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Article

Keeping the Spark Alive: Being Motivated
to Meet a Partner’s Sexual Needs Sustains
Sexual Desire in Long-Term Romantic
Relationships

Amy Muise1, Emily A. Impett1, Aleksandr Kogan2, and Serge Desmarais3

Abstract

How can couples keep the sexual spark alive in long-term relationships? The current study draws upon existing research and
theory on both communal relationships and approach-avoidance models of social motivation to test the hypothesis that individual
differences in the motivation to meet a partner’s sexual needs, termed sexual communal strength, predict heightened feelings of
sexual desire in long-term partnerships. In a 21-day daily experience study of 44 long-term couples, individuals higher in sexual
communal strength engaged in daily sexual interactions for approach goals, and in turn, reported high levels of daily sexual desire.
Sexual communal strength also buffered against declines in sexual desire over a 4-month period of time. These associations held
after controlling for general communal strength, relationship satisfaction, sexual frequency, age, and whether or not the couples
had children. These findings demonstrate the utility of extending theories of communal motivation to the sexual domain of
relationships.
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During the first year of the wedding, put a quarter in a jar each

time you make love. Then during the second year, take a quarter

out each time you make love. At the end of the second year go

to a good restaurant with what’s left . . . —Anonymous

Popular perception suggests that marriage (or a long-term part-

nership) marks the end of sexual desire in a relationship.

Indeed, research reveals that sexual desire typically peaks in

the early stages of relationships and then decreases over time

(see reviews by Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999; Impett,

Muise, & Peragine, in press). Lower levels of desire among

long-term couples have been attributed to habituation to a

partner, the decreased importance placed on sex in longer

relationships, and lifestyle changes such as parenthood and age

(Call, Sprecher, & Schwartz, 1995; Liu, 2000). Not all couples

experience these declines, however, and some are able to

maintain strong feelings of passion and desire for several

decades (Acevedo & Aron, 2009).

In the current study, we draw upon research on communal

relationships (Clark & Mills, 2012) and approach-avoidance

theories of motivation (Gable & Impett, 2012) to understand

who is most likely to maintain sexual desire in long-term

relationships and why such individuals are able to do so. Our

central prediction is that the motivation to meet a partner’s sex-

ual needs, termed sexual communal strength, fuels desire on a

daily basis and over time in long-term partnerships. We further

predict that people high in sexual communal strength experi-

ence greater sexual desire because they are motivated to engage

in sex for approach partner-focused reasons, such as to please

their partners and to enhance intimacy in their relationships.

Sexual Desire Over the Course of a Relationship

Sexual desire is often highest in the early stages of a relation-

ship and declines over time (Sprecher & Regan, 1998). Baume-

ister and Bratslavsky (1999) suggest that desire is highest in

new relationships when intimacy is increasing rapidly as part-

ners get to know each other, and decreases over the course of

the relationships as levels of intimacy become more stable.

Declines in desire among long-term couples have also been

attributed to habituation to a partner and the decreased
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importance placed on sex in longer relationships (Levine,

2003; Liu, 2000). Only a small number of studies have consid-

ered sexual desire specifically, but similar declines have been

demonstrated in sexual frequency and quality over the course

of a relationship (Call, Sprecher, & Schwartz, 1995; Klusmann,

2002; Liu, 2003). Despite this, declines in sexual desire are not

inevitable (Acevedo & Aron, 2009), and almost no research has

considered the factors that enable couples to maintain desire

over the long term.

Understanding the factors that contribute to the experience

of sexual desire in romantic relationships has important impli-

cations for the overall quality and functioning of romantic rela-

tionships. People who report higher levels of sexual desire have

fewer thoughts about leaving their current relationship (Regan,

2000) and report being more satisfied in their relationships

(Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004). Apt, Hurlbert, Pierce, and

White (1996) created profiles of satisfaction based on a cluster

analysis of women’s marital and sexual satisfaction ratings and

found that sexual desire was the single best discriminator

between classification profiles. Sexual desire was significantly

lower in the group that showed severe dissatisfaction with their

relationship and highest in the group that reported high rela-

tionship and sexual satisfaction. Although having children

influences levels of sexual desire, relationship satisfaction is

more closely associated with sexual frequency than the pres-

ence of children (Call et al., 1995). Further, relationship satis-

faction was associated with sexual desire maintenance in a

sample of women who were 12 weeks and 6 months postpar-

tum, a time when desire declines are typical (De Judicibus &

McCabe, 2002). Given the importance of sexual desire for the

maintenance of satisfying relationships, it is imperative to

investigate factors that help couples maintain desire over the

course of their relationship. Applying a communal

approach—giving benefits based on the partner’s needs and

without expectation of direct reciprocation (Clark & Mills,

2012)—to sexual relationships provides one promising avenue

for understanding how we can promote and enable couples to

ultimately sustain sexual desire in long-term relationships.

A Communal Approach to Sexual Relationships

One way researchers have characterized close relationships is

based on a communal-exchange distinction (Clark & Mills,

1979; Mills & Clark, 1982). In communal relationships, indi-

viduals feel a sense of responsibility for meeting their partners’

needs and provide benefits to their partners noncontingently

based on these needs. In contrast, in exchange relationships,

benefits are given to a partner with the expectation that similar

benefits will be returned. Although this initial research has

documented broad differences between communal and

exchange relationships, more recent work in this area has

shown that across close relationships, people vary in the extent

to which they feel responsible for meeting a partner’s needs.

Individual differences in the motivation to respond noncontin-

gently to a specific partner’s needs are referred to as communal

strength (Mills, Clark, Ford, & Johnson, 2004). For example,

one person might be willing to move to another city so that his

or her romantic partner can take a new job (high communal

strength), whereas another may consider the move too high a

price to pay for maintaining the relationship (low communal

strength). Individuals high in communal strength tend to pro-

vide more help to friends in need (Mills et al., 2004), are more

emotionally expressive (Clark & Finkel, 2005), and offer more

support in response to a partner’s anger (Yoo, Clark, Lemay,

Salovey, & Monin, 2011).

Romantic partners indicate that following communal norms

(i.e., giving benefits to improve a partner’s welfare), as

opposed to exchange norms (i.e., giving benefits with the

expectation that similar benefits will be reciprocated), is ideal

in long-term relationships as they create opportunities for

mutually enjoyable activities that meet both partners’ needs

(Clark, Lemay, Graham, Pataki, & Finkel, 2010). In addition,

communally motivated individuals reap important benefits for

the self, such as experiencing more intrinsic joy, delight, and

satisfaction when making costly sacrifices for a romantic part-

ner (Kogan et al., 2010). These findings are part of a growing

body of research demonstrating that the benefits of giving are

attributed to the desire to provide care to close others as

opposed to the desire to receive care in return (e.g., Canevello

& Crocker, 2010). Individual differences in communal strength

should be particularly relevant to the sexual domain of relation-

ships. Given that a partner’s sexual needs and desires play a

role in an individual’s decision to pursue sex in established

relationships (see Impett & Peplau, 2003 for a review), the

extent to which an individual feels responsible for meeting a

partner’s sexual needs may be particularly salient for the expe-

rience of sexual benefits. As such, in the current study, we

examine whether being communally motivated to meet a part-

ner’s sexual needs is associated with increases in an individu-

al’s own level of sexual desire.

Approach Sexual Motivation

We draw upon approach-avoidance theories of social

motivation (Elliot, Gable, & Mapes, 2006; see review by Gable

& Impett, 2012) to further suggest that a critical reason why

sexual communal strength fuels sexual desire concerns

people’s reasons or goals for engaging in sex with an intimate

partner. Existing research applying approach-avoidance theory

to sexuality distinguishes between two broad classes of sexual

goals (Cooper, Shapiro, & Powers, 1998; Impett, Peplau, &

Gable, 2005). When people engage in sex for approach goals,

they seek to obtain positive outcomes such as their own phys-

ical pleasure (a self-focused goal) or a partner’s pleasure

(a partner-focused goal). When engaging in sex for avoidance

goals, however, they seek to avert negative outcomes such as

their own stress or anxiety (a self-focused goal) or a partner’s

disappointment or anger (a partner-focused goal). Recent work

has shown that sexual goals that involve a focus on the partner

as opposed to the self are particularly strong in established,

committed relationships (Cooper, Barber, Zhaoyang & Talley,

2011).
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People who are high in communal strength are motivated to

care for their partners’ needs without the expectation of immedi-

ate returns (Mills et al., 2004). To date, no research has explicitly

explored the association between communal strength and

approach-avoidance motivation in relationships. However, pre-

vious research suggests that the motivation to meet a partner’s

needs is a key component of communal strength and that high

communal strength should be associated with a heightened moti-

vation to pursue and create positive outcomes for one’s partner

and one’s romantic relationship. For example, when people are

led to desire a communal relationship, as opposed to an

exchange relationship, they pay closer attention to a partner’s

needs (Clark, Mills, & Powell, 1986). In addition, in comparison

to those who are low in communal strength, people high in com-

munal strength focus more on giving emotional support, physical

help, and advice to their friends (Mills et al., 2004), and one

important factor in maintaining a communal relationship is being

motivated to focus on and support a partner’s needs (Clark &

Mills, 2010). Therefore, we expect that this other-oriented rela-

tionship focus will lead people to engage in sex for approach

goals that are focused on the partner such as increasing a part-

ner’s pleasure or building relationship intimacy.

Insomuch as sexual communal strength is associated with

partner-focused approach motivation, engaging in sex for

approach goals should fuel desire in long-term relationships.

Indeed, three studies with college students provide initial evi-

dence that approach sexual goals are associated with heightened

sexual desire (Impett, Strachman, Finkel, & Gable, 2008). In the

current study, we extend this initial work and investigate for the

first time whether certain individuals are more likely to experi-

ence and sustain sexual desire in long-term romantic partnerships.

The Current Study

To test our predictions regarding the role of sexual communal

strength in fueling sexual desire in long-term partnerships, we

conducted a 21-day dyadic daily experience study with a 4-

month longitudinal follow-up. We predicted that individuals

who are high in sexual communal strength would report enga-

ging in sex to pursue partner-focused approach goals. In turn,

we expected that engaging in sex for approach goals would pro-

mote daily sexual desire. We also expected that individuals

with high sexual communal strength would be buffered against

experiencing declines in desire over time. Finally, we also

expected that high levels of sexual communal strength would

fuel sexual desire even beyond the influence of other com-

monly studied predictors of desire in long-term relationships

including gender, relationship duration, relationship satisfac-

tion, sexual frequency, age, and the presence of children in the

household.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Our sample included both members of 44 heterosexual couples

ranging in age from 23 to 60 (M ¼ 35.4, SD ¼ 9.7 years). Most

(82%) participants were White. All of the couples were living

together, and most (68%) were married. The couples had been

involved in their relationships from 3 to 39 years (M¼ 11.1, SD

¼ 8.8). Approximately half of the couples had children (48%),

and of these, most had one or two children (M¼ 1.8, SD¼ 1.1).

Both members of the couple were instructed to begin the

study on the same day and to complete each diary in private.

On the first day, the couples completed a longer background

survey, and then completed a 10-min survey each night for

21 consecutive days. Participants completed an average of

17.7 (of 21) daily surveys for a total of 1,560 days. Each part-

ner was paid $40 for participating. Sixty-eight (77%) of these

participants completed a 10-min follow-up survey 4 months

after the completion of the daily diary study.

Person-Level Relationship and Sexuality Measures

In the initial online survey, both members of the couple indivi-

dually completed several relationship and sexuality scales, all

measured on 5-point scales. General communal strength was

measured with the Mills et al. (2004) scale. Participants

responded to 10 questions such as ‘‘How large a cost would you

incur to meet a need of your partner?’’ (a ¼ .77). Sexual com-

munal strength was measured with 6 items adapted from Mills

et al. to capture the motivation to respond to a romantic part-

ner’s sexual needs. The items included: ‘‘How far would you

be willing to go to meet your partner’s sexual needs?’’ ‘‘How

readily can you put the sexual needs of your partner out of your

thoughts?’’ ‘‘How high a priority for you is meeting the sexual

needs of your partner?’’ ‘‘How easily could you accept not

meeting your partner’s sexual needs?’’ ‘‘How likely are you

to sacrifice your own needs to meet the sexual needs of your

partner?’’ ‘‘How happy do you feel when satisfying your part-

ner’s sexual needs?’’(a ¼ .77). Relationship satisfaction was

assessed with 5 items from Rusbult, Martz, and Agnew

(1998) such as ‘‘Our relationship makes me happy’’

(a ¼ .94). Quality of alternatives was assessed with 5 items

from Rusbult et al. (1998) such as ‘‘My needs for intimacy,

companionship, etc., could easily be fulfilled in an alternate

relationship’’ (a ¼ .88). Sexual desire was measured in the

background and follow-up surveys (both as ¼ .96) with 25

items from the Hurlbert Index of Sexual Desire (Apt &

Hurlbert, 1992) such as ‘‘My desire for sex with my partner

is strong.’’

Daily-Level Sexuality Measures

Each day, participants indicated whether or not they engaged in

sex with their partner. Participants reported engaging in sex an

average of once per week over the 21-day study (M ¼ 3.34,

SD ¼ 2.33, Range ¼ 1–10 days). Each time they engaged in

sex, they completed measures of sexual goals and sexual desire.

Sexual goals were measured with 23 items (Cooper et al.,

1998), including six self-focused approach goals (e.g., to

pursue my own sexual pleasure, a ¼ .80), six partner-focused

approach goals (e.g., to please my partner, a ¼ .92), five
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self-focused avoidance goals (e.g., to relieve stress, a ¼ .70),

and six partner-focused avoidance goals (e.g., to prevent my

partner from becoming upset, a¼ .89). Sexual desire was mea-

sured with the item ‘‘I felt a great deal of sexual desire for my

partner today’’ (Impett et al., 2008).

Results

We analyzed the data using multilevel modeling in the hier-

archical linear modeling (HLM) computer program (Version

6.08; Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & Congdon, 2004). We used

a three-level model to simultaneously control for dependencies

in the same person’s reports across days and dependencies

between partners (Gable & Poore, 2008; Kogan et al., 2010).

We tested our mediational hypotheses with methods developed

for the analysis of multilevel data (Zhang, Zyphur, &Preacher,

2009), and used the Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Media-

tion (MCMAM; Selig & Preacher, 2008) with 20,000 resam-

ples and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) to test the

significance of the indirect effects. Significant mediation is

indicated when the confidence interval does not include zero.

Our first prediction concerned the association between sexual

communal strength and daily sexual desire. As we hypothesized,

those who were higher in sexual communal strength reported

higher levels of daily sexual desire, b ¼ .90, t(80) ¼ 4.37, p <

.001. We also tested partner-focused approach goals as the

mechanism for this association. Indeed, individuals who were

higher in sexual communal strength were more likely to have sex

for partner-focused approach goals, b ¼ .62, t(80) ¼ 3.42, p ¼
.001. Sexual communal strength was not significantly associated

with self-focused approach goals, b ¼ .15, t(80) ¼ .56, p ¼ .58,

self-focused avoidance goals, b¼ �.21, t(80)¼ �1.02, p¼ .31,

or partner-focused avoidance goals, b¼�.19, t(80)¼�.82, p¼
.42, indicating that people higher in sexual communal strength

are oriented toward meeting their partner’s sexual needs, and not

toward seeking their own pleasure or avoiding negative out-

comes for either themselves or their romantic partner. In turn,

partner-focused approach goals were positively associated with

daily sexual desire, b¼ .33, t(80)¼ 3.52, p¼ .001, and this par-

tially accounted for the link between sexual communal strength

and daily desire, indirect effect 95% CI [.07, .39]; direct effect¼
.73, t(80) ¼ 3.35, p ¼ .002.

Our second prediction was that high levels of sexual

communal strength would buffer against declines in desire over

time. As expected, sexual communal strength significantly pre-

dicted sexual desire at the 4-month follow-up controlling for

sexual desire at the baseline of the study, b ¼ .53,

t(60) ¼ 3.19, p ¼ .003. To further understand the nature of this

association, we compared people who were ‘‘high’’ (i.e., 1 SD

above the mean) versus ‘‘low’’ (i.e., 1 SD below the mean) in

sexual communal strength. Figure 1 displays the sexual desire

of these two groups of individuals at the two time points in the

study. First, participants who were low in sexual communal

strength had lower levels of desire (M ¼ 2.62, SE ¼ .09) than

did participants high in sexual communal strength (M ¼ 2.95,

SE ¼ .09) at the baseline of the study, t(86) ¼ 2.59, p ¼ .01.

Second, whereas individuals low in sexual communal strength

declined in sexual desire over the course of the study, b¼�.47,

t(61) ¼ �3.95, p < .001, those high in sexual communal

strength maintained desire over a 4-month period, b ¼ .04,

t(61) ¼ .32, p ¼ .75.

Ruling Out Alternative Explanations

In order to rule out several alternative explanations for our find-

ings, we conducted additional analyses to control for potential

confounds. Sexual communal strength was significantly corre-

lated with communal strength (r¼ .59, p < .001), suggesting that

individuals who are more generally oriented toward meeting a

romantic partner’s needs also have a greater willingness to meet

their partner’s sexual needs. Therefore, we conducted a subse-

quent set of analyses to control for general communal strength.

When we did so, all of the reported daily and longitudinal asso-

ciations remained significant, suggesting that our effects tap

communal motivation in the context-specific domain of sexual-

ity. We also controlled for the romantic partner’s sexual commu-

nal strength (although this was not significantly correlated with

actor’s sexual communal strength, r ¼ .16, p ¼ .12) to further

ensure that our effects are not simply a function of having part-

ners who are highly motivated to care for one’s own sexual

needs, and all of the reported effects remained significant.

We also explored the possibility that people high in sexual

communal strength are more motivated to meet their partner’s

needs because they perceive fewer quality alternatives to their

current relationship. In fact, sexual communal strength was

marginally correlated with perceived quality of alternatives

(r ¼ � .20, p ¼ .06), but the associations between sexual com-

munal strength, approach sexual goals, and sexual desire

remained significant after controlling for perceived quality of

alternatives. We also tested the possibility that a discrepancy

in partners’ perceived quality of alternatives fuels sexual com-

munal strength (the partner who perceives fewer quality alter-

natives is more motivated to meet the sexual needs of a partner

who feels that he or her has higher quality alternatives). To do

so, we created an interaction term between partners’ perceived

quality of alternatives, but this was not a significant predictor

of sexual communal strength, suggesting that sexual communal
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Figure 1. Changes in sexual desire from background to follow-up in
people high compared to low in sexual communal strength.

270 Social Psychological and Personality Science 4(3)

 at UNIV OF GUELPH on May 6, 2013spp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spp.sagepub.com/


strength is not the result of differences between partners’

perceived quality of alternatives.

We conducted another set of analyses in order to control for

several commonly studied predictors of desire, including

gender, relationship duration, relationship satisfaction, sexual

frequency, age, and whether or not the couples had children

(e.g., Call et al., 1995). Men (M ¼ 4.81) were higher in sexual

communal strength than women, M ¼ 4.47; t(86) ¼ 3.32,

p < .001, and longer relationship duration was associated with

higher sexual communal strength (r ¼ .23, p ¼ .04). Sexual

communal strength was associated with higher relationship

satisfaction (r¼ .38, p < .001) but was not associated with sex-

ual frequency (r ¼ .03, p ¼ .81), number of children (r ¼ .18,

p ¼.10), age (r ¼ 13, p ¼ .24), or partner’s age (r ¼ 14,

p ¼ .22). All of the daily and longitudinal effects of sexual

communal strength on sexual desire remained significant after

controlling for each of these factors. Further, none of these

variables moderated any of our effects, suggesting that high

levels of sexual communal strength fueled sexual desire regard-

less of gender, age, relationship duration, how frequently

couples engaged in sex, how satisfied they were, and whether

or not they had children.

Finally, sexual communal strength was not significantly

associated with a partner’s daily sexual desire, b ¼ .13, t(76)

¼ .54, p ¼.58, ruling out the possibility that high sexual com-

munal strength is simply the result of having a partner who is

high in desire and therefore has more intense sexual needs.

There were also no significant interactions between partners’

sexual communal strength scores in predicting either daily sex-

ual desire, b ¼ .08, t(76) ¼ .64, p ¼.52 or sexual desire at the

4-month follow-up, b ¼ .11, t(60) ¼ 1.36, p ¼.18.

Discussion

In this 21-day daily experience study of long-term couples, we

found that individuals who are motivated to meet their roman-

tic partner’s sexual needs experienced sexual benefits for the

self. Higher levels of sexual communal strength promoted

greater daily sexual desire, and this was partially attributed to

the tendency of people high in sexual communal strength to

pursue sex for partner-focused approach goals. In addition,

people higher in sexual communal strength at the beginning

of the study maintained higher levels of sexual desire over a

4-month time period, whereas people lower in sexual

communal strength experienced declines in sexual desire over

time that tend to be more typical of long-term couples.

A Communal Approach to Sexual Relationships

The current study highlights the utility of considering

communal motivation in the specific domain of sexuality.

Previous work has conceptualized communal strength as a glo-

bal relationship variable. The present findings demonstrate that

beyond this global motivation, individuals have domain-

specific motivational tendencies with profound relationship

consequences. Being motivated to meet a partner’s sexual

needs is beneficial to the self—a finding that is consistent with

research suggesting that more communally motivated people

reap important benefits because of their desire to meet the

needs of others, and not because of a desire to receive care in

return (Canevello & Crocker, 2010; Kogan et al., 2010).

The current study is also the very first to document an

empirical link between communal strength and approach moti-

vation. Based on previous research and theory on communal

relationships showing that communally motivated individuals

focus more on a partner’s needs (Clark et al., 1986; Clark &

Mills, 2010) and are highly motivated to give benefits to close

others (Mills et al., 2004), we had expected that individuals

high in communal strength would be approach motivated.

Indeed, we found that people higher in sexual communal

strength have stronger partner-focused approach sexual goals,

which in turn fueled their sexual desire for a long-term partner.

Approach Sexual Motivation

In line with the growing body of literature on the benefits of

approach-motivated sex (e.g., Impett et al., 2008), the current

findings indicate that approach partner-focused sexual goals

are a critical mechanism that link sexual communal motivation

to sexual benefits. These findings provide the first clue as to

why individuals who are highly motivated to care for their part-

ner’s sexual needs experience boosts in their own feelings of

sexual desire. In addition, this research provides a critical

extension of Impett et al.’s (2008) previous work on approach

motivation and sexual desire in undergraduate dating couples

to a sample of married and cohabitating couples. Indeed,

approach sexual goals fuel sexual desire, not only in shorter

term relationships in which sexual desire is likely at its peak,

but more critically in long-term relationships in which many

couples struggle with issues of low sexual desire (e.g., Sprecher

& Regan, 1998).

Future Directions

The current findings raise several important questions for

future research. Although we have demonstrated the utility of

applying theories of communal motivation to the sexual

domain of relationships, the current research does not inform

how exchange norms and dynamics in long-term relationship

influence sexual desire. Clark and colleagues (2010) report that

communal norms (as opposed to exchange norms) are rated as

ideal and are more often reported in long-term relationships. At

the same time, couples report sometimes following exchange

norms more than desired and communal norms less than

desired. Baumeister and Vohs (2004) propose a theory of sex-

ual economics that demonstrates the utility of applying

exchange theory to sexual interactions in heterosexual relation-

ships and suggest that, because men typically have higher sex-

ual desire than women, sex is a female resource that can be

exchanged for other resources. As such, one motive for enga-

ging in sex may be to receive something of comparable value

in return. Currently, this theory is focused on early relationship
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negotiation, and it is not clear how it extends to long-term rela-

tionships or to feelings of sexual desire, but considering how

exchange goals for sex are associated with sexual desire in

established couples is an important avenue for future research.

Another relevant avenue for future work in this area is a

consideration of the factors that promote sexual communal

strength in relationships. Recent research suggests that expres-

sing gratitude to a relationship partner promotes communal

strength (Lambert, Clark, Durtschi, Fincham, & Graham,

2010). One direction for future research is to consider how feel-

ings of gratitude are linked to sexual aspects of the relationship.

Expressions of gratitude for a romantic partner may be one way

to promote sexual communal strength, and in turn, sexual

desire, in intimate relationships. Clark and Mills (2010) also

suggest that self-disclosure is a key aspect of communal rela-

tionships. Therefore, disclosure about sexual needs, wants, and

desires may be an important way to promote sexual communal

strength in ongoing relationships. Future research would

benefit from an exploration of the relational factors that may

promote and boost sexual communal strength in long-term

couples.

Implications and Conclusion

Feelings of sexual desire for a partner have important implica-

tions for relationship quality. People who report higher levels

of sexual desire are typically more satisfied with their relation-

ships (Apt, Hurlbert, Pierce, & White, 1996; Brezsnyak & Whis-

man, 2004) and have fewer thoughts about leaving their current

partner (Regan, 2000). In addition, low sexual desire can be det-

rimental for intimacy and stability in a relationship (McCarthy,

1999) and is the most common reason couples seek sex therapy

(Beck, 1995) . Despite this, few studies have investigated the

factors that promote sexual desire, especially in the context of

established relationships. In conclusion, although declines in

sexual desire over the course of a relationship are typical, they

are not inevitable (Acevedo & Aron, 2009). The current study

is the first in the literature to identify who is most likely to main-

tain desire over the course of a relationship and provide initial

evidence that being motivated to meet a partner’s sexual needs

can help keep the spark alive in long-term relationships.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to

the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for

the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: This work

has been supported by a Social Science and Humanities Research

Council (SSHRC) postdoctoral fellowship awarded to the first author

and a SSHRC Standard Research Grant awarded to the second

author.

References

Acevedo, B. P., & Aron, A. (2009). Does a long-term relationship kill

romantic love? Review of General Psychology, 13, 59–65. doi:10.

1037/a0014226

Apt, C., & Hurlbert, D. F. (1992). Motherhood and female sexuality

beyond one year postpartum: A study of military wives. Journal

of Sex Education and Therapy, 18, 104–114.

Apt, C., Hurlbert, D. F., Pierce, A. P., & White, L. C. (1996). Relationship

satisfaction, sexual characteristics and the psychosocial well-being of

women. Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality, 5, 195–210.

Baumeister, R. F., & Bratslavsky, E. (1999). Passion, intimacy, and

time: Passionate love as a function of change in intimacy. Person-

ality and Social Psychology Review, 3, 49–67. doi: 10.1207/

s15327957pspr0301_3

Baumeister, R. F., & Vohs, K. D. (2004). Sexual economics: Sex as

female resource for social exchange in heterosexual interactions.

Personality and Social Psychology Review, 8, 339–363.

Beck, J. G. (1995). Hypoactive sexual desire disorder: An overview.

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 63, 919–927.

Brezsnyak, M., & Whisman, M. A. (2004). Sexual desire and relation-

ship functioning: The effects of marital satisfaction and power.

Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy, 30, 199–217.

Call, V., Sprecher, S., & Schwartz, P. (1995). The incidence and fre-

quency of marital sex in a national sample. Journal of Marriage

and the Family, 57, 639–652.

Canevello, A., & Crocker, J. (2010). Creating good relationships:

Responsiveness, relationship quality, and interpersonal goals.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 99, 78–106. doi:

10.1037/a0018186

Clark, M. S., & Finkel, E. J. (2005). Willingness to express emotion:

The impact of relationship type, communal orientation, and their

interaction. Personal Relationships, 12, 169–180. doi:10.1111/j.

1350-4126.2005.00109.x

Clark, M. S., Lemay, E. P., Graham, S. M., Pataki, S. P., & Finkel, E. J.

(2010). Ways of giving benefits in marriage: Norm use, relation-

ship satisfaction, and attachment-related variability. Psychological

Science, 21, 944–951.

Clark, M.S., & Mills, J. (1979). Interpersonal attraction in exchange

and communal relationships. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 37, 12–24.

Clark, M. S., & Mills, J. (2010). A theory of communal (and

exchange) relationships. In P. A. M. Van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski,

& E. T. Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology.

(pp. 232-250) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Clark, M. S., & Mills, J. (2012). Communal (and exchange) relation-

ships. In P. A. M. Van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski, & E.T. Higgins

(Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology (pp. 232–250).

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Clark, M. S., Mills, J., & Powell, M. (1986). Keeping track of needs in

two types of relationships. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 51, 333–338.

Cooper, M. L., Barber, L. L., Zhaoyang, R., & Talley, A. E. (2011).

Motivational pursuits in the context of human sexual relationships.

Journal of Personality, 79, 1031–1066. doi:10.1111/j.1467-6494.

2010.00713.x

272 Social Psychological and Personality Science 4(3)

 at UNIV OF GUELPH on May 6, 2013spp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spp.sagepub.com/


Cooper, M. L., Shapiro, C. M., & Powers, A. M. (1998). Motivations

for sex and risky sexual behavior among adolescents and young

adults: A functional perspective. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 75, 1528–1558.

De Judicibus, M. A., & McCabe, M. P. (2002). Psychological factors

and the sexuality of pregnant and postpartum women. Journal of

Sex Research, 39, 94–103.

Elliot, A. J., Gable, S. L., & Mapes, R. R. (2006). Approach and avoid-

ance motivation in the social domain. Personality and Social Psy-

chology Bulletin, 32, 378–391.

Gable, S. L., & Impett, E. A. (2012). Approach and avoidance motives

and close relationships. Social and Personality Psychology Com-

pass, 6, 95–108. doi:10.1111/j.1751-9004.2011.00405.x

Gable, S. L., & Poore, J. (2008). Which thoughts count? Algorithms

for evaluating satisfaction in relationships. Psychological Science,

19, 1030–1036. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02195.x

Impett, E. A., Muise, A., & Peragine, D. (in press). Chapter 10: Sexu-

ality in the context of relationships. In L. Diamond & D. Tolman

(Eds.), APA handbook of sexuality and psychology.

Impett, E. A., & Peplau, L. A. (2003). Sexual compliance: Gender,

motivational, and relationship perspectives. Journal of Sex

Research, 40, 87–100.

Impett, E. A., Peplau, L. A., & Gable, S. L. (2005). Approach and

avoidance sexual motivation: Implications for personal and inter-

personal well-being. Personal Relationships, 12, 465–482. doi:

10.1111/j.1475-6811.2005.00126.x

Impett, E.A., Strachman, A., Finkel, E. J., & Gable, S. L. (2008). Main-

taining sexual desire in intimate relationships: The importance of

approach goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 94,

808–823.

Klusmann, D. (2002). Sexual motivation and the duration of partner-

ship. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 31, 275–287. doi:10.1023/A:

1015205020769

Kogan, A., Impett, E., Oveis, C., Hui, B., Gordon, A., & Keltner, D.

(2010). When giving feels good: The intrinsic benefits of sacrifice

in romantic relationships for the communally motivated. Psycholo-

gical Science, 21, 1918–1924.

Lambert, N. M., Clark, M. S., Durtschi, J., Fincham, F. D., & Graham,

S. M. (2010). Benefits of expressing gratitude: Expressing grati-

tude to a partner changes one’s view of the relationship. Psycholo-

gical Science, 21, 574–580.

Levine, S. (2003). The nature of sexual desire: A clinician’s perspec-

tive. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 32, 279–285. doi:10.1023/A:

1023421819465

Liu, C. (2000). A theory of marital sexual life. Journal of Marriage

and Family, 62, 363–374.

McCarthy, B. W. (1999). Marital style and its effects on sexual desire

and functioning. Journal of Family Psychotherapy, 10, 1–12.

Mills, J., & Clark, M. S. (1982). Exchange and communal relation-

ships. In L. Wheeler (Ed.), Review of personality and social psy-

chology (pp. 121–144). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Mills, J., Clark, M. S., Ford, T. E., & Johnson, M. (2004). Measure-

ment of communal strength. Personal Relationships, 11,

213–230. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.2004.00079.x

Raudenbush, S. W., Bryk, A. S., Cheong, Y. F., & Congdon, R. T.

(2004). HLM 6: Hierarchical linear and nonlinear modeling

[Computer software manual]. Chicago, IL: Scientific Software

International.

Regan, P. C. (2000). The role of sexual desire and sexual activity in dat-

ing relationships. Social Behavior and Personality, 28, 51–59.

Rusbult, C. E., Martz, J. M., & Agnew, C. R. (1998). The investment

model scale: Measuring commitment level, satisfaction level, qual-

ity of alternatives, and investment size. Personal Relationships, 5,

357–391. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.1998.tb00177.x

Selig, J. P., & Preacher, K. J. (2008, June). Monte Carlo method for

assessing mediation: An interactive tool for creating confidence

intervals for indirect effects [Computer software]. Retrieved from

http://quantpsy.org/

Sprecher, S., & Regan, P. C. (1998). Passionate and companionate

love in courting and young married couples. Sociological Inquiry,

68, 163–185. doi:10.1111/j.1475-682X.1998.tb00459.x

Yoo, S. E., Clark, M. S., Lemay, E. P., Salovey, P., & Monin, J. K.

(2011). Responding to partners’ expression of anger: The role

of communal motivation. Personality and Social Psychology

Bulletin, 37, 229–241. doi:10.1177/0146167210394205

Zhang, Z., Zyphur, M. J., & Preacher, K. J. (2009). Testing multilevel

mediation using hierarchical linear models: Problems and solu-

tions. Organizational Research Methods, 12, 695–719.

Author Biographies

Amy Muise is a social psychologist studying sexuality and relation-

ships. She is currently a postdoctoral fellow in Psychology at the Uni-

versity of Toronto Mississauga.

Emily A. Impett is an Assistant Professor of Psychology at the Uni-

versity of Toronto Mississauga. The main goal of her research is to

investigate how close relationships influence our happiness and

well-being.

Aleksandr Kogan is a faculty member at the University of Cam-

bridge. He studies close relationships, love and prosociality.

Serge Desmarais is a Professor of Psychology at the University of

Guelph. His research interests include applied social psychology,

close relationships, and gender issues.

Muise et al. 273

 at UNIV OF GUELPH on May 6, 2013spp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://quantpsy.org/
http://spp.sagepub.com/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


