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Satisfying relationships are central to health andwell-being, yet the insecurities of anxiously attached people
can detract from the quality of their romantic relationships. One factor associated with relationship quality is
perceiving a partner as responsive to one’s needs, and responsiveness to a partner’s sexual needs might be a
particularly powerful way to signal responsiveness to anxiously attached partners. In a 21-day daily
experience and longitudinal study of 121 couples, we tested perceived partner sexual responsiveness as a
buffer against the lower relationship quality (satisfaction, commitment, trust) and sexual satisfaction that
anxiously attached people typically experience. On days when anxiously attached people perceived their
partner as responsive to their sexual needs, they reported similar levels of relationship and sexual
satisfaction, trust, and commitment as people lower in anxiety. Perceived partner sexual responsiveness
was also important for maintaining commitment over time. Our findings suggest that perceived partner
sexual responsiveness is one promising protective factor for anxiously attached partners.
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Sex is one way that romantic partners demonstrate responsiveness
in their relationships (see Diamond & Huebner, 2012). Feeling
sexually understood by a partner helps people feel more satisfied and
committed to their relationships over time (Muise & Impett, 2015),
and satisfying and frequent sex can buffer partners against the
detrimental implications of negative traits, such as neuroticism
and insecurities (e.g., Little et al., 2010; Russell & McNulty,
2011). Although there are demonstrated benefits of responsiveness
in relationships, and the sexual domain is particularly crucial for
highly anxious people to have their attachment needs met, it is
unclear whether sexual responsiveness is particularly beneficial for
buffering the insecurities of those who are higher in attachment
anxiety. In the current research, we explore whether perceived
partner sexual responsiveness—feeling that a partner is perceptive
of and interested in meeting one’s sexual needs—facilitates sexual
and relationship quality in daily life and over time, and whether this

is particularly important for people higher in attachment anxiety—
whose chronic relationship insecurities are rooted in their fear of
rejection and constant desire for reassurance from their partner.

Facilitating Relationship Quality: The Role of Sexual
Responsiveness

Perceiving a partner as understanding and valuing your needs is
associated with greater relationship quality (e.g., Lemay et al.,
2007). When people perceive their partners to be responsive (e.g.,
understanding and caring), they tend to feel more satisfied, commit-
ted, and secure (Debrot et al., 2012; Segal & Fraley, 2016). Recent
research has also demonstrated the specific benefits of responsive-
ness to a partner’s sexual needs. Above and beyond a partner’s
general motivation to be understanding and caring toward fulfilling
their partner’s needs, people who have partners and who are
motivated to fulfill their sexual needs (i.e., termed sexual communal
strength; Muise et al., 2013) report higher sexual and relationship
satisfaction and are more committed to their relationships over time
(Day et al., 2015; Muise & Impett, 2015; for a review see Muise &
Impett, 2016). Similarly, on days when a person is more commu-
nally motivated to be responsive to their partner’s sexual needs, both
partners report being more satisfied with the sexual experience and
with their relationship in general (Impett et al., 2019).

Although research has demonstrated the general importance of
being (and perceiving a partner as) sexually responsive, no research
to date has explored whether perceived partner sexual responsive-
ness is most beneficial for people who struggle to recognize their
partner’s responsivity and tend to have more volatile sexual and
relationship quality—people who are higher in attachment anxiety
(Birnbaum, 2007; Birnbaum et al., 2006; Butzer & Campbell,
2008). Perceived responsiveness to sexual needs may be particularly
beneficial for anxiously attached individuals, given their overall lack
of perceived general responsiveness and tendency to rely on sexual
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interactions to reflect the quality of the rest of their relationship
(Birnbaum et al., 2006; Butzer & Campbell, 2008). Understanding
how sexual responsiveness can mitigate the insecurities of anxious
partners has implications for strengthening the relationships and sex
lives of those who tend to experience greater challenges in these
areas than others, and it can assist in bolstering relationship quality
over time.

The Buffering Effect of Perceived Partner Sexual
Responsiveness for Attachment Anxiety

Individuals who are higher in attachment anxiety desire intense
closeness in their relationships and fear abandonment from their
partners (e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).
Anxiously attached people also typically perceive their partners as
being less responsive than they actually are (e.g., Collins, 1996;
Mizrahi et al., 2018) and are more susceptible to experiencing lower
relationship and sexual satisfaction, trust, and mixed feelings of
commitment in their relationship (Birnbaum, 2007; Butzer &
Campbell, 2008; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Li & Chan, 2012;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003; Slotter & Finkel, 2009; Tran &
Simpson, 2009). In the sexual domain, people higher in attachment
anxiety tend to view sex as a way to meet their intense needs for
intimacy, emotional closeness, and reassurance (Davis et al., 2004;
Schachner & Shaver, 2004; Tracy et al., 2003) and use their sexual
experiences to decipher the quality of their overall relationship
(Butzer & Campbell, 2008). These ties between relationship quality
and sexual experiences are unique to anxiously attached individuals
or people with anxiously attached partners (Birnbaum et al., 2006;
Butzer & Campbell, 2008). Given the importance they place on
relationship experiences as a reflection of their relationship quality
in general (Campbell et al., 2005), anxiously attached people may
also be especially sensitive to cues of rejection or reassurance in the
bedroom (Fraley & Shaver, 2000).
The adverse effects of attachment anxiety on relationship and

sexual outcomes have been established in the existing literature
(e.g., Birnbaum, 2007; Butzer & Campbell, 2008; Davis et al.,
2006), and related work has begun to consider the role of protective
factors in buffering these effects (e.g., Arriaga et al., 2018; Little
et al., 2010; Overall & Simpson, 2015; Simpson & Overall, 2014;
Tran & Simpson, 2009). In the sexual domain, research has shown
that sex is one way to express responsiveness, reassurance, and
caring to anxiously attached partners. For example, in two separate
7-day diary studies of newlywed couples, higher daily sexual
satisfaction was associated with buffering anxiously attached people
against the lower marital satisfaction that they typically reported
(Little et al., 2010). One explanation for why satisfying sex buffered
anxious people from lower marital satisfaction is because positive
sexual experiences signaled partner availability (Little et al., 2010).
Building from the existing literature, seeing a partner as responsive
in the sexual domain might be particularly important for facilitating
greater security for anxiously attached people. However, no research
to our knowledge has explicitly assessed how perceiving a partner as
sexually responsive (rather than reporting more satisfying sex)
buffers anxiously attached people’s insecurities and impacts their
relationships and sex lives. Given that perceiving a partner as
available indicates openness to an anxiously attached person’s
proximity-seeking attempts and bids for intimacy (Birnbaum
et al., 2006), we suggest that perceiving a partner as being sexually

responsive can uniquely buffer the negative relational consequences
of anxious attachment, leading them to feel similar levels of
relationship and sexual quality as those who are lower in attachment
anxiety.

The Current Study

In the current research, we conducted a dyadic multi-part study
(i.e., baseline survey, 21-day daily experience surveys, follow-up
survey 3 months later) of 121 romantic couples to test whether
perceived partner sexual responsiveness buffers highly anxiously
attached people from lower sexual and relationship quality in daily
life. Specifically, our key research aims are to test whether (a) on
days when anxious people perceive their partners as higher (com-
pared to lower) in sexual responsiveness, they are buffered against
the lower relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, trust, and
commitment that they typically report; (b) the benefits of perceived
partner sexual responsiveness persist over time; and (c) are incurred
above and beyond general perceived partner responsiveness. Our
questions are centered on the potential protective qualities of
perceived partner sexual responsiveness for anxiously attached
individuals’ relationship outcomes (e.g., given how powerful the
sexual domain is for signaling a partner’s availability, and given
their intense need for reassurance and closeness; Davis et al., 2004;
Schachner & Shaver, 2004). Because avoidant people tend to be
uncomfortable with closeness, we did not think that perceived
partner sexual responsiveness would buffer their insecurities the
way it buffers those of anxious people; therefore, our key predictions
are focused on the buffering effect for anxious people. However, we
control for attachment avoidance in all analyses and report effects
for attachment avoidance in the Supplementary Materials for inter-
ested readers. We also conducted exploratory tests to determine if
the effects carried over to the next day were consistent for men and
women, and accounted for the buffering effects of sexual satisfac-
tion on relationship quality (see Supplementary Materials).

Method

Participants

Couples were recruited through online (e.g., Reddit, Kijiji, Face-
book, Craigslist) and physical (e.g., university campuses, public
transportation centers) advertisements in Canada and the U.S. as part
of a larger study. Eligible couples were currently living together or
seeing each other at least 5 out of 7 days, sexually active, 18 years of
age or older, residing in Canada or the U.S., able to read and
understand English, and had daily access to a computer with
internet. Both partners had to agree to participate. We aimed to
recruit at least 125 couples based on an actor–partner interdepen-
dence model (APIM) power analysis and recommendations for
achieving sufficient power with dyadic data by Kenny et al.
(2006). Based on screening criteria and timing, our final sample
consisted of 121 couples at baseline and the daily level (N = 115
men, 124 women, 2 “others,” 1 missing), and 215 participants at
follow-up (89% retention). One couple was excluded because they
only completed the baseline survey of the study. This study received
research ethics committee approval from York University (title of
study: “Couples Daily Relationship Experiences Study”; granting
body: Human Participant Research Committee). Participants ranged
in age from 20 to 78 years (M = 32.63, SD = 10.19). The sample
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was primarily White/Caucasian (65.3%), straight/heterosexual
(81.4%), and married (46.7%), and the average relationship length
was 8.50 years (SD = 8.41; see Table 1).

Procedure

Couples were pre-screened for eligibility via email and telephone.
Once eligibility and consent were confirmed, each partner com-
pleted a 60-min online background survey, followed by 10–15-min
online surveys for 21 consecutive days, and a 20-min online follow-
up survey 3 months later. Participants were asked to complete the
surveys before bed each night and to begin the study on the same day
as their partner. Each partner was compensated up to $60 CAD ($48
USD). Participants completed an average of 18.39 (out of 21) daily
entries, and 215 participants (89%) completed the follow-up survey.
To promote retention, participants were compensated for the back-
ground survey and any daily surveys that they completed following
the 21 days, and additional compensation was provided as an
incentive for completing the follow-up survey 3 months later.
Participants also received frequent email reminders to provide
sufficient notice of any upcoming surveys, and truncated versions
of select measures were assessed to circumvent fatigue (see below
for more details). We tested whether those who did (vs. did not)

complete the follow-up survey differed in our key variables of
interest, but we did not find any significant differences (see Supple-
mental Materials for details).

Measures

In addition to the key variables, both partners reported their age,
sexual frequency, and relationship duration (a couple-level variable
calculated by taking the mean of each partner’s report; see Table 2
for correlations). For the daily (within-person) measures, we used
truncated versions with only one or a few items to reduce participant
attrition and bolster efficiency (Bolger et al., 2003).

Person-Level Measures

Attachment

Attachment was measured at background with the Experiences in
Close Relationships Short-Form scale (Wei et al., 2007). Six items
assessed attachment anxiety (e.g., “I need a lot of reassurance that I
am loved by my partner”; α = .71, M = 3.40, SD = 1.12) and six
items assessed attachment avoidance (e.g., “I try to avoid getting too
close tomy partner”; α = .79,M = 2.03, SD = .90). Items were rated
on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).

Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was assessed with the Perceived Rela-
tionship Quality Components (PRQC) Inventory (Fletcher et al.,
2000; α = .95, M = 6.14, SD = .92). Participants rated three items
(e.g., “How satisfied are you with your relationship?”) on a 7-point
scale (1 = not at all to 7 = extremely). The same items were
administered at follow-up (α = .94, M = 5.97, SD = 1.16).

Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual satisfaction was measured with the Global Measure of
Sexual Satisfaction (GMSEX; Lawrance & Byers, 1998; α = .96,
M = 6.01, SD = 1.41). Participants rated five items on bipolar
7-point scales (e.g., “My sex life is bad/good”). The same items
were administered at follow-up (α = .97, M = 5.83, SD = 1.50).

Trust

Trust was assessed with the PRQC Inventory (Fletcher et al.,
2000; M = 6.15, SD = 1.21). Participants rated one item (e.g.,
“How dependable is your partner?”) on a 7-point scale (1 = not
at all to 7 = extremely). The same item was assessed at follow-up
(M = 6.18, SD = 1.18).

Commitment

Commitment was assessed with the PRQC Inventory (Fletcher
et al., 2000; α = .83, M = 6.69, SD = .59). Participants rated two
items (e.g., “How committed are you to your relationship?”) on a
7-point scale (1 = not at all to 7 = extremely). One item was
administered at follow-up (“How committed are you to your
relationship?”; M = 6.58, SD = .86).

Table 1
Sample Characteristics (N = 242)

Characteristics M (range) or n SD or %

Age (years) 32.63 (20–78) 10.19
Ethnicity
White (e.g., North American,
European, etc.)

158 65.3%

East Asian (e.g., Chinese,
Korean, etc.)

20 8.3%

South Asian (e.g., Indian,
Pakistani, etc.)

18 7.4%

Bi- or multi-ethnic/ racial (e.g.,White/
Black, East Asian/South Asian, etc.)

14 5.8%

Other ethnicities 31 12.7%
Relationship status
Dating 3 1.2%
Cohabitating 71 29.3%
Common law 33 13.6%
Engaged 19 7.9%
Married 113 46.7%
Others 1 .4%

Sexual orientation
Asexual 7 2.9%
Bisexual 22 9.1%
Lesbian 6 2.5%
Straight/heterosexual 197 81.4%
Pansexual 4 1.7%
Other sexual orientations 6 2.4%

Relationship duration (years) 8.5 (1.5–58.25) 8.4
Sexual frequency 1.97 .88

Note. “Other ethnicities” include participants who did not identify with one
of the presented categories, as well as all ethnicities representing 5% or less
of the sample (i.e., Black [e.g., African, Caribbean, etc.], Latin American
[e.g., Mexican, Columbian, etc.]). “Other sexual orientations” include
participants who did not identify with one of the presented categories, as
well as orientations representing less than 1% of the sample (i.e., Gay,
Queer). Percentages may not add up to 100% due to a small amount of
missing data.
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Sexual Frequency

Sexual frequency during the past 30 days was assessed with
seven items about different types of sexual activity (i.e., oral sex
[giving to partner], oral sex [receiving from partner], giving manual
stimulation [touching or massaging your partner’s genitals], receiv-
ing manual stimulation [your partner touching or massaging your
genitals], manual stimulation [masturbation; alone], sexual inter-
course with vaginal penetration, sexual intercourse with anal pene-
tration). Response options included: 0 = not at all, 1 = once or
twice, 2 = once a week, 3 = 2–3 times a week, 4 = 4–5 times a
week, 5 = once a day, 6 = more than once a day. Partners’ reports
of sexual frequency were highly correlated (r = .65, p < .001);
therefore, we used the mean of partners’ scores to create a couple-
level variable (M = 1.97, SD = .88).

Daily-Level Measures

Perceived Partner Sexual Responsiveness

Perceived partner sexual responsiveness was measured with one
item from a scale of positive relationship-enhancing behaviors
(Joel et al., 2020) assessed on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all to
7 = very much): “Today, my partner was perceptive of my sexual
needs”; M = 4.84, SD = 2.03). Given that this item is a key
predictor variable in our analyses but has yet to be validated
(unlike the other single-item assessments in this study), we aimed
to first provide evidence of its validity. To do so, we conducted a
study using Prolific (n = 242; https://www.prolific.co/) to com-
pare the item to the more comprehensive Sexual Communal
Strength Scale (adapted to be about perceptions of a current
romantic partner; Muise et al., 2013). Following guidelines
from Kline (2016), we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis
and found that this single item had a standardized factor loading of
.75 (i.e., the third highest loading item) on the perceived partner
sexual responsiveness latent variable, demonstrating strong con-
struct validity. In addition, the single item and the Sexual Com-
munal Strength scale were highly positively correlated (r = .67,
p < .001) and similarly associated with our outcomes of interest.
See Supplementary Materials for more details about the validation
process.

Perceived Partner Responsiveness

Perceived partner responsiveness was assessed with three items
(i.e., “Today, I felt validated by my partner; cared for by my partner,
understood by my partner”; M = 3.44, SD = .72; modified from
Maisel & Gable, 2009). Items were assessed with a 4-point scale
(1 = not at all to 4 = a lot). Within-person reliability of the items
(indicated by Rc; Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013) was .87.

Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was assessed with one item from the
PRQC Inventory (Fletcher et al., 2000) adapted to be about that day.
The item (“Today, how satisfied were you with your relationship?”)
was assessed on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all to 7 = extremely;
M = 6.04, SD = 1.25).

Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual satisfaction was measured with the GMSEX adapted to be
about that day (e.g., “Today, I felt my sex life was bad/good”;
Lawrance & Byers, 1998). Participants rated five items on bipolar
7-point scales (M = 5.55, SD = 1.68; Rc = .96).

Trust

Trust was assessed with one item from the PRQC Inventory
(Fletcher et al., 2000) adapted to be about that day. The item (“Today,
how much could you count on your partner?”) was assessed on a 7-
point scale (1 = not at all to 7 = extremely; M = 6.19, SD = 1.21).

Commitment

Commitment was assessed with one item from PRQC Inventory
(Fletcher et al., 2000) adapted to be about that day. The item (“Today,
how committed were you with your relationship?”) was assessed on a
7-point scale (1 = not at all to 7 = extremely;M = 6.46, SD = 1.00).

Data Analyses

Data were analyzed using multi-level modeling in SPSS
23.0. Data and syntax for the analyses are available on the

Table 2
Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Age — .76*** .09 −.01 .04 .03 .12 .04 .06 −.05 −.002
2. Rel. duration — .04 −.03 .04 .00 .06 .02 −.04 −.06 −.01
3. Avoidance — .42*** −.42*** −.40*** −.24*** −.43*** .05 −.22** −.42***
4. Anxiety — −.31*** −.25*** −.20** −.36*** .09 −.19** −.30***
5. Rel. sat. — .77*** .61*** .90*** .14* .64*** .87***
6. Commitment — .42*** .78*** .04 .35*** .66***
7. Sexual sat. — .53*** .28*** .69*** .65***
8. Trust — .07 .56*** .83***
9. Sex. freq. — .43*** .24***
10. PPSR — .69***
11. PPR —

Note. Age, relationship duration, avoidance, anxiety, and sexual frequency were assessed at background. All other variables were at the daily level. Daily
variables were aggregates across the diary. Rel. duration = relationship duration; Rel. sat. = relationship satisfaction. Sexual sat. = sexual satisfaction; Sex
freq = sexual frequency; PPSR = perceived partner sexual responsiveness; PPR = perceived partner general responsiveness.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/5hy8v/?view_only=
3988d0dcd7cf4eeeac3abe7cb121fda1. Our first research aim was
focused on (a) how participants’ perceived responsiveness of their
partner buffers anxiously attached people from lower sexual satis-
faction and relationship quality. To test these questions, we assessed
two-level cross models with random intercepts where persons were
nested within dyads, and persons and days were crossed given that
both partners completed the daily surveys on the same days (Kenny
et al., 2006). Background predictors (i.e.,attachment anxiety) were
grand-mean centered such that they represented between-person
differences. Daily predictors (i.e., perceived partner sexual respon-
siveness) were partitioned into their within- and between-variance
components, which were person-mean centered and aggregated (and
grand-mean centered), respectively (Raudenbush et al., 2004). We
were focused on the associations between the within-person pre-
dictors and daily outcomes, where the unstandardized betas (b) can
be interpreted as the change in the dependent variable for every one-
unit deviation from the person’s own mean predictor value. Mod-
erations were cross-level interactions between attachment and daily
perceived partner sexual responsiveness. We did, however, also test
our predictions in full APIMs that controlled for partner effects
(Kenny et al., 2006). These are reported in the Supplementary
Materials. All main effects were included in the models and,
although our key predictions were about attachment anxiety, we
controlled for attachment avoidance and interactions between
attachment avoidance and perceived partner sexual responsiveness
in all analyses (see Supplementary Materials for effects for avoidant
attachment). We probed significant interactions by calculating the
simple slope effects using one standard deviation value below and
above the mean of the moderator to assess how the effects of higher
(vs. average and lower) perceived partner sexual responsiveness
on outcomes varied for people who were higher (vs. lower) in
attachment anxiety (Aiken et al., 1991). In other words, we tested
the association between anxious attachment and sexual and rela-
tionship quality at high and low levels of perceived partner sexual
responsiveness. These tests would demonstrate whether, on days
when people perceive their partners as low in sexual responsive-
ness, highly anxious people would report lower sexual and rela-
tionship quality than people low in anxiety, or whether, on days
when people perceive their partners as highly sexually responsive,
highly anxious people would be buffered against their lower sexual
and relationship quality and report similar levels to people low in
anxiety. We also conducted additional analyses controlling for
gender. Men and women did not report mean level differences on
our key variables of interest and largely, the effects were consistent
for men and women (see Supplementary Materials for details of the
analyses).
Our second research aim was to assess (b) whether daily per-

ceived partner sexual responsiveness was associated with outcomes
3 months later. To assess this, we entered an aggregated and grand-
mean centered version of actor and partner daily perceived partner
sexual responsiveness into the model as predictors, and we
accounted for an aggregated and grand-mean centered version of
the outcome variable as assessed at background. We also tested
attachment anxiety (aggregated and grand-mean centered reports at
the background, controlling for aggregated and grand-mean cen-
tered reports of attachment avoidance at background) as a moderator
of the associations between perceived partner sexual responsiveness
and our key outcomes over time (see above). Our final research aim

was to assess (c) whether the benefits of perceived partner sexual
responsiveness at the daily level (aggregated and person-mean
centered) and over time (aggregated and grand-mean centered)
were specific to the sexual domain. As such, we controlled for
general perceived partner responsiveness in the models with the
same level of centering as perceived partner sexual responsiveness.

Our goal was to extend, rather than replicate, the existing findings
by Little et al. (2010). In other words, we aimed to test the
theoretical prediction that perceiving a partner as highly sexually
responsive to one’s needs might be particularly beneficial for
anxiously attached folks, and we consider sexual satisfaction as
an outcome, in addition to relationship quality. In response to a
reviewer’s comment, we conducted additional exploratory analyses
to test whether our predicted buffering effects differ from the effects
shown by Little et al. (2010). We also exploratorily tested whether
there is evidence for lagged day effects (e.g., whether perceived
partner sexual responsiveness predicted higher sexual and relation-
ship quality the next day), as well as whether significant interaction
effects differed by gender (see Supplemental Materials for data
analytic strategies and results of the exploratory analyses).

Results

Daily Perceived Partner Sexual Responsiveness and
Relationship and Sexual Quality

First, consistent with previous research, people higher in attach-
ment anxiety reported lower daily relationship satisfaction (b = −.11,
SE = .04, t[180.32] = −2.56, p = .011, 95% CI [−.19, −.02]),
sexual satisfaction (b = −.18, SE = .07, t[167.11] = −2.54,
p = .012, 95% CI [−.32, −.04]), and trust (b = −.13, SE = .04,
t[192.12] = −3.06, p = .003, 95%CI [−.22,−.05]) compared to less
anxiously attached people. However, there was no significant associ-
ation between attachment anxiety and daily commitment (b = −.04,
SE = .04, t[156.39] = −1.21, p = .228, 95% CI [−.11, .03]). In
addition, we found daily associations between perceived partner
sexual responsiveness and our key outcomes. On days when people
perceived their partner as being more sexually responsive than they
typically perceived them to be across the daily diary study, they
reported higher relationship satisfaction (b = .22, SE = .01,
t[4064.71] = 24.87, p < .001, 95% CI [.20, .24]), sexual satisfaction
(b = .31, SE = .01, t[3893.26] = 35.61, p < .001, 95% CI [.30,
.33]), trust (b = .19, SE = .01, t[3910.08] = 21.81, p < .001, 95%
CI [.18, .21]), and commitment (b = .09, SE = .01,
t[3826.11] = 13.09, p < .001, 95% CI [.08, .10]).

Next, we tested our key effects of interest (our first research aim)
that daily perceived partner sexual responsiveness would buffer
highly anxiously attached people from lower relationship and sexual
quality in daily life (see Table 3 for interaction effects between
perceived partner sexual responsiveness and attachment anxiety).
Although people higher in attachment anxiety tended to perceive
their partner as less responsive to their sexual needs in daily life
(r = −.19, p = .003), when highly anxious people perceived their
partner as higher (vs. lower) in sexual responsiveness in daily life,
they were buffered against lower daily relationship and sexual
quality. Specifically, on days when people perceived their partner
as lower (vs. higher) in sexual responsiveness, anxiously attached
people reported lower relationship satisfaction (b = −.13,
SE = .04, t[234.79] = −3.44, p = .001, 95% CI [−.20, −.05]),
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sexual satisfaction (b = −.20, SE = .05, t[175.85] = −3.65,
p < .001, 95% CI [−.31, −.09]), and trust (b = −.17, SE = .04,
t[250.38] = −4.10, p < .001, 95% CI [−.25, −.09]), but not lower
commitment (b = −.06, SE = .04, t[187.58] = −1.73, p = .086,
95% CI [−.14, .01]), compared to people who were lower in
attachment anxiety. However, on days when people perceived their
partner as higher (vs. lower) in sexual responsiveness, people higher
in attachment anxiety were buffered against these negative associa-
tions and reported the same levels of relationship satisfaction
(b = .01, SE = .04, t[233.40] = .35, p = .731, 95% CI [−.06, .09]),
sexual satisfaction (b = .02, SE = .05, t[175.69] = .34, p = .736,
95% CI [−.09, .13]), trust (b = .02, SE = .04, t[249.85] = −.57,
p = .571, 95% CI [−.10, .06]), and commitment (b = .01,
SE = .04, t[187.29] .15, p = .884, 95% CI [−.07, .08]) as people
lower in attachment anxiety (see Figure 1S and Figure 2S in the
Supplemental Materials for interpretations of the simple effects).
Results did not differ by couples’ relationship length or sexual
frequency (see Supplemental Materials).

Perceived Partner Sexual Responsiveness and
Relationship and Sexual Quality Over Time

Next, we tested our second research aim that the benefits of
perceived partner sexual responsiveness for relationship and sexual
quality would persist over time. People who perceived their partners
as more responsive to their sexual needs over the course of the
21-day daily experience study reported higher relationship satisfaction
(b = .20, SE = .06, t[207.36] = 3.58, p < .001, 95% CI [.09, .31]),
sexual satisfaction (b = .52, SE = .06, t[160.56] = 8.04, p < .001,
95% CI [.39, .65]), trust (b = .15, SE = .06, t[182.91] = 2.72,
p = .007, 95% CI [.04, .26]), and commitment (b = .11,
SE = .04, t[177.81] = 3.02, p = .003, 95% CI [.04, .19]) 3 months
later. One of these associations was moderated by anxious attach-
ment (see Table 3). However, although neither of the simple effects
were significant, when people higher in attachment anxiety per-
ceived their partner as lower in sexual responsiveness over the
course of the diary study, there was a negative association with
commitment 3 months later (did not reach significance; b = −.12,
SE = .06, t[162.44] = −1.84, p = .068, 95% CI [−.24, .01]). In
contrast, when a partner was perceived as higher
in sexual responsiveness over the course of the diary study, the

association was positive, although nonsignificant (b = .07,
SE = .06, t[174.37] = 1.15, p = .253, 95% CI [−.05, .20]). Results
did not differ by couples’ relationship length or sexual frequency.

Ruling Out an Alternative Explanation

Lastly, we assessed our third research aim of whether the
demonstrated buffering effects of perceived partner sexual respon-
siveness are unique to responsiveness to one’s sexual needs (com-
pared to one’s needs in general). Importantly, although general
perceived partner responsiveness also buffered highly anxiously
attached people from lower daily relationship satisfaction (b = .07,
SE = .02, t[4151.35] = 2.95, p = .003, 95% CI [.02, .11]) and trust
(b = .07, SE = .02, t[4187.30] = 3.03, p = .002, 95% CI [.03,
.12]), the effects of perceived partner sexual responsiveness re-
mained significant above and beyond perceived partner general
responsiveness, with one exception (see results controlling for
general perceived partner responsiveness and Table S3 in Supple-
mental Materials). When general perceived partner responsiveness
was controlled, the interaction between perceived partner sexual
responsiveness and attachment anxiety predicting daily commit-
ment was reduced to nonsignificance, b = .01, SE = .01,
t(4151.51) = 1.67, p = .096, 95% CI (−.002, .03). This finding
suggests that the buffering effects of perceived partner sexual
responsiveness on commitment are at least partially accounted
for by general perceptions of a partner’s responsiveness. However,
overall, these findings suggest that, even after accounting for general
perceptions of responsiveness, on days when anxiously attached
people perceive their partner as highly responsive to their sexual
needs, they report similar levels of sexual satisfaction, relationship
satisfaction, and trust as people lower in attachment anxiety.

Similar to the daily effects, although general perceived partner
responsiveness did not significantly buffer associations between attach-
ment anxiety and outcomes over time, the moderation between
perceived partner sexual responsiveness and attachment anxiety pre-
dicting commitment was reduced to nonsignificant when controlling
for general perceptions of responsiveness, b = .05, SE = .05,
t(159.29) = 1.01, p = .313, 95% CI (−.05, .15). Therefore, having
a sexually responsive partner does not buffer people higher in attach-
ment anxiety from declines in their feelings of commitment over time
above and beyond general partner responsiveness.

Table 3
Interaction Terms for Associations Between Attachment Anxiety and Outcomes Moderated by Perceived Partner Sexual Responsiveness

95% CI

b SE t df p Low High

Daily PPSR moderated by attachment anxiety
Relationship satisfaction .05 .01 5.60 3916.20 <.001 .03 .06
Sexual satisfaction .07 .01 8.72 3989.67 <.001 .06 .09
Trust .05 .01 5.68 4068.05 <.001 .03 .07
Commitment .02 .01 3.50 4135.33 <.001 .01 .04

PPSR over time moderated by attachment anxiety
Relationship satisfaction .03 .04 .89 132.16 .376 −.04 .10
Sexual satisfaction .06 .05 1.18 199.84 .238 −.04 .16
Trust .05 .04 1.10 176.77 .275 −.04 .13
Commitment .07 .03 2.27 167.95 .025 .01 .12

Note. Beta values are unstandardized coefficients. PPSR = perceived partner sexual responsiveness. Effects represent moderations between daily PPSR and
attachment anxiety, controlling for attachment avoidance and all main effects and interactions.
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Discussion

People higher in attachment anxiety tend to perceive their partners
as unresponsive to their needs (e.g., Collins, 1996) and have volatile
feelings of satisfaction, trust, and commitment (e.g., Birnbaum,
2007; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Our findings emphasize that the
sexual domain is one key way for partners to express responsiveness
(Diamond&Huebner, 2012), particularly to partners who are higher
in attachment anxiety. In the current study, we extend past research
and demonstrate that perceiving a partner as being highly sexually
responsive in daily life can buffer highly anxiously attached people
from lower relationship and sexual quality and evoke similar levels
of relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, trust, and commit-
ment as people lower in attachment anxiety. Importantly, these
effects were above and beyond general perceptions of partner
responsiveness, suggesting that there are unique effects of perceiv-
ing a partner as responsive to one’s sexual needs specifically.

The Benefits of Perceived Partner Sexual Responsiveness
for Anxiously Attached Partners

Anxiously attached people have a chronic need for closeness,
acceptance, reassurance, and love (Birnbaum et al., 2006). They often
seek affection (Hazan et al., 1994) and tend to be needy and
controlling in relationships—all of which contribute to an overin-
vestment in their relationships and more conflict than less anxiously
attached partners (Davis et al., 2004; Dunkley et al., 2016; Hazan &
Shaver, 1987; Li & Chan, 2012). Although anxiously attached people
are focused on being closely connected with their partner, they are
highly sensitive to cues that threaten this connection and their fears of
abandonment may ultimately harm their overall relationship stability
(Li & Chan, 2012; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002).
Perceiving a partner as being sexually responsive serves many

relationship benefits, including higher satisfaction and commitment
(e.g., Muise & Impett, 2015). While anxiously attached people long
for intense closeness and intimacy, partner support is often unap-
preciated and not enough to satisfy their intense needs (e.g., Collins
& Feeney, 2004; Girme et al., 2015; Moreira et al., 2003). In the
current study, we find that perceiving a partner as sexually respon-
sive was associated with higher relationship quality for anxiously
attached people. In fact, we demonstrate that perceptions of part-
ner’s sexual responsiveness were linked to highly anxiously
attached people reporting similar levels of satisfaction, trust, and
commitment as less anxiously attached people.
What is it about sexual responsiveness specifically that is so

important for facilitating relationship and sexual quality among
anxiously attached partners? In general, feeling sexually understood
by a partner is associated with increases in satisfaction and com-
mitment over time (Muise & Impett, 2015), and highly anxiously
attached people tend to rely heavily on sexuality to fulfill their
attachment needs (Davis et al., 2004; Schachner & Shaver, 2004).
Through sexual connection, anxious people can access what they are
most in need of to feel secure in their relationship—perceived
partner availability and intimacy (see Little et al., 2010). Thus,
compared to perceptions of general responsiveness, perceiving a
partner as being sexually responsive may more reliably reassure
anxious people that the intimacy, closeness, and commitment they
long for are reciprocated by their partner and may signal their
partner’s availability to meet their needs. Our research extends past

work on protective factors of sexuality for anxiously attached people
by showing that, in addition to having satisfying sex (Little et al.,
2010), perceiving a partner as sexually responsive is an important
buffer against the lower sexual and relationship quality anxiously
attached people typically experience.

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study is a novel investigation of how perceived
partner sexual responsiveness buffers people higher in anxious
attachment from low sexual and relationship quality in daily life.
Despite the strengths of this work—an ecologically valid study of
romantic couples over time—there are limitations. First, although
we provide evidence that daily changes in perceptions of a partner’s
sexual responsiveness were associated with daily sexual and rela-
tionship quality, and perceptions of a partner’s sexual responsive-
ness predicted increases in sexual and relationship quality over time,
we cannot confirm causality. Moreover, the buffering effects of
daily perceived partner sexual responsiveness for highly anxious
individuals did not substantially impact changes in sexual and
relationship outcomes 3 months later. This finding of a reduced
effect over time suggests that perceiving a partner as sexually
responsive in the moment or over a short window of time may
not be enough to buffer anxious people’s sexual and relationship
quality over time, which reaffirms their constant needs for intense,
ongoing feedback (rather than short or occasional bouts of reassur-
ance). However, previous experimental work finds that manipulat-
ing perceptions of a partner’s responsiveness (both in general and
for sexual needs specifically) can enhance relationship quality, at
least temporarily. In one study, manipulating general perceived
responsiveness helped people to capitalize on positive experiences
and, in turn, experience increased trust and intimacy (Reis et al.,
2010). In another recent study in which perceptions of a partner’s
sexual responsiveness were manipulated, perceiving a partner as
highly sexually responsive led to higher sexual and relationship
satisfaction compared to a control group and a groupwhoweremade
to believe their partner was low in sexual responsiveness (Balzarini
et al., in press).

In addition, the current work does not indicate why perceived
partner sexual responsiveness has specific benefits for anxiously
attached people. For example, sexual responsiveness might signal
that a partner is receptive and available to respond to an anxiously
attached person’s bids for intimacy and indicate that a partner
similarly desires closeness and connection. People who are anx-
iously attached tend to have negative working models of the self (see
Wei et al., 2005), which may lead them to underestimate their own
mate value. It is possible that having a partner who demonstrates
responsiveness to their sexual needs—even if temporarily—could
increase anxiously attached people’s feelings of being valued, and
this may account for higher relationship quality. Future research
could test possible mechanisms, such as perceived partner avail-
ability or felt desire, for the benefits of perceived partner sexual
responsiveness for people higher in attachment anxiety.

Although we provide evidence for the validity of the one-
item measure of perceived partner sexual responsiveness, it is a
single-item measure and a limitation to the current research. In the
future, researchers could use a more comprehensive measure of
perceived partner sexual responsiveness to include multiple in-
dicators of responsiveness beyond perceptiveness of sexual needs
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(i.e., motivation to meet one’s sexual needs; willingness to sacrifice
for a partner’s sexual fulfillment). In addition, participants com-
pleted the same items each day and it is possible that participants
became more aware of their own and their partner’s behaviors as a
result of answering questions about their relationship experiences
every day, and this may have led them to change their behaviors or
responses accordingly (i.e., demonstrating demand characteristics).
An additional limitation of the current research is that the findings

may not be generalizable to everyone high in attachment anxiety
because the couples in our sample were fairly highly satisfied.
Although there was a significant, negative link between attachment
anxiety and relationship and sexual satisfaction (r = −.31, p < .001
and r = −.20, p < .01, respectively), suggesting that higher levels
of attachment anxiety are associated with lower levels of satisfaction
in this sample, there may be other underlying protective character-
istics of this sample that we did not consider that enabled the
buffering effects of perceived partner sexual responsiveness.
Despite this limitation and our concerns with generalizability to
more vulnerable couples, we argue that the findings still have
implications for family psychologists by highlighting a potential
target for clinical interventions aimed at addressing insecurities of
anxiously attached people by focusing on how to be more aware of
responsiveness, both in the bedroom and in the relationship overall.
In fact, other works suggest that having a sexually responsive
partner is associated with higher sexual and relationship satisfaction
in clinical samples of couples coping with a sexual dysfunction
(Hogue et al., 2019; Muise et al., 2017) and can help couples
maintain satisfaction even when they have different sexual interests
(Balzarini et al., in press; Muise et al., 2017). Future research could
explore more vulnerable samples in which people are less satisfied
with their relationships and/or sex lives to demonstrate for whom
these findings are most valuable and whether the buffering effects
are weakened or emphasized in other types of relationships.
Finally, as demonstrated in the existing literature, people higher in

attachment anxiety have a higher threshold for perceiving and
benefiting from a partner’s responsiveness (e.g., Collins &
Feeney, 2004), so their partners might have a higher bar to reach
in terms of being perceived as responsive. The current findings
suggest that higher levels of perceived partner sexual responsiveness
are associated with sexual and relationship quality for anxiously
attached people; however, we have not identified specific behaviors
that would signal this responsiveness and if this differs based on
attachment anxiety. Future work might test whether anxiously
attached people tend to underperceive their partner’s sexual respon-
siveness—that is, do the partners of anxiously attached people have
a higher bar to clear in terms of being perceived as a responsive
partner? Related to this, are their specific indicators, such as
expressions of sexual interest, that are perceived as most responsive
by anxiously attached partners? These lines of inquiry could provide
novel insights into how perceptions of sexual responsiveness are
formed and, in turn, linked with sexual and relationship quality.

Conclusion

The current study extends previous work on responsiveness and
attachment by demonstrating that, for highly anxiously attached
people, perceiving a partner as more sexually responsive in daily life
helps them to experience similar levels of relationship satisfaction,
sexual satisfaction, trust, and commitment as less anxiously attached

people. Our findings contribute to a growing body of research that
demonstrates the specific role of sexual responsiveness in the
maintenance of relationship quality (for a review, see Muise &
Impett, 2016) and to research on buffering anxiously attached
people from lower sexual and relationship quality (Arriaga et al.,
2018; Little et al., 2010; Overall & Simpson, 2015; Simpson &
Overall, 2014). We also provide initial evidence that perceived
partner sexual responsiveness in relationships has implications and
may be a novel protective factor for anxiously attached partners to
experience greater satisfaction, trust, and commitment, despite the
relationship challenges they typically experience.
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