality, it is likely that how people
l’lnbounhcirxxlimmaybeabcﬂerpndktoroﬂwwmqkdm
their relationships than the frequency with which they engage in sex or the
duration of sex. Indeed, McNulty et al. (2015) demonstrated that the effects of
sexual frequency on relationship satisfaction were indirect, such that they
emerged through sexual satisfaction. In other words, having a satisfying

sexual relationship appears to be most important to relationship quality,
regardless of how one there.
Amcntdnmadcmyﬂsofmpomwlbequ&ion'ﬂowmndyw
define sexual satisfaction?” revealed two main themes (Pascoal, Narciso, &
Pereira, 2014). The first theme focuses on the positive aspects of an indivi-
dual's sexual experience, such as pleasure, positive feelings, arousal, sexual
openmandorpsmmmndtheme«nphaiusnhﬁomlmufch
#s mutuality of pleasure, romance, expression of feelings, creativity, acting
out desires, and frequency of sexual activity. These two themes are further
supported by a quantitative study designed to create and validate a new scale
for measuring sexual satisfaction (Stulhofer, Busko, & Brouillard, 2010).
Again, the research suggested sexual satisfaction has two main dimensions,
one that is self or ego focused and reflects satisfaction with personal sensations
and experiences, and one that is partner or relationship focused and reflects
satisfaction with a partner’s sexual engagement. Taken together, these
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qualitative and quantitative studies highlight that in addition to the ob
role of personal sexual pleasure in promoting sexual satisfaction, rela
aspects such as partner engagement are vital to people’s experience of sexu
satisfaction.

As noted earlier, in both dating and married couples, and acro
the lifespan, people’s satisfaction with their sex lives is closely link
with their feelings of satisfaction with their relationship as a who
(Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Davies et al., 1999; Lauman
et al., 2006; McNulty et al., 2015; Sprecher, 2002; Yeh et al., 2006). In fac
in a multi-national study of individuals from 29 countries, Laumann et
(2006) demonstrated that individuals who were the most sexually satisfie
were also the happiest with their romantic relationships and with

STAVING OFF DECLINES IN SEXUAL INTIMACY OVER TIME

it il have a love affair that lasts forever.
1 wonder if it’s possible to have a oo

he i ce of sex for the quality of relationships described in the
"mpo::tnion highlights the need to undcrsland how some ooupb m::
to either stave off such declines or remain satisfied despite %
deed allhoughsexualdesirttendstoclcc!ineorwavcfovvertheootmeuc
& relationship on average (Call et al., 1995; Simms & Meana, wlo);nl:ﬂ::nm :
pve, which is characterized by high sexual interest, engagement,
Mty, does not decline for everyone (Acevedo & Aron, 2009) and notwmqone&
esearc F fxperiences accompanying declines in rdauonship nthfu:?& -
lives in general. Extensive r h has also shown that couples who enjo B St & daan oo} PGS | ;
positive, satisfying sexual relationships have more stable relationshin B A () Conadit S M mllmm. o
than couples who are less sexually satisfied or who report experiencin passionate love (i, the “honeymoon” phase) decreases over md“""':n
sexual problems (e.g., Edwards & Booth, 1994; Sprecher, 2002). In fac Biantic clements - including strong sexial duirc P main
noted earlier, sexual dissatisfaction or incompatibility is a key reason wk v Jong-term relationships. In fact, many couples in long-term mmm? report
couples ultimately break up and dissolve their relationships (Kurdek, 1991 o drirpngrere A ey et 2 °f whpre :
Sprecher, 1994). Importantly, this association appears to be synchronou ot as prdanindit OF expérienced s lakisiecly s durtag e M'm"'“::
as opposed to directional. As noted earlier, in two eight-wave, longitud of the relationship (Hinchliff & Gott, 1904). Even for the n;any roman :
nal studies of marriage, McNulty et al. (2015) demonstrated that sexu B+ who Gipiriaice dlactipuncie fa dkul dedkié of "':im
satisfaction at one wave positively predicted changes in marital satisfac B oouita’ i ol 5 gt e diﬁercn«s‘ d"m"i“
mMminmmmmmmfmﬁﬁﬁw%
ion, we focus on how couples can maint saml‘
:u:h:ct:cnnom the course of a long-term relationship. We rcvn:wﬁ r::rth
on who and under what circumstances peoplemablclom_ ”nula
In sexual desire and satisfaction, including work on sexual motlve;.v .
gommunal motivation, cognition, and sexual comm:\manon.- ..:1 -~
discuss non-traditional approaches to understanding “great sex
maintenance of relationships over time.

positively predicted changes in sexual satisfaction from that wave to th
next. Interestingly, once the bidirectional association between sexual and
relationship satisfaction was controlled, frequency of sex had no direct
effects on changes in relationship satisfaction, supporting the idea th
sexual interactions primarily have benefits to the extent that they
satisfying.

The importance of sexual satisfaction is also highlighted by research
demonstrating that, like sexual frequency, sexual satisfaction explains and
attenuates the effects of critical individual difference factors on relation~
ship quality. For example, Fisher and McNulty (2008) demonstrated
that sexual satisfaction mediated the effects of neuroticism on marital
satisfaction - that is, the low marital satisfaction of people high in
neuroticism was accounted for by their low sexual satisfaction. Likewise,
Little et al. (2010) demonstrated that sexual satisfaction moderated the
effects of attachment anxiety on global relationship satisfaction, such that
anxiety was unrelated to marital satisfaction among intimates who were
satisfied with their sexual relationships. This finding is important because
it demonstrates that even those who are high in attachment anxiety - who

tend to report lower relationship quality - can benefit from engaging in
satisfying sex with a close partner.

Sexual motives

research suggests that, in general, engaging in more frtq;!cnt sex
ﬁhbo:mr::mmlic pum;“;:sis associated with greater sexual and nla‘utonshlp
satisfaction, research on sexual motivation suggests that not bysermlg"-
experiences are similarly satisfying. For example, rest:archndg!.ndcdllm :
determination theory (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000) hu fou. : p:hpm
experience greater psychological well-being and relationship quality
they engage in sex for motives that are more self-determined in mturcsu‘ch
lhamlmbﬂww'mhmamaﬂn‘::m
and intimate experience,” compared to when they engage in sex for motives
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that are more controlling in nature such as “because I would feel bad te
withhold from my partner” and “because I feel pressured by my partner 1@
have sex” (Brunell & Webster, 2013). Similarly, research indicates that
interactions characterized by higher levels of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are also associated with more positive sexual experiences (Smith,
2007). Furthermore, research guided by approach-avoidance motivation
theory (for a review, see Gable & Impett, 2012) has shown that when peop
reported engaging in sex to pursue positive outcomes in their relatio
such as to enhance intimacy or express love for their partner (i.e., approacl
goals), they felt more positive emotions and both partners reported high
sexual and relationship satisfaction (Impett, Peplau, & Gable, 2005; Mu
Impett, & Desmarais, 2013). In contrast, when people engaged in sex tg
avoid negative outcomes in their relationship, such as to avoid conflict ¢
a partner’s disappointment (i.e., avoidance goals), they experienced more
negative emotions and relationship conflict and both partners reported
lower sexual and relationship satisfaction. In one longitudinal study of
long-term married and cohabitating couples, people who had sex moj
frequently for avoidance goals over the course of a 3-week daily experier
study reported lower sexual satisfaction at a 4-month follow-up and
partners who felt less sexually satisfied and committed to maintaining
relationship 4 months later (Muise et al., 2013). As such, research on se:
motivation suggests that some sexual experiences contribute more strong
to relationship quality and well-being than others.

Research guided by approach-avoidance motivational theory has
shown that individuals who are motivated by approach goals such as to
deepen their relationship with their partner or promote growth and develop-
ment in their relationship are more likely to sustain high levels of sexual desire
for their partner over time (Impett et al., 2008). Two daily experience studies
of dating, cohabitating, and married couples revealed that on days when
people engaged in sex with their partner for approach goals, both partners
reported higher sexual desire and in turn, felt more satisfied with the sexual
experience and the relationship. In contrast, on days when people engaged
in sex for avoidance goals such as to avoid disappointing their partner, not
only did they feel lower desire and satisfaction, but their partners reported
lower desire and satisfaction as well (Muise et al., 2013). This research has also
shown that people who pursue sex for approach goals are able to maintain
high levels of sexual desire even on days that would ordinarily be the most
threatening to couples, such as when they have disagreements with their
partner. In a14-day daily experience study of college students in dating relation-
ships, sexual desire was generally higher on days when people reported experi-
encing more frequent positive events and was lower on days with more frequent
negative events, but people who were more approach-motivated were even
able to maintain high desire in the face of more negative relationship events

mﬂdcnﬁm T
(mwamﬂmmhuwmmmh
hmwnﬂuﬂhm-mmhmmmm
can maintain satisfying sexual relationships over time.

Sexual communal motivation

Amdmwypeopkinromnﬁcrdaﬁomhipsmayabodiﬁerin!bdnmul
llotivaliomisinlhemmnowhichlhqmcommumﬂymothwdm
mMrpanncr'smualn«ds.Commumthisdeﬁmduthe
motivation to give to a partner to enhance that partner’s well-being without
the expectation of direct mcipmaﬁon.aopposedtogivingquidpmquo
whcnafavorisconﬁngentnponrcaivingsonmhiminmm(hﬁlk.
Clark, Ford, & Johnson, 2004). As such, communally motivated people are
mwiﬂingtosxﬁﬁocﬂ\eirwn:df-immfouheaboﬁhdrmw
or their relationship (Mills et al, 2004). Recently, theories of communal
wivalionhawbeenappliedlodnxxualdomainofuhﬁomhip&w
mmuudmgthisdnmenttowhkhpeoplemmoﬁvﬂndtobe
non-contingently responsive to their partner’s sexual needs (Muise, Impett,
Kopn.&Deumnis.mu).Peopkhi@inmmlcommumlmhnpm
bdngmottlikzlytohavesexwithﬂnirpuﬂmwhentqunﬂemirdyin
lhenmod.beingopen-nﬁndzdabmﬂﬁnirpnm‘spnkmoommuni-
aﬂngwithlheirpnm«ahoutthdrxxmllikaanddﬂika(bothhrnm
Mtheirpanner'spnfermcaanddmingtheirm).mdmﬁn;m
the sexual relationship is mutually satisfying (Muise & Impett, 2012).
Interestingly, people who are communally motivated to meet their
pnm’suxuﬂmdsmmwrdloﬂmewbomhmmnndrap
hpommbeneﬁuforbothlhesdfmdduirm.hawledbn&
mmcoupluwhohadbeentogﬂhcrfotmwofnmmkwho
mhigbﬂinmuﬂmnmnnﬂmh&hmmmldduhm
pnmandhadmorecnjoynbkuxmlapeﬂenoes(mmndllqm).um
htuitively.thepunncnofpeopkhighinnxualcommnmlmhdn
reaped important benefits. People with communally motivated partners
npomddulu\eirp‘nmm.infxuhighlymponsiwtoﬂnirmeds
duﬂngscxandinnun.thcyfdtmonaﬁs&dwithandcommimdlodnir
relationships (Muise & Impett, 2015). Related research suggests that, at times,
changingm\nlhaﬁu(mnnkingsmulmWM)forapaMm
benefit the relationship (Burke & Young, 2012). In one study, romantic
ewplanpomdhowfrequcnﬂydwymademmlchmpforthcitpanm
(c;.hadmmmﬁequnﬁythanpcmmﬁydaindammmxﬁviw
Ihalmnouhdrpnknnce).andhawlhqfdubommakingd\eumml
clnn.u?copkwhomdem(compandtolm)ﬁcqmumnlchmgu
hMWNmmmmMam&de
thwmamm«mmm
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sexual habits for a partner felt more satisfied with their relationships and had
partners who reported feeling more satisfied as well.

Being communally motivated to meet a partner’s sexual needs also helps
couples maintain sexual desire over time. In one study, in comparison to
people lower in sexual communal strength, people who were highly motivated
to meet their partner’s sexual needs in a relationship engaged in sex more for
approach goals, such as to enhance intimacy with their partner, over the
course of a 3-week diary study and reported higher levels of daily sexual desire
as a result (Muise et al, 2013). In addition, whereas people low in sexual
communal strength declined in desire over time in their relationship, people
high in sexual communal strength began the study with slightly higher desire
and were able to maintain sexual desire over a 4-month period of time (Muise
et al., 2013). Communally motivated people are even motivated to meet their
partner’s needs in situations when it is not particularly easy - for example,
in situations in which their partner is interested in sex but their own desire
for sex is low. In these situations, communally motivated people remain
motivated to pursue benefits for their partner, such as making their partner
feel loved and desired, instead of focusing on what they personally have to
lose from engaging in sex, such as feeling too tired (Day, Muise, Joel, &
Impett, 2015). As a result of their increased motivation to pursue benefits for
their partner and decreased motivation to avoid costs to themselves, they are
more likely to engage in sex in these situations and both partners report
greater sexual and relationship satisfaction as a result. Taken together, the
research on sexual communal motivation suggests that pursuing benefits for
a partner and the relationship is associated with higher sexual desire and can
lead to enhanced sexual fulfillment and relationship quality for both partners.

Researchers have also examined how narcissistic tendencies influence
sexual satisfaction over time. In many ways, narcissists are the opposite of
highly communal people - instead of being focused on meeting their partner’s
needs, they tend to have low levels of empathy, focus on themselves in their
communication, and exploit others for their own gains (Campbell, Foster, &
Finkel, 2002). In a longitudinal study, McNulty and Widman (2013) assessed
sexual narcissism, which captures four facets of narcissism in the sexual
domain, including sexual exploitation, sexual entitlement, low sexual empa-
thy, and sexual skill (Widman & McNulty, 2010). Interestingly, one facet of
sexual narcissism - high perceived sexual skill - was associated with higher
sexual and relationship satisfaction as reported by both members of the
couple. However, by and large sexual narcissism was associated with negative
sexual and relational outcomes; three of the four facets of sexual narcissism,
sexual exploitation, sexual entitlement, and low sexual empathy, predicted
declines in sexual and relationship satisfaction for both partners over the
first 5 years of marriage. Taken together, the research on sexual communal
motivation and narcissism suggests that sexual responsiveness to a partner’s

e potve implctions of e for relatioships s

mumuuwmm&h.mmwm
1o stave off declines in sexual desire and satisfaction over time.

Cognition
Mmoughmiudfbaphyﬁalmudn%cﬁonbm«dmﬁw
cognition.Aooordindy.hmybediﬁcuhwpindnfulleuundmnndm;
ofwxudndsﬁaionwithoutnhoun&mﬂingiucogni(mdzmenuw
oflhtmodbnkleneuo(sodaloogmﬁonhdmpeopkwndlom
socialob)eminnmanmnhﬁhcmentwiduhdrlniﬁdap«nndabt
thoeeobkcuthmsghprmofpauptmlconﬁmﬁon(Wm&Smﬂ.
|936).Thesamemaybetmefornxual¢valmﬁom:whatinﬁmusapea
fromlhdrsamltdatiomhipsmayshpelhenydnypa«ivedwrda-
ﬁomhiptofcoum.nonﬂmmsmmb)«twﬂninﬂmofap«um
mencrdeinfomnmm”bowﬁeqmdyacoupkhunx.isbﬁ
opentointetpnuﬁonandthmleumpﬁbletothepewmlinﬂm
ofexpecmiom(Neﬁ'&G«mzols)(wap«uﬁoucwldnﬂlptm
people'swﬂhnmtompgzinm).hnumsxhohnmm
wm'ﬁmnﬂap«kmmmmwwmmm
as acculturation, education, and religion (Baumeister, 2000; Peplau, 2003).
Therdom.cxpmﬁomabomasamlldaiomhipmymmndyinﬂn-
ence women's sexual satisfaction than they influence men’s, whereas men’s
uxmluﬁshﬂionmaybemmondyinﬂmwdbyob}«ﬁnspmmch
as frequency.

lnonestudy.bo(hpannmrepomdtheirmnlmisﬁaionmduml
fuquencyawdlucomplctedlrdaydailyapemmadymm
nxmﬂyutisﬁcdﬂwyupmcd!obeinthdtmwp(“cﬂnhy&
Fisher,zooa).Sixmomhshmbothp.maﬂnw&&“
satisfaction and sexual frequency. For women, but not men, sexual expec-
tmcia(Lc..howuﬁsﬁedtlwyap«tedtokdwﬂhMaumlM
with their partner) predicted changes in their sexual satisfaction over this
6-month period of time. More specifically, women who expected to be more
satisfied with their sex lives over time were, in fact, more satisfied 6 months
later. For men, in contrast, changes in sexual frequency over the 6-month
pniodpredktedchangainthdrux\nlmisfmion.ﬁnpgin;inmﬁe-
quent sex at the 6-month follow-up compared to the beginning of the study
was associated with lower sexual satisfaction for men. In sum, whereas
women's expectations for their sexual experiences appear to play a role in
shaping their sexual evaluations, men’s sexual evaluations may be
in more objective aspects of sex, such as frequency.
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time in a relationship have implications for their sexual and relatio
quality. A robust body of research demonstrates that people’s impl
theories regarding whether particular behaviors are innate or take effo|
to cultivate have important implications for the way people approach
ultimately engage in such behaviors (Dweck, 2008). Following
(1998), who applied this distinction to relationships, Maxwell, Mu
MacDonald, Day, Rosen and Impett (invited resubmission) develo
a measure of two implicit theories intimates may have regarding
relationships: sexual growth beliefs and sexual destiny beliefs. Sexual gro
believers think that sexual satisfaction is maintained by work and el
whereas sexual destiny believers think that sexual satisfaction results fro
finding a highly compatible partner, their sexual “soulmate.” The results
five studies showed that sexual growth believers were more responsi
sexual partners and reported higher sexual and relationship satisfaction as
a result. In contrast, sexual destiny believers used their sexual compatibility
with their partner as a barometer for relationship quality and as such, were
more sensitive to sexual disagreements and experienced lower sexual and
relationship satisfaction.

Lastly, people are motivated to view their relationships positively and
these cognitive processes help to maintain romantic relationships over time

(Murray et al., 2011), at least for those in healthy relationships at the outset

(see McNulty, O'Mara, & Karney, 2008; O'Mara, McNulty, & Karney, 20m1).
Recent research has applied theory about cognitive relationship maintenance
mechanisms to the sexual domain (de Jong & Reis, in press). This research has
revealed that romantic partners tend to positively construe their sexual
relationship such that they view their current partner as their ideal sexual
partner and feel optimistic about their future sex lives. People higher in
commitment are more likely to positively construe their sexual relationships,
which reflects a motivational process serving to bolster people’s resolve to
persist in their relationships. Assuming such processes are occurring in
healthy, well-functioning relationships, they may predict better sexual
outcomes over time. Taken together, this research suggests that a person’s
expectations for their sexual relationship and their beliefs about how sexual
satisfaction is maintained over time have implications for how much their
sexual desire declines over time, how they react to such declines, and thus
the quality and maintenance of their relationships.

Sexual communication

Another factor that influences the association between sexual and relation-
ship satisfaction is sexual communication. Couples who report higher-
quality communication about their sex lives also report higher sexual and
relationship satisfaction (Byers, 2005). In fact, general self-disclosure as well

W e

udmquo&manWmuMawm&
pﬂm’ﬁeﬂ*duxvﬂnﬂdxﬁoﬂ(m&mlm).
In one study, researchers found that it is not just communication ouw.dc
the bedroom that is important, but communicating with a partner dufnng
sex also has implications for sexual quality. People who commum.ale. either
yerbally or nonverbally, with their partner during sex reported higher kvch
of sexual satisfaction (Babin, 2012). In fact, couples who reported using
more sexual terms during sexual interactions with their partner reported
higher satisfaction with sexual communication, and also greater overall

relational quality and feelings of closeness (Hess & Coffelt, 2012). Using
more sau‘:I lc:m with a partner might indicate that these conples are
talking about sex more frequently or have greater comfort vnth. scnnl
communication and this is accounting for their increased relationship
ity.
M&ualself-dhcbmnmayahobeonemyfwmplawminwnmual
Muuﬂan(hecmmeofbng-mW(Mchﬂ&
Dytts.m).Asmentionedpmio\Biy.pcopkwhomhx‘ghmmxfnlmm-
nundnnngth(te*dmewhommoﬁnwdtomeddmrpa‘nwuaud
n«ds)mmuﬁkdywmﬁnﬁnnnddainmﬁme(hﬂuuefnl.mu)
Mommydwynponm«dngdvdrwm‘suuﬂn«dsud\w
effective sexual communication. In response to an open-ended question
Mldwuntqiathqmlommdrwm«'smeds.canmufa.lpeopk
hdiulcdlhaldwyuytokamabwnpanm'uamllih.esmddul&amd
Incorpontewhatﬂnylenninmlheiuumlacﬁviﬁs(Mm&lmpeﬂ.wn_z).
Individualdiﬂemuinmmmﬁcatthtnhoinwmm
n:ualcomuniaﬁonuweﬂummhndnhﬁondﬁpmm
mxhedindividmh(i.e..thocewbomoomfomblewi&imynd
m)mmmmcommmammmmm
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sexual communication is associated with greater sexual and rdahonslup
satisfaction (e.g., Byers & Demmons, 1999; Sprecher, 2006), and secure indi-
vidmhtendtobebmerabklocommuniamlheirmmln«dscompued
to insecure individuals (i.e., those high in attachment anxiety or amduneut
avoidance) (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005). In one study, secure xndhnduals
reported less inhibited sexual communication compared to anxious and
avoidant individuals, mdthiswufoundlomedhtﬂhudaﬁonshtpm
nuchmcnundkvehofuxualmfxtion(oavisad,m).sm.m
ummtnudyofpnmudpymmmurdyamdiwmh
reported the highest levels of sexual communication and experienced
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the most likely to report having sex with their partners at least once per week
(Starks & Parsons, 2014). Of course, given recent research suggesting that
people tend to overestimate how accurate they are in their knowledge of
their partner’s sexual preferences and the extent to which their sexual pre-
ferences are similar and compatible with their romantic partner (de Jong &
Reis, 2014), couples may need to strike a balance between disclosure and
leaving some preferences and desires for the imagination. Future research
may benefit by investigating this issue.

Non-traditional approaches to maintaining sexual intimacy

Traditionally, sex and relationship therapists have focused on minimizing
sexual dysfunctions and problems in relationships. However, in recent
years, sex therapists and researchers have embraced the idea that sexual
fulfillment in relationships does not simply mean the absence of sexual
problems and have shifted their focus from treating sexual dysfunction to
helping couples achieve sexual fulfillment. In some ways, this new focus
mirrors the advantages of approach (versus avoidance) motivations
described in the earlier section. Indeed, in her research on optimal sexuality,
Peggy Kleinplatz explores what her participants endorse as “great sex”
(Kleinplatz & Menard, 2007; Kleinplatz et al., 2009). Kleinplatz and her
colleagues conducted qualitative interviews with couples who reported
having “great sex™ and extracted the common themes that emerged during
these interviews. She argues that the picture of great sex that emerges from
her research looks radically different than that prescribed by conventional
sex therapy or the mainstream media. Eight components of great sex were
identified from her interviews: being present, connection, deep sexual and
erotic intimacy, extraordinary communication, interpersonal risk-taking
and exploration, authenticity, vulnerability, and transcendence (Kleinplatz
et al. 2009). Interestingly, orgasm, which is typically viewed as a standard
indicator of sexual function, did not emerge as a key component of or even
necessary to experience great sex. In fact, in these narratives, great sex had
little to do with physical function and was instead more grounded in a deep
connection between partners. The fact that these participants were specifi-
cally recruited because they reported having very satisfying sex may mean
these findings are unique to such couples, as compared to couples who are
satisfied by more frequent sex (e.g., Call et al., 1995; McNulty et al, 2015), but
it also suggests focusing less on the physical, objective aspects of sex may
lead couples to experience enhanced satisfaction.

Researchers have also suggested some non-normative sexual behaviors
that have the potential to strengthen relationships. Based on the idea that
some people may hold their relationships to standards that those relation-
ships are unable to meet (Finkel et al, 2014), Conley and Moors (2014)

e

su Nmmmbmdtfmnmﬂoﬁnuhemdm-
mmymm(CNM)updpmmm
ideas involve multiple aspects such as: removing the expectations that one
person (i.e., a romantic p.nn«)viﬂmcﬁaﬂo(one'smdsznnm
that sexual desire and attraction for one’s partner will waver at times over
the course of a long-term relationship; understanding that having mlflnpk
loving relationships (whether these are romantic or sexual relationships or
not) can be healthy and beneficial; communicating with your partner (or
partners) inanopenandboucsiway;andmkingﬁmeloulkaboutywr
relationship. It is important to point out that Conley and Moors are not
suggesting that everyone should pursue a CNM relationship; instead, they
wmtwhrmmhmawcoupbmykunmupaﬁ@pdy-
amorous relationships that can help to revive romantic partnerships over
time. For some couples, this may mean discussing and re-evaluating dn
terms of their monogamous commitment regularly. For other couples, this

other couples, it may be learning from CNM couples who are likely to have
addressed complicated issues in their relationships and studying how CNM
couples manage conflict that might present useful strategies !’or monoga-
mousoouplesuwell.ﬂmeldmmripcfotempirkal investigation.

CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Although in recent years we have gained many important insights about
the positive implications of sexuality for relationships, many unanswered
questions remain. In this section, we briefly highlight some key directions
for future work on the intersection of sexuality and romantic relationships.
First, we know that desire discrepancies or conflicts of sexual interest
between partners often have nepﬂwimplkﬁlomforaﬁngmdntﬁhl
relationships. However, divergent sexual interests are common in long-term
relationships and certainly some couples are able to navigate these differ-
ences while maintaining high relationship quality. An important avenue for
future resarchiswaplonlhenm@lha(couplumwmsaml
disagreements more successfully. Dyadic research th.at involves lnmvkw
ing desire-discrepant couples who are both struggling and (hrmng and
observing interactions between partners are promising directions for this
line of inquiry. With respect to the latter, recent research on nonsennl
problem-solving communication indicates that direct communication can
be more effective than more indirect forms (McNulty & Russell, 2010;
Overall, Fletcher, Simpson, & Sibley, 2009). Further research may benefit
from examining whether the same is true for resolving disagreements about
sex. We also know that a combination of compromise and acceptance can
WWMWMM:WMU&Mn.




140 Amy Muise, James . Kim, James K. McNuity, and Emily A. Impett

Christensen, Prince, Cordova, & Eldridge, 2000). Applied to the sexual
domain of relationships, romantic couples may aim to make changes to
their sex life based on each other’s sexual preferences or desired sexual
frequency when reasonable, in order to reach a compromise. This may
include engaging in sexual activities that one partner enjoys, but are
the other partner’s preferred activity, or compromising on how frequen
the couples engages in sex by pursuing sex at a frequency that is somewhere
in between partners’ desired frequency. At the same time, however, partners
may also aim to accept the things that the other person is not willing to
change. For example, if one partner is interested in a specific sexual activity,
but their partner is not comfortable doing this, they may have to accept
that this activity will not be part of their sex life with this partner. Future
research may benefit from addressing these possibilities as well.

Second, a growing body of research suggests that a person’s reasons or
goals for engaging in sex are crucial for predicting when sex is most enjoy=
able and when it might detract from relationship satisfaction. But in many
situations, relationship partners will choose not to engage in sex and decide,
instead, to pursue their own personal interests. There is currently no
research investigating how and why people decline their partner’s sexual
advances, as well as whether some ways of delivering sexual rejection are
better able to preserve closeness in romantic relationships. On the flip slide,
we know virtually nothing about how people can remain satisfied despite
receiving sexual rejection from their romantic partner. In short, almost all
the existing work on sex and relationships has focused on what happens
when people do have sex, and almost none of it has looked at what happens
when people don’t have sex - and if there are particular ways of rejecting
a partner and receiving a rejection that can best preserve intimacy in
couples.

Third, although there are biological differences, such as sex, that influ-
ence sexual desire, research has also revealed that there are important
individual difference factors - including individual differences in approach
goals, communal motivation, and sexual expectations - that can powerfully
shape desire and satisfaction in romantic relationships. Although some of
the variance in these and other individual differences may be due to biolo-
gical individual differences, they may be partially malleable. Nevertheless,
we know very little about how they can be modified. The lack of research

on this topic likely reflects the challenges in conducting experimental work
in the area of sexuality. However, learning whether it is possible to enhance
people’s approach sexual goals or communal motivation has important
implications for improving couples’ sexual relationships. In previous
research on social goals, Strachman and Gable (2006) manipulated approach
and avoidance social goals and found that being primed with approach goals
leads to more positive social interactions. It is possible that providing couples
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with information about the benefits of certain approaches to sexuality in their
reh!ionshipoouldhmposim!eﬂ'mmdﬂ\ismldbeawod\wh&mue
for future research. .

Finally, romantic relationships change over umc and following
important relationship transitions, such as the transition to pamubood.
but few studies have followed couples over long periods of time and
during these transitional periods to learn about the factors that help
couples maintain desire and better navigate sexual changes and diﬁﬂ:-
ences in a relationship. We believe that longitudinal studies of romantic
couples may hold the greatest potential for unswering.quemons about
why some relationships thrive over time and others fail. Many couples
strive to maintain desire and satisfaction over time, and mwdm! htve
much to contribute and much left to learn about the positive implications
of sex for relationships. : .

In today’s world, some people expect more from their romantic relation-
ships than ever before (Finkel et al, 2014), including sexual ﬁ:l!illme.m.
Although we know that high expectations can benefit sexual relationships
(McNulty & Fisher, 2008) and relationships more broodly (M.cNulty. &
Karney, 2002), we also know that expectations that are difficult or impossible
tomcdanbealhbility(kadcld.,zmq.McNuhy&Ktmey.zooq).
Succeufullymwpﬂng!haechallengumdmamummgnmdﬁdﬁﬂmmt
omﬁmehasgxulpotenﬁalloenhamethcth(yohcoup{urdaﬁomb:p
mdsomoflhelinuofmarchducﬁbedlhm@omthuchpm:hu
begun toMl@tonhwwupksmydo!hisWehopﬁh;ﬁwm_of
the growing literature on positive perspectives ofxxtfahty in rehnonslups
highlighuhowm\thhavtlcmwdmdsyubwmm:
uopicthawcthinkisimeynllomngthmingtheqmmymdlonpﬁq
romantic bonds.
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