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Abstract
Sexual need fulfillment in a relationship is associated with both partners’ sexual and relationship quality. In the current research, 
we explored what underlies two approaches to sexual need fulfillment—sexual communal norms (i.e., being motivated to meet a 
partner’s sexual needs) and sexual exchange norms (i.e., tracking and trading sexual benefits). People high in attachment avoidance 
are less responsive to their partner’s needs and distance themselves from intimacy. Sexuality is a domain in which partners aim 
to meet each other’s needs, but it may also heighten avoidantly attached partners’ concerns about intimacy. Across three studies 
(N = 711)—using cross-sectional, dyadic, daily experience, and longitudinal methods—endorsing sexual communal norms was 
associated with greater sexual and relationship quality, whereas endorsing sexual exchange norms was not associated with, or was 
linked to lower, sexual and relationship quality. People who were higher (compared to lower) in attachment avoidance were less 
sexually communal and more exchange-oriented, and their heightened endorsement of sexual exchange norms predicted lower 
relationship satisfaction over time. With two exceptions, the effects were largely consistent for men versus women. Findings from 
this research suggest that attachment avoidance underlies approaches to sexual need fulfillment in relationships.

Keywords Attachment avoidance · Sexual communion · Sexual exchange · Relationships

Introduction

Sexuality is one domain of relationships in which partners aim 
to meet each other’s needs (e.g., Muise, Impett, Kogan, & Des-
marais, 2013). Sexual need fulfillment, as opposed to the fulfill-
ment of other types of needs, may be particularly impactful for 
relationship satisfaction given that most romantic relationships 
are sexually monogamous (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004) and 
people expect to have their sexual needs met by their romantic 
partner (Day, Muise, Joel, & Impett, 2015). Research has shown 
that when people are motivated to be responsive to their partner’s 
sexual needs (i.e., high sexual communion), both partners report 

higher sexual desire, satisfaction, and commitment, compared to 
when people are less sexually communal (Muise & Impett, 2015; 
Muise et al., 2013). One approach often contrasted with endors-
ing sexual communal norms is endorsing sexual exchange norms, 
where partners in a relationship are focused on keeping the provi-
sion of sexual benefits fair and equal (for reviews, see Byers & 
Wang, 2004; Sprecher, 1998). Less is known about individual 
differences associated with endorsing sexual exchange norms or 
how taking an exchange approach to sexuality is associated with 
sexual and relationship quality.

The current research examined how endorsing communal 
and exchange norms in a sexual relationship are associated with 
sexual and relationship quality, and what may underlie these 
different approaches to sexual need fulfillment in relationships. 
Attachment avoidance—the extent to which a person values 
independence and avoids closeness and intimacy (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2003)—tends to influence how people both provide 
care for close others and expect their needs to be responded to in 
relationships (e.g., Bartz & Lydon, 2004, 2006, 2008; Feeney & 
Collins, 2001). However, fulfilling sexual needs in a relationship 
might heighten avoidantly attached people’s distancing tenden-
cies due to their discomfort with closeness and intimacy. Given 
that sexuality is a relationship domain in which partners have 
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unique roles in fulfilling each other’s needs, we tested whether 
attachment avoidance was associated with approaches to sexual 
need fulfillment. Specifically, this research tested two key ques-
tions. First, how was the endorsement of sexual exchange norms 
(accounting for sexual communal norms) associated with sexual 
and relationship quality in committed relationships? Second, 
does attachment avoidance underlie approaches to sexual need 
fulfillment?

Communal and Exchange Approaches to Sexual 
Need Fulfillment

Responsively meeting the needs of close others is central to 
satisfying relationships (e.g., Lemay, Clark, & Feeney, 2007; 
Maisel & Gable, 2009). Two common approaches have been 
used to characterize different ways of giving and receiving ben-
efits in a relationship—termed communal norms and exchange 
norms. When people endorse communal norms, they are con-
cerned about meeting the needs of the other person (Clark & 
Mills, 1979). People who are highly communal are motivated 
to meet their partner’s needs as they arise without the expecta-
tion of direct reciprocation (Clark & Mills, 2012), and they trust 
that their partner will also behave responsively to their own 
needs (Mills, Clark, Ford, & Johnson, 2004). In recent years, 
research has shown there are also individual differences in the 
extent to which people endorse communal norms in the sexual 
domain (for a review, see Muise & Impett, 2016). Results from 
longitudinal and daily experience studies have shown that being 
motivated to meet a partner’s sexual needs (i.e., high sexual 
communion) is associated with higher sexual desire, as well 
as higher relationship satisfaction and commitment for both 
partners (Muise & Impett, 2015; Muise et al., 2013).

In contrast to endorsing communal norms, when people 
endorse exchange norms, they give benefits with the expecta-
tion of receiving equal or comparable benefits in return and 
are concerned with keeping track of benefits to keep things 
even between partners (Clark & Mills, 1979). Although social 
exchange theories have also been applied to sexuality (i.e., termed 
sexual exchange; e.g., Sprecher, 1998), associations between 
exchange norms and outcomes have been mixed. One line of 
research focusing on maintaining equity in a sexual relation-
ship has found that when the balance of rewards and costs was 
equitable (i.e., exchanges were fair and equal), people reported 
higher satisfaction with their relationships and sex lives (termed 
the Interpersonal Exchange Model of Sexual Satisfaction; Byers 
& Wang, 2004; Hatfield, Greenberger, Traupmann, & Lambert, 
1982; Lawrance & Byers, 1995). However, when exchanges were 
inequitable (i.e., partners were under- or over-benefitted), part-
ners reported poorer outcomes such as sexual dissatisfaction, dis-
tress, and frustration (e.g., Hatfield et al., 1982; Sprecher, 1998, 
2001). In addition, research has shown that tracking and trading 
benefits in relationships more generally is associated with lower 
satisfaction (Clark, Lemay, Graham, Pataki, & Finkel, 2010), and 

men who endorse exchange norms about sex tend to be less satis-
fied with their relationship (Hughes & Snell, 1990). Therefore, it 
is possible that keeping things even sexually can make partners 
feel that the relationship is equitable which might be associated 
with more favorable outcomes, but it is also possible that track-
ing and trading sexual benefits has the potential to make sexual 
experiences feel less intimate and partners feel less connected.

There is currently limited work on differences in people’s 
tendencies to endorse communal and exchange norms in rela-
tionships, but some work has shown that attachment underlies 
norms for general need fulfillment in romantic relationships. 
Whereas anxiously attached people are more likely to endorse 
communal norms, avoidantly attached people tend to endorse 
more exchange norms (e.g., Bartz & Lydon, 2006, 2008; Clark 
et al., 2010; Clark & Mills, 2012). However, we know less about 
individual differences in the endorsement of sexual norms and 
how sexual communal and exchange norms are associated 
with sexual and relationship outcomes. Understanding how a 
person’s and their partner’s endorsement of sexual communal 
and exchange norms is associated with sexual and relationship 
quality, as well as what may underlie the endorsement of these 
norms in a sexual relationship, could provide more nuanced 
insight into sexual need fulfillment and sexual and relationship 
quality for both partners.

Attachment Avoidance and Approaches to Sexual 
Need Fulfillment

Attachment is often categorized along two separate, continu-
ous dimensions—anxiety and avoidance (e.g., Brennan, Clark, 
& Shaver, 1998). Whereas people high in attachment anxiety 
have a strong desire for closeness in their relationships and 
fear abandonment from their partners, people high in attach-
ment avoidance tend to value independence and are uncomfort-
able with closeness and intimacy (e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1994; 
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003; see also Campbell, Simpson, Bol-
dry, & Kashy, 2005). Given avoidantly attached people’s fear 
of intimacy, their distancing tendencies may become triggered 
in sexual interactions with a romantic partner. People high in 
attachment avoidance tend to report lower levels of relationship 
and sexual satisfaction and more negative feelings during sex 
(Birnbaum, Reis, Mikulincer, Gillath, & Orpaz, 2006; Tracy, 
Shaver, Albino, & Cooper, 2003). In addition, they typically 
enjoy sex less and are generally less willing to engage in sex 
with a partner than those lower in attachment avoidance (Bras-
sard, Shaver, & Lussier, 2007; Tracy et al., 2003). Avoidantly 
attached people are focused on avoiding intimacy and have a 
lower frequency of dyadic sex (Brassard et al., 2007; Gentzler 
& Kerns, 2004); therefore, their motivation during sex may be 
to limit intimacy and focus on their own needs (Birnbaum et al., 
2006; Impett, Gordon, & Strachman, 2008).

Unlike secure or anxiously attached individuals who are gen-
erally more communal in their relationships (Bartz & Lydon, 
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2006, 2008; Clark et al., 2010), avoidantly attached people tend 
to be less communal and more exchange-oriented, as keeping 
track of favors may enable them to avoid closeness and maintain 
independence from their partner (Bartz & Lydon, 2008). In 
fact, avoidantly attached people dislike potential close others 
and feel more annoyed and anxious when others are more com-
munal (rather than exchange-oriented), perhaps because com-
munal cues signify increased closeness (Bartz & Lydon, 2006, 
2008). When avoidantly attached people feel that experiences in 
their relationship are promoting emotional closeness, they redi-
rect their motives to express manipulation and control over their 
partner and keep their distance in an attempt to protect them-
selves from negative outcomes (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Davis, 
Shaver, & Vernon, 2004). Applied to sexual need fulfillment 
in relationships, their discomfort with intimacy and the value 
they place on independence suggests that avoidantly attached 
people might be more focused on their own need fulfillment 
as opposed to their partner’s sexual needs. In other words, it is 
possible that avoidantly attached people are less motivated to 
be responsive to their partner’s sexual needs (i.e., they are less 
likely to endorse sexual communal norms), and more focused 
on tracking and trading benefits in a sexual relationship as a way 
to reduce sexual intimacy (i.e., they are more likely to endorse 
sexual exchange norms).

Partners of avoidantly attached people also tend to be less 
sexually satisfied (Butzer & Campbell, 2008) and do not gain 
as much from their sexual interactions, which has been theo-
rized to be because their partner’s sexual behaviors are often not 
enough to meet their emotional needs (Birnbaum, 2015; Birn-
baum et al., 2006). Research has shown that avoidantly attached 
women are more likely to avoid sex (Brassard et al., 2007), 
which may be linked to their partner’s own decreased motiva-
tions to engage in sex or experience intimacy (also termed the 
“dance of distance”; Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-Dottan, 2018; 
Middelberg, 2001). As such, when both partners are avoidantly 
attached, they experience more sexual problems, perhaps due 
to their shared discomfort with intimacy (Brassard et al., 2007). 
These findings suggest that highly avoidantly attached people, 
or those with an avoidantly attached partner, might report a 
lower endorsement of sexual communal norms and a higher 
endorsement of sexual exchange norms. However, mixed exist-
ing findings on exchange norms in sexual relationships make it 
unclear the extent to which endorsing sexual exchange norms 
might subsequently impact sexual and relationship quality.

The Current Research

In the current research using data from three multi-method stud-
ies (i.e., cross-sectional, dyadic, daily experience, longitudi-
nal), we tested the associations between attachment avoidance, 
sexual communal and exchange norms, and sexual and rela-
tionship quality. Although attachment anxiety was controlled 
for in all analyses, our focus in this research was associations 
with attachment avoidance; thus, any findings regarding attach-
ment anxiety will be presented in the Supplemental Materi-
als for interested readers. Consistent with the past research, 
we expected that endorsing sexual communal norms would 
be associated with greater sexual satisfaction and relationship 
quality (i.e., satisfaction and commitment), but that endorsing 
sexual exchange norms would not be associated with better 
sexual and relationship outcomes and instead might be linked 
to lower satisfaction. In addition, we expected that people who 
were higher (vs. lower) in attachment avoidance would be 
more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms and less likely 
to endorse sexual communal norms in their relationships. In 
Study 1, we tested the factor structure for a measure of sexual 
exchange and initial associations between attachment avoid-
ance, endorsing sexual communal and exchange norms, and 
sexual and relationship quality. In Study 2, we extended find-
ings from Study 1 by testing dyadic associations between 
approaches to sexual need fulfillment and sexual and relation-
ship quality, as well as attachment avoidance and approaches to 
sexual need fulfillment. Finally, in Study 3, we tested whether 
people higher (vs. lower) in attachment avoidance were less 
likely to endorse sexual communal norms and more likely to 
endorse sexual exchange norms in daily life, and we also tested 
whether this mediated associations between attachment avoid-
ance and sexual and relationship quality over time.

Study 1

In Study 1, a cross-sectional study of people in romantic rela-
tionships, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 
to test the factor structure of an adapted sexual exchange meas-
ure (the Sexual Exchange subscale of the Sexual Relationship 
Scale; Hughes & Snell, 1990). Next, we tested associations 
between approaches to sexual need fulfillment (i.e., sexual com-
munal and sexual exchange norms) and sexual and relation-
ship quality. We also tested our key question of whether people 
higher in attachment avoidance would be more likely to endorse 
sexual exchange norms in their relationship, and less likely to 
endorse sexual communal norms. Finally, we explored whether 
the associations between sexual communal and exchange norms 
and sexual and relationship quality were moderated by attach-
ment avoidance.
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Method

Participants

Participants were recruited through Prolific, an online recruitment 
platform. Eligible participants were sexually active, in a romantic 
relationship for at least 6 months, and 18 years of age or older. We 
recruited 267 participants, a sample size that is consistent with 
recommendations for extracting a small number of factors with 
moderately sized item communalities (Fabrigar & Wegener, 2012; 
MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong, 1999; Sakaluk & Short, 
2017). We excluded participants for not meeting the eligibility 
criteria (n = 4), failing to demonstrate proficiency with English 
(n = 12), not providing consent (n = 1), or not passing three or more 
attention checks using the Conscientious Responders Scale (n = 2; 
Marjanovic, Struthers, Cribbie, & Greenglass, 2014). The final 
sample consisted of 248 participants (N = 97 men, 147 women, 
1 trans-identified as female, 1 “other,” 2 missing), a sample size 
which gives us 95% power to detect a medium effect (f = .25) at 
an alpha of .05. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 70 years 
(M = 32.18, SD = 10.27). The average relationship length was 
8.16 years (SD = 7.99). Participants were White (85.5%), identi-
fied as “Other” (7.3%), Latin American (3.2%), Black (1.2%), East 
Asian (1.2%), South Asian (.4%), bi- or multi-ethnic/racial (.4%), 
missing (.8%). Participants were straight/heterosexual (84.7%), 
bisexual (8.9%), asexual (2.4%), lesbian (1.2%), pansexual (1.2%), 
queer (1.2%), or missing (.4%). Finally, participants were married 
(40.3%), dating (24.2%), living together (23.8%), common-law 
(5.2%), engaged (5.2%), or indicated “other” (1.2%).

Procedure

Participants were pre-screened for eligibility. Once eligibility 
and consent were confirmed, participants completed a 25-min 
online survey. We compensated participants up to $3.58 CAD 
(approximately $2.34 USD) for their participation.

Measures

In addition to the key variables, participants reported their age, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, relationship status, and relation-
ship duration (see Table 1 for correlations, means, and SDs). 
Data analyzed across studies were collected as part of larger 
studies with different broader goals, so although most meas-
ures are consistent across studies, some assessments vary (see 
Table 2 for general sample characteristics across studies). Reli-
ability values are reported when applicable.

Sexual Exchange

We used seven items adapted from the Sexual Exchange subscale 
of the Sexual Relationship Scale (Hughes & Snell, 1990) and cre-
ated two additional face valid items to assess sexual exchange. 
Given the addition of items and that the factor structure of the 
Sexual Exchange subscale has not been previously tested, we first 
aimed to test the factor structure. Data were analyzed using EFA 
according to best practices (e.g., Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, 
& Strahan, 1999; Preacher & MacCallum, 2003; Sakaluk & Short, 
2017). To test the factor structure of the Sexual Exchange subscale, 
we used maximum likelihood estimation and promax (i.e., oblique) 
rotation. The number of factors to retain was determined through 
parallel analysis using nested-model comparisons and examining 
descriptive measures of model fit (O’Connor, 2000; Sakaluk & 
Short, 2017). Parallel analysis revealed that factor solutions con-
taining one to two common factors explained more variance in the 
scale items than randomly simulated factors, and thus were plausi-
ble factor solutions. We subsequently extracted factor solutions of 
one and two common factors for further examination, anticipating 
that the one-factor solution may be best given the results of the 
parallel analysis. A two-factor model demonstrated acceptable 
fit, χ2(19) = 36.78, p = .01, TLI = .91, RMSEA = .06; however, 
upon examining the two-factor model, the second factor simply 
contained all of the reverse-coded items, suggesting that this may 

Table 1  Correlations among variables (Study 1)

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age – .72*** − .04 − .15* − .04 .02 .02 − .11 .07
2. Relationship duration – .06 − .06 − .02 − .11 − .04 − .18** .07
3. Avoidance – .28*** .20** − .31*** − .61*** − .49*** − .53***
4. Anxiety – .21** − .02 − .28*** − .26*** − .13*
5. Sexual exchange – .05 − .07 − .00 − .13*
6. Sexual communion – .32*** .37*** .15*
7. Relationship satisfaction – .68*** .52***
8. Sexual satisfaction – .30***
9. Commitment –
Mean 32.18 8.16 2.04 3.24 3.15 2.76 5.87 5.75 6.27
Standard deviation .27 7.99 .92 1.08 1.12 .62 1.04 1.28 .95
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not represent a meaningful second factor. We next tested a single-
factor solution. The single-factor solution with all items demon-
strated poor fit to the data, χ2(27) = 106.34, p < .001, TLI = .70, 
RMSEA = .11. Therefore, we removed the reverse-coded items 
and tested a single-factor model with the five remaining items, 
which demonstrated great fit, χ2(5) = 3.19, p = .67, TLI = 1.02, 
RMSEA = .00, and was a significant improvement compared to 
the two-factor solution with all items, Δχ2(14) = 33.59, p = .002, 
and to the one-factor solution with all items, Δχ2(22) = 103.16, 
p < .001. Thus, we chose the single-factor model with five items 
as the final model for our analyses. See Supplemental Materials for 
pattern- or factor-matrices of all solutions, and a full list of items.

The final measure included five items specific to exchange 
norms for fulfilling a partner’s sexual needs: “When a person 
receives sexual pleasure from a partner, he or she ought to repay 
that person right away”; “It’s best to make sure things are always 
kept ‘even’ between two people in a sexual relationship”; “I 
would do a special sexual favor for my partner only if my part-
ner did a special sexual favor for me”; “In my relationship, I 
always know whether I have given more sexually to my partner 
or received more”; and “I keep track of whether my partner 
‘owes’ me sexually (whether I have given to them more than I 
have received).” Participants rated all items on a 7-point scale 
(1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”; α = .74).

Attachment

Attachment was measured with the Experiences in Close 
Relationships Short-Form scale (Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, 
& Vogel, 2007). Six items assessed attachment anxiety (e.g., 
“I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by my partner”; 
α = .71), and six items assessed attachment avoidance (e.g., “I 
am nervous when my partner gets too close to me”; α = .84). All 
questions were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree” 
to 7 = “strongly agree”).

Sexual Communion

Sexual communal norms were measured with six items (e.g., 
“How far would you be willing to go to meet your partner’s sex-
ual needs?” α = .75; Muise et al., 2013), rated on a 5-point scale 
(0 = “not at all” to 4 = “extremely”).

Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was assessed with the Satisfaction sub-
scale of the Perceived Relationship Quality Components (PRQC) 
Inventory (e.g., “How satisfied are you with your relationship?” 
α = .95; Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). Participants rated 
three items on a 7-point scale (1 = “not at all” to 7 = “extremely”).

Table 2  Comparison of sample 
characteristics across studies

Percentages may not add up to 100% due to a small amount of missing data. Categories are collapsed when 
applicable to enable comparisons across studies

Characteristic Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

M or n SD or % M or n SD or % M or n SD or %

Age (years) 32.18 10.27 25.97 6.98 32.63 10.19
Relationship duration (years) 8.16 7.99 4.53 3.82 8.50 8.41
Ethnicity
 White 85.5% 53% 65.3%
 Black 1.2% 10.4% 4.5%
 Asian 1.6% 21.9% 15.7%
 Latin American 3.2% 3.5% 4.1%
 Other or chose not to specify 8.5% 22.9% 10.3%

Relationship status
 Dating 24.2% 48.5% 1.2%
 Cohabitating 23.8% 28.7% 29.3%
 Engaged 5.2% 2.5% 7.9%
 Married 40.3% 16.8% 46.7%
 Other 6.4% 3.5% 14%

Sexual orientation
 Bisexual 8.9% 5% 9.1%
 Lesbian or gay 1.2% 2.5% 3.3%
 Heterosexual 84.7% 83.7% 81.4%
 Other, uncertain, or chose not to specify 5.2% 5.5% 6.2%
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Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual satisfaction was measured with the Global Measure of 
Sexual Satisfaction (GMSEX; Lawrance & Byers, 1998; α = .96). 
Participants rated five bipolar items on a 7-point scale with verbal 
anchor points (e.g., My sex life is “very bad” to “very good”).

Commitment

Commitment was measured with the Commitment subscale of 
the PRQC (e.g., “How committed are you to your relationship?” 
α = .93; Fletcher et al., 2000). Participants rated three items on 
a 7-point scale (1 = “not at all” to 7 = “extremely”).

Data Analysis

Data in Study 1 were analyzed in SPSS version 23.0. We explored 
initial associations between approaches to sexual need fulfillment 
(i.e., sexual communal and sexual exchange norms), attachment, 
and relationship and sexual outcomes. To test these links, we 
conducted linear regression analyses where both sexual com-
munal and sexual exchange norms were entered simultaneously 
as predictors and centered around the grand mean of the sam-
ple. We report associations that were tested but not part of our 
key questions of interest (i.e., between attachment anxiety and 
sexual exchange/communal norms, and between attachment 
anxiety and avoidance and sexual and relationship outcomes) in 
Supplemental Materials. We tested for gender differences in the 
main effects of endorsing sexual communal norms and sexual 
exchange norms on outcomes, and between attachment avoid-
ance and sexual communal or exchange norms across studies, 
but the effects were largely consistent across gender.1 We also 

discuss whether associations between endorsing sexual com-
munal and exchange norms and outcomes differed by attach-
ment avoidance by testing moderations. Data and syntax for all  
analyses are available on the Open Science Framework:  
https ://osf.io/wntxp /?view_only=c1285 a12a8 9e472 0b7a5 208f8 
a2938 6e.

Results

First, we tested whether endorsing sexual exchange and com-
munal norms was associated with sexual satisfaction and rela-
tionship quality (see Table 3). Consistent with the past research, 
people who endorsed sexual communal norms reported higher 
relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and commitment. 
After accounting for sexual communion, people who endorsed 
sexual exchange norms reported lower commitment, but sexual 
exchange was not significantly associated with sexual or rela-
tionship satisfaction.

Next, we tested whether attachment avoidance was associated 
with endorsing sexual exchange norms and sexual communal 
norms. Our findings demonstrated that people who were higher 
(vs. lower) in attachment avoidance were more likely to endorse 
sexual exchange norms (b = .19, SE = .08, t[245] = 2.38, p = .02) 
and less likely to endorse sexual communal norms in their rela-
tionship (b = − .22, SE = .04, t[245] = − 5.24, p < .001). Notably, 
the associations between endorsing sexual communal norms and 
sexual exchange norms with satisfaction and commitment were 
not moderated by attachment avoidance, suggesting that avoid-
antly attached people may benefit when they endorse sexual com-
munal norms, but they may also incur costs to their feelings of 
commitment when they endorse sexual exchange norms.

Discussion

Results from Study 1 demonstrated that being exchange-ori-
ented in the sexual domain was associated with lower com-
mitment, whereas being sexually communal was associated 
with greater relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and 
commitment. In addition, people who were higher (vs. lower) 
in attachment avoidance reported being more exchange-ori-
ented and less communally oriented in their sexual relation-
ships, findings that were consistent with previous research on 

Table 3  Associations between 
approaches to sexual need 
fulfillment and outcomes in 
Study 1

*p < .05, ***p < .001. Degrees of freedom were 245

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction Commitment

b (SE) t b (SE) t b (SE) t

Sexual exchange − .08 (.06) − 1.36 − .02 (.07) − .34 − .12 (.05) − 2.23*
Sexual communion .54 (.10) 5.35*** .77 (.12) 6.31*** .24 (.10) 2.47*

1 In Study 1, the association between endorsing sexual communal norms 
and commitment was significantly moderated by gender (b = .52, SE = .21, 
t[238] = 2.41, p = .02). For women, endorsing more sexual communal norms 
was not associated with commitment (b = .20, SE = .12, t[238] = 1.60, p = .11). 
However, when men endorsed more sexual communal norms, they reported 
significantly higher commitment (b = .71, SE = .18, t[238] = 4.07, p < .001). 
In Study 2, the association between actor’s sexual communal norms and 
sexual satisfaction was significantly moderated by gender (b = − .79, SE = .24, 
t[132.27] = 3.24, p = .002, 95% CI [− 1.28, .31]). Women who endorsed more 
sexual communal norms reported significantly higher sexual satisfaction 
(b = .85, SE = .16, t[146.51] = 5.46, p < .001, 95% CI [.54, 1.15]). However, 
for men, the association between endorsing sexual communal norms and sex-
ual satisfaction was not significant (b = .05, SE = .18, t[150.56] = .31, p = .76, 
95% CI [− .29, .40]).
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attachment and general approaches to need fulfillment in rela-
tionships (e.g., Bartz & Lydon, 2008). These findings suggest 
that even in sexual interactions, avoidantly attached people tend 
to refrain from opportunities for increased intimacy with their 
partner by focusing on whether benefits are equally exchanged 
between partners (i.e., one person in the relationship is not over- 
or under-benefitting compared to the other), rather than being 
responsive to a partner’s sexual needs.

Study 2

In Study 2, a cross-sectional study of romantic couples, we 
extended findings from Study 1 by testing dyadic associations. 
Specifically, we assessed whether people higher in attachment 
avoidance, and those with partners higher in attachment avoid-
ance, would be more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms 
in relationships, and less likely to endorse sexual communal 
norms, compared to people and partners who were lower in 
attachment avoidance. We also tested how endorsing sexual 
communal and exchange norms is associated with both part-
ners’ sexual and relationship quality.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited through online postings (Canadian 
university campus, Kijiji, Craigslist) and classroom visits at a 
Canadian university and in the Greater Toronto Area as part of 
a larger study on sexual relationships (Impett, Muise, & Hara-
symchuk, 2019). Eligible couples were sexually active, in a 
romantic relationship, older than 18 years of age, saw their 
partner several times a week, and both partners agreed to par-
ticipate. We aimed to recruit at least 100 couples based on rec-
ommendations for achieving sufficient power with dyadic data 
(Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). The final sample consisted of 
101 couples (N = 94 men, 102 women, 1 “other,” 5 missing) 
ranging in age from 18 to 53 years (M = 25.97, SD = 6.98). Post 
hoc power analyses using an online application for calculat-
ing power in Actor-Partner Interdependence Models (APIM; 
Kenny & Ackerman, 2019) indicated that with 101 couples, 
we had 99% power to detect a medium actor effect and 87% 
power to detect a small partner effect. The average relationship 
length was 4.53 years (SD = 3.82). Participants were ethnically 
diverse: White (53%), European (14.4%), Black (10.4%), Chi-
nese (7.9%), South Asian (4.5%), Filipino (3.5%), Latin Ameri-
can (3.5%), identified as “Other” (3.5%), Aboriginal (2.5%), 
South East Asian (2.5%), Arab/West Asian (1.5%), Japanese 
(1%), Korean (1%), and chose not to answer (2.5%). Partici-
pants were heterosexual (83.7%), bisexual (5%), gay or les-
bian (2.5%), identified as “other” (2%), uncertain or question-
ing (1.5%), queer (1%), or chose not to specify (1%). Couples 

were seriously dating one person but not living together (47%), 
cohabiting (28.7%), married (16.8%), did not respond (3%), 
engaged (2.5%), casually dating one person (1.5%), or were 
seriously dating more than one person (.5%).

Procedure

Couples were pre-screened for eligibility via e-mail. Once 
eligibility and consent were confirmed, each partner com-
pleted a 30-min online background survey. Participants were 
asked to complete the surveys on the same day as their partner 
and were also asked not to discuss their responses until they 
completed the study. We compensated each partner up to 
$40 CAD (approximately $28 USD) for their participation 
in the study.

Measures

In addition to the key variables, both partners reported their age, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, relationship status, and relation-
ship duration (see Table 4 for correlations, means, and SDs). 
The following measures were assessed with the same items and 
scales as in Study 1: attachment (attachment anxiety: α = .82, 
attachment avoidance: α = .79), sexual communion (α = .69), 
and sexual satisfaction (α = .94; the word “very” preceded 
qualifiers in Study 2). Sexual exchange norms were also meas-
ured with the same items as Study 1 (Hughes & Snell, 1990; 
α = .77), but in this study, the items were rated on a 5-point scale 
(1 = “not at all characteristic of me” to 5 = “very characteristic 
of me”).

Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was assessed with items from the Sat-
isfaction Level subscale of the Investment Model Scale (Rus-
bult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998; α = .94). Participants rated five 
items on a 7-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly 
agree”).

Commitment

Commitment was measured with the Commitment Level 
subscale of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al., 1998; 
α = .86). Participants rated seven items on a 7-point scale 
(1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”).

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using multi-level modeling in SPSS 23.0 
guided by the APIM (Kenny et al., 2006). We attempted to 
replicate the findings from Study 1 (see data analysis details 
in Study 1 for additional information, and Supplemental 
Materials for the results) and extend the results by also testing 
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partner effects. We tested two-level indistinguishable models 
where persons were nested within dyads (Kenny et al., 2006) 
to account for non-independence in the data. All predictors 
were centered around the grand mean. As in Study 1, attach-
ment anxiety and avoidance were entered simultaneously as 
predictors, as were sexual communion and exchange. Separate 
models were tested for each outcome. We also report whether 
associations between endorsing sexual exchange and communal 
norms and sexual and relationship quality were moderated by 
attachment avoidance (controlling for moderations by attach-
ment anxiety). The coefficients reported are unstandardized 
betas (b) and interpreted as the change in the outcome for every 
one-unit increase in the predictor beyond the sample mean.

Results

First, we tested whether sexual communal norms and sexual 
exchange norms were associated with sexual satisfaction and 
relationship quality (see Table 5). Consistent with the past 
research, people who endorsed more sexual communal norms, 
and those with partners who endorsed more sexual communal 
norms reported higher relationship satisfaction, sexual satis-
faction, and commitment. After accounting for sexual com-
munion, and as in Study 1, people who endorsed more sexual 
exchange norms reported lower commitment, but there were 

no significant effects of a partner’s endorsement of sexual 
exchange norms on relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfac-
tion or commitment.

Next, we tested whether attachment avoidance was associ-
ated with the endorsement of sexual exchange norms and sexual 
communal norms. Our findings demonstrated that as in Study 
1, people who were higher (vs. lower) in attachment avoidance 
were more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms (b = .23, 
SE = .07, t[180.46] = 3.15, p = .002, 95% CI [.09, .37]) and less 
likely to endorse sexual communal norms in their relationship 
(b = − .14, SE = .05, t[178.50] = − 2.74, p = .01, 95% CI [− .24, 
− .04]). Turning to the partner effects, when partners were 
higher (compared to lower) in attachment avoidance, people 
were less likely to endorse sexual communal norms (b = − .12, 
SE = .05, t[178.43] = − 2.38, p = .02, 95% CI [− .22, − .02]), 
but a partner’s attachment avoidance was not associated with 
the endorsement of sexual exchange norms (b = .03, SE = .07, 
t[180.45] = .39, p = .70, 95% CI [− .11, .17]). Consistent with 
the past research, actor’s and partner’s attachment avoidance 
were both associated with lower relationship satisfaction, sex-
ual satisfaction, and commitment (see Supplemental Materials 
for details).

Given that people higher in attachment avoidance tend to 
endorse more sexual exchange norms, we tested whether they 
might benefit more from this approach to sexual need fulfill-
ment. A person’s own attachment avoidance did not moderate 

Table 4  Correlations among person-level variables (Study 2)

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05. Correlations between partners are bolded and on the diagonal

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age .86*** .64*** .19* − .01 − .05 − .04 − .25*** − .26*** − .14
2. Relationship duration – .20** .02 − .12 − .15* − .34*** − .30*** − .12
3. Avoidance .32** .29*** .28*** − .31*** − .55*** − .41*** − .59***
4. Anxiety .14 .10 − .17* − .35*** − .14* − .20**
5. Sexual exchange .15 − .12 − .14 − .07 − .23**
6. Sexual communion .18 .35*** .34*** .40***
7. Relationship satisfaction .57*** .56*** .59***
8. Sexual satisfaction .53*** .34***
9. Commitment .49***
Mean 25.97 4.53 2.12 3.33 2.20 2.89 5.86 5.97 6.19
Standard deviation 6.98 3.82 1.02 1.36 .94 .66 1.19 1.06 1.04

Table 5  Associations between 
actor and partner approaches 
to sexual need fulfillment and 
outcomes (Study 2)

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Degrees of freedom ranged from 155.46 to 168.53

Relationship satisfaction Sexual satisfaction Commitment

b (SE) t b (SE) t b(SE) t

Actor sexual communion .55 (.12) 4.75*** .53 (.11) 4.82*** .52 (.10) 5.10***
Partner sexual communion .45 (.12) 3.88*** .26 (.11) 2.37* .28 (.10) 2.75**
Actor sexual exchange − .07 (.08) − .84 − .00 (.08) − .05 − .18 (.07) − 2.43*
Partner sexual exchange − .07 (.08) − .84 .04 (.08) .57 − .09 (.07) − 1.21
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any of the associations between sexual exchange and sexual 
and relationship quality, but these associations did differ by a 
partner’s attachment avoidance. Partner attachment avoidance 
moderated the association between sexual exchange and rela-
tionship satisfaction (b = .24, SE = .09, t[145.25] = 2.73, p = .01, 
95% CI [.07, .42]) and sexual satisfaction (b = .33, SE = .09, 
t[120.83] = 3.63, p < .001, 95% CI [.15, .51]). Simple effects 
revealed that for people with partners who were less avoidantly 
attached, endorsing sexual exchange norms was associated with 
significantly lower relationship satisfaction (b = − .26, SE = .11, 
t[155.54] = − 2.34, p = .02, 95% CI [− .48, − .04]) and sexual 
satisfaction (b = − .30, SE = .11, t[132.35] = − 2.70, p = .01, 
95% CI [− .52, − .08]). However, when partners were highly 
avoidantly attached, endorsing sexual exchange norms was 
not associated with relationship satisfaction (b = .24, SE = .13, 
t[153.25] = 1.75, p = .08, 95% CI [− 03, .50]), and significantly 
higher sexual satisfaction (b = .37, SE = .13, t[129.25] = 2.76, 
p = .01, 95% CI [.10, .64]).

Discussion

Consistent with the findings from Study 1, results from Study 2 
demonstrated that people who were high in attachment avoid-
ance reported being more exchange-oriented and less commu-
nally oriented in their sexual relationships. In addition, as in 
Study 1, being exchange-oriented was associated with lower 
commitment, whereas being sexually communal (or having 
a partner who was sexually communal) was associated with 
greater relationship and sexual quality. Finally, when a partner 
was low in attachment avoidance, endorsing sexual exchange 
norms was linked to lower satisfaction, but this was not the case 
when a partner was high in attachment avoidance. Endorsing 
more sexual exchange norms was also linked to higher sexual 
satisfaction for people whose partners were high in attachment 
avoidance. Therefore, although endorsing sexual exchange 
norms tended to be negatively associated with sexual and rela-
tionship quality, exchanging sexual favors in the bedroom may 
have some positive implications for the sex lives of those with 
avoidantly attached partners. In other words, endorsing sexual 
exchange norms may not be costly for everyone.

Study 3

In Study 3, a three-part study consisting of baseline, daily, 
and follow-up data, we sought to replicate and extend find-
ings from Studies 1 and 2 by testing whether people higher in 
attachment avoidance would be more likely to endorse sexual 
exchange norms and less likely to endorse sexual communal 
norms in their daily lives. We also tested associations between 
daily sexual exchange and communal norms and sexual and 
relationship outcomes. In this study, we assessed communal 
and exchange norms for specific sexual experiences in daily life. 

This allowed us to repeatedly sample people’s reports of their 
sexual communal and exchange norms and have them report on 
these norms as close in time to when sex occurred, reducing ret-
rospective bias. In this study, we also assessed people’s feelings 
about specific sexual experiences by asking about the positive 
(i.e., feeling connected, perceiving a partner as responsive) and 
negative (i.e., feeling detached) aspects of the sexual encounter.

In Study 3, we also assessed whether endorsing sexual 
exchange or communal norms was associated with sexual and 
relationship quality over time. Specifically, we tested whether 
attachment avoidance was associated with sexual exchange 
and sexual communal norms over the course of the diary, and 
whether endorsing more sexual exchange norms and fewer 
sexual communal norms subsequently predicted avoidantly 
attached people’s relationship and sexual well-being over time 
(i.e., 3 months later). This study extends the previous studies in 
two key ways: by providing a more precise measure of sexual 
exchange and sexual communion at the daily level (i.e., we 
assessed the endorsement of communal and exchange norms for 
specific sexual encounters in daily life) and by testing whether 
approaches to sexual need fulfillment in relationships mediated 
the association between attachment avoidance and sexual and 
relationship quality over time.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited through online (e.g., Reddit, Kijiji, 
Facebook, Craigslist) and physical (e.g., Canadian university 
campuses, public transportation centers) advertisements in 
Canada and the U.S. (Raposo, Rosen, & Muise, 2020). Eligi-
ble couples were currently living together or seeing each other 
at least five out of 7 days per week, 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. One couple 
was excluded because they only completed the baseline survey 
of the study. Our final sample consisted of 121 couples (N = 115 
men, 124 women, 2 “other,” 1 missing). Post hoc power analy-
ses using an online application for calculating power curves 
for multi-level studies (Kleiman, 2019) indicated that with 242 
participants and 4488 days, we had 99% power to detect a small 
effect. Participants’ age ranged from 20 to 78 years (M = 32.63, 
SD = 10.19). Participants were White (65.3%), East Asian 
(8.3%), South Asian (7.4%), bi- or multi-ethnic/racial (5.8%), 
Black (4.5%), Latin American (4.1%), “Other” (4.1%), or miss-
ing (.4%). People identified as straight/heterosexual (81.4%), 
bisexual (9.1%), asexual (2.9%), lesbian (2.5%), pansexual 
(1.7%), gay (.8%), queer (.8%), or other (.8%). Couples were 
married (46.7%), living together (not common-law or married; 
29.3%), common-law (13.6%), engaged (7.9%), dating (1.2%), 
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or other (.4%). The average relationship length was 8.50 years 
(SD = 8.41).

Procedure

Couples were pre-screened for eligibility via e-mail and tel-
ephone. Once eligibility and consent were confirmed, each 
partner completed a 60-min online baseline survey, followed 
by 10- to 15-min online surveys for 21 consecutive days, and a 
20-min online follow-up survey 3 months later. We instructed 
participants to complete their surveys before bed and on the 
same day as their partner. We compensated each partner up 
to $60 CAD (approximately $48 USD) for their participation.

Measures

In addition to the key variables, both partners reported their age 
and relationship duration (a couple-level variable calculated by 
taking the mean of each partner’s report; see Table 6 for correla-
tions). For the daily (within-person) measures, we used brief 
versions with only one to three items to increase efficiency and 
minimize participant attrition (Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003).

Person‑Level Measures

The following measures were assessed with the same items 
and scales as in Study 1 and 2: attachment (attachment anxi-
ety: α = .71, M = 3.40, SD= 1.12; attachment avoidance: α = .79, 
M = 2.03, SD= .90), sexual exchange (5-point scale; α = .73, 
M = 2.05, SD= .84), sexual communion (α = .62, M = 3.00, 
SD= .56), relationship satisfaction (same as Study 1 at baseline: 
α = .95, M = 6.14, SD = .92; and follow-up: α = .94, M = 5.97, 
SD = 1.16), sexual satisfaction (baseline: α = .96, M = 6.01, 
SD = 1.41; and follow-up: α = .97, M = 5.83, SD = 1.50). Com-
mitment was also measured with two items from the measures 

used in Study 1 at baseline (α = .83, M = 6.69, SD = .59), and 
one item at follow-up (M = 6.58, SD = .85).

Daily Level Measures

Sexual exchange Sexual exchange norms were measured 
with two items adapted to be about that day (e.g., “My goal 
during sex was to ‘keep things even’ between me and my 
partner”) rated on a 7-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree” to 
7 = “strongly agree;” M = 1.62, SD= 1.22; r = .55, p < .001).

Sexual communion Sexual communal norms were measured 
with three items adapted to be about the sexual experience (e.g., 
“During sex, I was focused on meeting my partner’s needs”; 
Muise et al., 2013) rated on a 7-point scale (1 = “strongly disa-
gree” to 7 = “strongly agree”; M = 5.71, SD= 1.24). Within-
person reliability of the items (indicated by  Rc; Bolger & Lau-
renceau, 2013) was .76.

Relationship satisfaction Relationship satisfaction was 
assessed with one item from the Relationship Satisfaction 
subscale of the PRQC adapted to be about that day (i.e., “How 
satisfied were you with your relationship?”; Fletcher et al., 
2000) 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, my sex 
life was bad to good”; Lawrance & Byers, 1998). Participants 
rated five bipolar items on a 7-point scale with verbal anchor 
points (M = 5.55, SD = 1.68;  Rc = .96).

Commitment Commitment was assessed with one item from 
the Commitment subscale of the PRQC adapted to be about 
that day (i.e., “How committed were you with your relation-
ship?”; Fletcher et al., 2000) on a 7-point scale (1 = “not at all” 
to 7 = “extremely;” M = 6.46, SD = 1.00).

Positive and negative sexual experiences Positive and nega-
tive sexual experiences were measured with items adapted to be 
about their sexual experience that day (Birnbaum et al., 2006; 

Table 6  Correlations among person-level variables (Study 3)

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05. Correlations between partners are bolded and on the diagonal. Baseline reports of specific variables (age, rela-
tionship duration, attachment avoidance, attachment anxiety) were included in correlations. All other variables were at the daily level. Daily vari-
ables were aggregates across the diary

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age .93*** .76*** .09 − .01 .00 .06 .04 .12 .03
2. Relationship duration – .04 − .03 .01 .01 .04 .06 .00
3. Avoidance .37*** .42*** .37*** − .27*** − .42*** − .24*** − .40***
4. Anxiety .21* .29*** − .09 − .31*** − .20** − .25***
5. Sexual exchange .48*** − .23*** − .25*** − .20** − .34***
6. Sexual communion .21* .36*** .23*** .43***
7. Relationship satisfaction .62*** .61*** .77***
8. Sexual satisfaction .60*** .42***
9. Commitment .63***
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see also Impett et al., 2019). Two items assessed positive sexual 
experiences (e.g., “My partner was responsive to my needs”; 
M = 6.38, SD = .93; r = .71, p < .001), and one item assessed 
negative sexual experiences (i.e., “I felt detached”; M = 1.81, 
SD = 1.66). Participants rated the items on a 7-point scale 
(1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”).

Data Analysis

Data in Study 3 were analyzed using multi-level modeling 
in SPSS version 23.0, guided by the APIM (Kenny et al., 
2006). We attempted to replicate the findings from Stud-
ies 1 and 2 (see data analysis details in Studies 1 and 2 for 
additional information, and Supplemental Materials for the 
results). To assess daily fluctuations in the endorsement of 
sexual communal and exchange norms, we tested two-level 
indistinguishable cross-models with random intercepts 
where persons were nested within days, and persons and 
days were crossed to account for the fact that both partners 
completed the daily surveys on the same days (Kenny et al., 
2006). To avoid confounding within- and between-person 
effects, we partitioned the Level-1 predictors (e.g., actor 
and partner attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety) 
into their within- and between-variance components, which 
were person-mean centered and aggregated, respectively 
(Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & Congdon, 2004). The coef-
ficients reported are unstandardized betas (b). Coefficients 
were interpreted as the change in the dependent variable for 
every one-unit deviation from the person’s own mean. We 
also tested whether attachment avoidance (controlling for 
attachment anxiety) moderated associations between daily 
sexual exchange and sexual and relationship outcomes.

Given our interest in whether approaches to sexual need 
fulfillment might account for the links between attachment 
and sexual and relationship well-being, we conducted tests of 
mediation (Zhang, Zyphur, & Preacher, 2009) using the Monte 
Carlo Method of Assessing Mediation with 20,000 resamples 
and 95% confidence intervals (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Wil-
liams, 2004). By testing mediation models, we were able to 
assess whether there were significant indirect effects of attach-
ment avoidance on relationship and sexual well-being through 
approaches to sexual need fulfillment.

Results

Replication of Cross‑Sectional Associations 
from Studies 1 and 2

As in Studies 1 and 2, the associations from the baseline data 
showed that people who endorsed sexual communal norms 
reported higher relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfac-
tion, and commitment, whereas people who endorsed sexual 

exchange norms reported lower commitment. In this study, 
endorsing sexual exchange norms was also associated with 
lower sexual satisfaction. As in the previous studies, higher 
(vs. lower) levels of attachment avoidance were also associated 
with being more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms and 
less likely to report sexual communal norms (see Supplemental 
Materials for details).

Sexual Exchange and Communal Norms in Daily Life

In this study, our key interest was in testing how endors-
ing communal and exchange norms during sex was associ-
ated with daily sexual and relationship quality (see Table 7). 
Beginning with the within-person effects, we tested if endors-
ing higher sexual communal and sexual exchange norms dur-
ing sex than people typically did was associated with sexual 
and relationship quality. On days when people reported 
more sexual communal norms during sex than they did on 
average, they reported that the sexual experience was more 
positive (i.e., they felt more connected to their partner and 
felt that their partner was more responsive during sex) and 
less negative (i.e., they felt less detached), as well as greater 
sexual satisfaction and commitment, although endorsing 
sexual communal norms in daily life was not significantly 
associated with relationship satisfaction. In addition, people 
whose partners reported more sexual communal norms also 
reported having more positive sexual experiences. However, 
after accounting for daily sexual communal norms, on days 
when people or their partners reported endorsing more sexual 
exchange norms, they reported no significant differences in 
their daily relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, com-
mitment, or positive and negative sexual experiences.

Regarding the between-person effects, we next tested how 
engaging in sex more for communal or exchange norms over 
the course of the diary study (i.e., aggregated reports of sexual 
exchange and sexual communal norms over the 21-day diary 
study) was associated with sexual and relationship quality (see 
Table 7). People who reported endorsing more sexual commu-
nal norms over the course of the diary study reported having 
more positive sexual experiences, as well as greater relation-
ship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and commitment. In addi-
tion, people whose partners reported endorsing more sexual 
communal norms over the course of the diary reported more 
positive and less negative sexual experiences, as well as greater 
relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and commitment. 
Accounting for sexual communal norms, when people endorsed 
more sexual exchange norms over the course of the diary study, 
they reported more negative sexual experiences. People whose 
partners reported endorsing more sexual exchange norms over 
the course of the diary also reported more negative sexual 
experiences, as well as lower relationship satisfaction, sexual 
satisfaction, and commitment.
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Attachment Avoidance and Sexual Exchange 
and Communal Motivation

Next, we tested whether attachment avoidance was associated 
with endorsing sexual exchange or communal norms in daily 
life. On days when people engaged in sex, our findings dem-
onstrated that people higher in attachment avoidance reported 
being more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms (b = .30, 
SE = .09, t[207.51] = 3.57, p < .001, 95% CI [.14, .47]) and less 
likely to endorse sexual communal norms (b = − .27, SE = .08, 
t[208.65] = − 3.28, p = .001, 95% CI [− .43, − .11]), compared 
to people lower in attachment avoidance. People with avoidantly 
attached partners also reported being more likely to endorse 
sexual exchange norms (b = .36, SE = .09, t[208.19] = 4.21, 
p < .001, 95% CI [.19, .53) and less likely to endorse sexual 
communal norms (b = − .17, SE = .08, t[210.17] = − 2.04, 
p = .04. 95% CI [− .33, − .01]) in daily life.

As in Studies 1 and 2, we were interested in whether people 
high in attachment avoidance might benefit from endorsing sex-
ual exchange norms, whereas less avoidantly attached people 
would experience costs from endorsing sexual exchange norms. 
We found that attachment avoidance moderated two of the asso-
ciations between sexual communal/exchange norms and sex-
ual and relationship quality. Among the within-person (daily) 
effects, attachment avoidance significantly moderated the asso-
ciation between a partner’s daily endorsement of sexual com-
munal norms and daily positive sexual experiences (b = − .07, 
SE = .03, t[723.86] = − 2.16, p = .03, 95% CI [− .13, − .01]). 
Simple effects revealed that when people were less avoidantly 
attached, having a partner who endorsed more daily sexual 
communal norms was associated with significantly more daily 
positive sexual experiences (b = .14, SE = .04, t[726.57] = 3.64, 
p < .001, 95% CI [.07, .22]). However, when people were more 
avoidantly attached, having a partner who endorsed more sexual 
communal norms was not associated with daily positive sexual 

experiences (b = .03, SE = .04, t[719.56] = .76, p = .45, 95% CI 
[− .04, .10]).

Partners’ attachment avoidance also significantly moder-
ated the associations between a partner’s daily endorsement of 
sexual exchange norms and daily sexual satisfaction (b = .10, 
SE = .05, t[704.14] = 2.14, p = .03, 95% CI [.01, .19]) and com-
mitment (b = − .09, SE = .04, t[691.46] = − 2.66, p = .01, 95% 
CI [− .16, − .02]). Simple effects revealed that for those with 
partners low in attachment avoidance, having a partner who 
endorsed more daily sexual exchange norms was associated with 
significantly lower daily sexual satisfaction (b = − .12, SE = .06, 
t[705.45] = − 1.94, p = .05, 95% CI [− .23, .00]), but it was not 
associated with commitment (b = .06, SE = .05, t[690.81] = 1.34, 
p = .18, 95% CI [− .03, .15]). However, for those with partners 
high in attachment avoidance, having a partner who endorsed 
more sexual exchange norms was not associated with daily sex-
ual satisfaction (b = .06, SE = .05, t[706.11] = 1.22, p = .22, 95% 
CI [− .04, .16]), but it was associated with significantly lower 
commitment (b = − .11, SE = .04, t[697.59] = − 2.78, p = .01, 
95% CI [− .18, − .03]).

Among the between-person (aggregated) effects, attachment 
avoidance significantly moderated the association between 
a partner’s endorsement of sexual exchange norms over the 
course of the diary study and daily negative sexual experiences 
(b = .28, SE = .13, t[166.39] = 2.21, p = .03, 95% CI [.03, .53]). 
When people were less avoidantly attached, having a partner 
who endorsed more sexual exchange norms over the course of 
the diary study was not associated with daily negative sexual 
experiences (b = .06, SE = .17, t[181.88] = .37, p = .71, 95% 
CI [− .27, .40]). However, when people were more avoidantly 
attached, having a partner who endorsed more sexual exchange 
norms over the course of the diary study was associated with 
more daily negative sexual experiences (b = .57, SE = .15, 
t[184.94] = 3.88, p < .001, 95% CI [.28, .85]).

Table 7  Associations between actor and partner approaches to sexual need fulfillment and daily outcomes (Study 3)

† p = .053, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Sex. = Sexual

Relationship satisfac-
tion

Sexual satisfaction Commitment Positive sex. experi-
ences

Negative sex. experi-
ences

b (SE) t b (SE) t b (SE) t b (SE) t b (SE) t

Within-person effects (group-mean centered)
Actor sexual communion .04 (.02) 1.81 .06 (03) 2.42* .07 (.02) 3.47** .10 (.03) 3.93*** − .11 (.05) − 2.46*
Partner sexual communion .02 (.02) 1.02 .03 (.03) 1.10 − .00 (.02) − .02 .08 (.03) 3.04** − .04 (.05) − .96
Actor sexual exchange − .03 (.03) − .89 .06 (.03) 1.75 .00 (.03) .11 .01 (.03) .41 .11 (.06) 1.74
Partner sexual exchange − .06 (.03) − 1.82 − .02 (.03) − .45 − .03 (.03) − 1.00 − .03 (.03) − .82 .04 (.06) .71
Between-person effects (aggregate)
Actor sexual communion .19 (.04) 4.39*** .21 (.08) 2.65** .20 (.04) 4.59*** .21 (.05) 4.16*** − .13 (.09) − 1.53
Partner sexual communion .09 (.04) 2.07* .20 (.08) 2.58* .10 (.04) 2.32* .16 (.05) 3.20** − .23 (.09) − 2.71**
Actor sexual exchange − .03 (.04) − .81 − .06 (.07) − .85 − .06 (.04) − 1.51 − .05 (.05) − 1.00 .38 (.08) 4.76***
Partner sexual exchange − .10 (.04) − 2.48* − .15 (.07) − 2.11* − .08 (.04) − 1.95† − .09 (.05) − 1.91 .24 (.08) 3.01**
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Longitudinal Associations

Finally, we tested whether endorsing sexual communal or 
exchange norms over the course of the diary study would be 
associated with relationship and sexual quality 3 months later, 
controlling for relationship and sexual quality at baseline (see 
Table 8). Overall, when people endorsed sexual communal 
norms more over the course of the diary study, this was not 
significantly associated with changes in relationship satisfac-
tion, sexual satisfaction, or commitment 3 months later, but 
when their partners endorsed sexual communal norms more 
over the course of the diary study, people reported significantly 
higher commitment 3 months later. Accounting for sexual com-
munion, when people endorsed sexual exchange norms more 
over the course of the diary study, they reported significantly 
lower relationship satisfaction 3 months later, but their partner’s 
endorsement of sexual exchange norms over the course of the 
diary study did not influence relationship satisfaction, sexual 
satisfaction, or commitment 3 months later.

In this study, given that we found links between endors-
ing sexual exchange norms and relationship satisfaction over 
time, we tested whether endorsing sexual exchange norms more 
over the course of the diary study mediated the links between 
attachment avoidance and relationship satisfaction. Our results 
demonstrated that highly avoidantly attached people were more 
likely to endorse sexual exchange norms over the course of the 
21-day diary study (b = .30, SE = .09, t[213.02] = 3.53, p = .001, 
95% CI [.13, .47]) and less likely to endorse sexual communal 
norms (b = − .28, SE = .08, t[224.10] = − 3.32, p = .001, 95% CI 
[− .45, − .11]), compared to people who were less avoidantly 
attached. Similarly, those with avoidantly attached partners 
were also more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms over the 
course of the study (b = .36, SE = .09, t[212.88] = 4.18, p < .001, 
95% CI [.19, .52]) and less likely to endorse sexual commu-
nal norms over the course of the study (b = − .17, SE = .08, 
t[224.05] = − 2.04, p = .04, 95% CI [− .34, − .01]). Although 
actor and partner attachment avoidance did not directly predict 
relationship satisfaction over time (see Supplemental Materi-
als), when people higher in attachment avoidance, or those with 
more avoidantly attached partners, endorsed sexual exchange 
norms over the course of the diary study, in turn, they reported 
declines in their relationship satisfaction from baseline to the 

3-month follow-up (own attachment avoidance: 95% CI [− .09, 
− .00]; partner attachment avoidance: 95% CI [− .11, − .00]). 
There were no other significant mediations.

Discussion

Results from Study 3 demonstrated that on days when people 
endorsed more communal norms during sex than they typically 
did, they reported greater daily sexual and relationship quality. 
People who reported more chronically endorsing sexual com-
munal norms over the course of the diary (and people with 
partners who endorsed sexual communal norms more chroni-
cally) also reported greater sexual and relationship quality in 
daily life, and when partners endorsed more sexual communal 
norms, people were more committed to their relationships over 
time. Although daily fluctuations in the endorsement of sexual 
exchange norms were not associated with sexual and relation-
ship quality, when people were more chronically exchange-
oriented during sex, they reported more negative daily sexual 
experiences, as well as declines in their relationship satisfaction 
3 months later. Having an exchange-oriented partner over the 
course of the diary was also associated with more negative 
sexual experiences and lower relationship satisfaction, sexual 
satisfaction, and commitment in daily life.

Consistent with our key predictions and Studies 1 and 2, peo-
ple higher in attachment avoidance were more likely to endorse 
sexual exchange norms and less likely to endorse sexual com-
munal norms in daily life. People with avoidantly attached part-
ners were also more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms 
and less likely to endorse sexual communal norms. If anything, 
moderations by attachment avoidance for the associations 
between the endorsement of sexual exchange and communal 
norms and sexual and relationship quality suggested that people 
higher in attachment avoidance (and those with partners higher 
in attachment avoidance) benefit less from their partner endors-
ing sexual communal norms and reported more daily negative 
sexual experiences and lower daily commitment in response to 
their partner’s endorsement of exchange norms.

However, these findings were not consistent with the other 
studies, and the findings in this study suggest that avoidantly 
attached people did not benefit more from endorsing sexual 

Table 8  Associations between 
actor and partner approaches to 
sexual need fulfillment over the 
course of the diary study and 
relationship and sexual quality 
3 months later (Study 3)

*p < .05, **p < .01. Degrees of freedom ranged from 181.11 to 195.61. Analyses controlled for the outcome 
variable assessed at baseline

Relationship satisfaction Sexual satisfaction Commitment

b (SE) t b (SE) t b (SE) t

Actor sexual communion − .03 (.07) − .38 .16 (.10) 1.64 .05 (.05) 1.12
Partner sexual communion − .02 (.07) − .36 .11 (.10) 1.15 .10 (.05) 2.17*
Actor sexual exchange − .19 (.06) − 3.13** − .03 (.09) − .31 − .05 (.04) − 1.17
Partner sexual exchange − .04 (.06) − .61 .11 (.09) 1.16 .04 (.04) .86
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exchange norms than communal norms. Moreover, it is not 
clear how associations between sexual communal or exchange 
norms and satisfaction and commitment differ based on attach-
ment avoidance. Finally, avoidantly attached people’s endorse-
ment of sexual exchange norms accounted for declines in rela-
tionship satisfaction 3 months later.

General Discussion

People high in attachment avoidance are uncomfortable with 
intimacy and value independence (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). 
The findings from the current set of studies suggest that being 
more exchange-oriented and less communally oriented in 
their sexual relationships may be one way in which avoidantly 
attached people keep distance from their partner in intimate 
situations. Consistent across all three studies, people high in 
attachment avoidance reported endorsing more sexual exchange 
norms (i.e., they were more likely to endorse tracking and 
trading sexual benefits to keep things even) and fewer sexual 
communal norms (i.e., they were less motivated to meet their 
partner’s sexual needs). When assessing gender moderations 
to see if effects differed for men compared to women, we only 
found two significant associations and there was no consistent 
pattern, suggesting that the effects were largely consistent for 
men versus women. In addition, as in the past research (Muise 
& Impett, 2015; Muise et al., 2013), being sexually communal 
and having a communal partner were associated with higher 
quality sex lives and relationships. However, although the spe-
cific links between sexual exchange and sexual and relationship 
quality differed somewhat across studies, overall, tracking and 
trading sexual benefits in a relationship was associated with 
having more negative experiences and lower satisfaction and 
commitment. Endorsing sexual exchange norms in daily life 
also accounted for declines in avoidantly attached people’s rela-
tionship satisfaction 3 months later.

An Attachment Perspective on Sexual Need 
Fulfillment

Research on sexual communal norms—being motivated to 
meet a partner’s sexual needs—has demonstrated benefits 
for romantic couples (e.g., higher sexual desire, relationship 
satisfaction, and commitment; Muise & Impett, 2015; Muise 
et al., 2013). In line with past work, our findings demon-
strated that endorsing sexual communal norms (or having a 
partner who endorses sexual communal norms) was associ-
ated with greater sexual satisfaction, relationship satisfac-
tion, and commitment, and more positive and less negative 
sexual experiences. One reason why people who endorsed 
sexual communal norms report these benefits is because they 
are more likely to pursue sex to promote positive relation-
ship outcomes, including higher intimacy and closeness 

(Muise & Impett, 2016; Muise et al., 2013). As expected, 
our findings showed that avoidantly attached people were 
less likely to endorse sexual communal norms, which may 
be explained by their chronic discomfort with closeness and 
lack of responsiveness to their partners (Bartz & Lydon, 
2008; Feeney & Collins, 2001). Avoidantly attached people 
tend to be less responsive, lack trust in others, and perceive 
their partners as being less responsive (e.g., Bartz & Lydon, 
2006; Mikulincer, 1998; Mizrahi, Kanat-Maymon, & Birn-
baum, 2018). Thus, endorsing sexual communal norms in a 
relationship may introduce an element of risk for avoidantly 
attached people. That is, avoidantly attached people may be 
less inclined to meet their partner’s needs because they lack 
trust and have low expectations that a partner will be respon-
sive to their needs.

Compared to research on sexual communal norms, past work 
on the role of sexual exchange norms on satisfaction has been 
mixed. On the one hand, feeling that a sexual relationship is 
equitable leads people to feel more satisfied with their relation-
ships and sex lives (Hatfield et al., 1982), but feeling under- 
or over-benefitted in a sexual relationship is linked to sexual 
dissatisfaction, distress, and frustration (e.g., Hatfield et al., 
1982; Sprecher, 1998, 2001). In line with the latter findings, 
we demonstrated that when people endorsed exchange norms 
in their sexual relationship (i.e., they track and trade sexual 
benefits with the goal of keeping things even), they did not 
report greater sexual satisfaction and, if anything, they feel less 
committed and have more negative sexual interactions. In fact, 
our findings suggest that people who more chronically endorse 
exchange norms in their sexual relationship report declines in 
relationship satisfaction over time. In the context of romantic 
attachment, avoidantly attached partners seek to exert control 
over sexual experiences to prevent them from becoming overly 
intimate (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Davis et al., 2004), and endors-
ing exchange norms has been theorized as one way those high 
in attachment avoidance establish boundaries when others are 
getting too close (Bartz & Lydon, 2006). Tracking and trading 
benefits may also enable avoidantly attached people to ensure 
sexual favors are evenly reciprocated, especially given their lack 
of trust and low perceived partner responsiveness (Mikulincer, 
1998; Mizrahi et al., 2018). It is also possible that avoidantly 
attached people see sexual exchange as a way for them to keep 
shared intimacy and closeness at bay, despite negative conse-
quences of endorsing sexual exchange norms for sexual and 
relationship quality.

Consistent with the “dance of distance” (i.e., partners of 
avoidantly attached people decrease their own motivations for 
sex and intimacy given their partner’s motivation to distance 
themselves from intimacy; Gewirtz-Meydan & Finzi-Dottan, 
2018; Middelberg, 2001), we found several novel associations 
between a partner’s attachment avoidance and endorsement of 
sexual norms. Specifically, people with avoidantly attached 
partners were more likely to endorse sexual exchange norms 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



Archives of Sexual Behavior 

1 3

in daily life and over the course of the diary study. Although 
we did not find consistent partner effects in Studies 2 and 3, we 
found evidence that people were more likely to endorse sexual 
exchange norms when they have avoidantly attached partners 
(perhaps because avoidant partners may also be more sexual 
exchange-oriented). We also demonstrated the importance of 
considering both partners when exploring associations between 
attachment avoidance and sexual exchange norms.

In addition, some of the associations between the endorse-
ment of sexual exchange norms and sexual and relationship 
quality were null or inconsistent, suggesting that there may 
be important moderators of the associations between the 
endorsement of sexual exchange norms and sexual and rela-
tionship quality. In the current set of studies, we were able to 
test whether the associations between sexual exchange and 
sexual and relationship quality differed based on attachment 
avoidance. Given that avoidantly attached people are more 
likely to endorse sexual exchange norms, it is possible that this 
approach might have benefits for them; however, the evidence 
was mixed across studies. In Study 1, attachment avoidance did 
not interact with sexual communal or sexual exchange norms 
to predict satisfaction or commitment. In Study 2, when part-
ners were less avoidantly attached, endorsing sexual exchange 
norms was associated with lower relationship and sexual sat-
isfaction, but when partners were more avoidantly attached, 
endorsing sexual exchange norms was associated with higher 
sexual satisfaction. In addition, when their partner endorsed 
sexual exchange norms, avoidantly attached people had more 
negative daily sexual experiences, and those with partners high 
in attachment avoidance reported lower daily commitment. In 
Study 3, when partners were less avoidantly attached, having 
a partner who endorsed more daily sexual exchange norms 
was associated with lower daily sexual satisfaction, but when 
partners were more avoidantly attached, having a partner who 
endorsed more daily sexual exchange norms was associated 
with higher daily sexual satisfaction. In addition, when their 
partner endorsed more sexual exchange norms over the course 
of the diary study, highly avoidantly attached people had more 
daily negative sexual experiences. Overall, however, attach-
ment avoidance did not consistently moderate the associations 
between sexual exchange, satisfaction, and commitment. With 
one exception—the association between endorsing sexual 
exchange norms and greater sexual satisfaction in Study 2—
endorsing sexual exchange norms was largely not beneficial for 
the sex lives and relationships of avoidantly attached people. 
These findings suggest that avoidantly attached people may 
actually reap benefits in their relationships and sex lives from 
being less exchange and more communally oriented in their 
sexual relationships (even though they tend to endorse exchange 
norms more and communal norms less).

To clarify these inconsistencies and to better understand the 
costs and benefits of sexual exchange norms in relationships, 
future research could consider the extent to which congruence 

between partners in sexual exchange norms is associated with 
sexual and relationship well-being. A powerful test of whether 
matching in sexual exchange norms is better for avoidantly 
attached individuals’ well-being than mismatching (and 
whether matching on high or low levels of sexual exchange 
norms is more beneficial) is to use response surface analysis 
(Humberg, Nestler, & Back, 2018; Schönbrodt, 2016), a recent 
statistical tool that requires a larger sample size than the current 
research includes. Although we generally found negative links 
between sexual exchange norms and well-being outcomes, it 
is possible that if avoidantly attached people and their partners 
both endorse sexual exchange norms to a greater extent, they 
would not experience the lower relationship or sexual satisfac-
tion that is typical of endorsing exchange norms and might 
even report greater relationship and sexual quality. The above 
inconsistencies also suggest that there may be other important 
moderating factors of the associations between the endorsement 
of sexual exchange norms and sexual and relationship quality. 
Clark et al. (2010) theorized that low satisfaction and a lack of 
trust might be driving avoidantly attached people’s adherence 
to general exchange norms in committed relationships, and 
our findings suggest that when partners are highly avoidantly 
attached, people may report greater sexual satisfaction than they 
typically experience when they are high in sexual exchange. 
Taken together, both past and current findings suggest that dif-
ferences in relationship security (e.g., trust, commitment, sat-
isfaction) may explain why highly avoidantly attached people 
(i.e., those who report lower trust and commitment) adhere 
more to, and sometimes even benefit from, endorsing sexual 
exchange norms compared to less avoidantly attached partners 
who instead endorse and benefit more from endorsing sexual 
communal norms.

Limitations, Implications, and Future Directions

The current study provided initial evidence that attachment 
avoidance underlies approaches to sexual need fulfillment. 
Despite the strengths of this work (e.g., including data collected 
from both partners over time in their relationship), there were 
limitations. First, although we provided evidence in Study 3 that 
endorsing sexual exchange norms over the course of the diary 
study was associated with lower sexual and relationship quality 
at the daily level and over time, our studies were correlational 
and cannot provide evidence for causality. The past work has 
shown that it is possible to enhance people’s endorsement of 
sexual communal norms, at least temporarily, but this work 
has used hypothetical scenarios (Day et al., 2015). It is not yet 
clear if it is possible to enhance sexual communal norms for 
a more sustained period of time and whether this would have 
implications for couples’ sexual and relationship satisfaction. 
Given the current and past research findings suggesting that a 
communal approach to a sexual relationship is associated with 
greater relationship and sexual satisfaction, even for those high 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



 Archives of Sexual Behavior

1 3

in attachment avoidance, future work could consider whether it 
is possible to enhance people’s endorsement of sexual commu-
nal norms, and if doing so would be beneficial for both people 
low and high in attachment avoidance. Moreover, clinicians 
could consider whether partners are following communal or 
exchange norms in their relationship and if both partners are fol-
lowing the same norms. Being focused on tracking and trading 
benefits in relationships could limit intimacy between partners 
and clinicians might be able to facilitate a discussion of sexual 
norms in the relationship.

Relatedly, it is not clear whether sexual communal strength 
is a predictor of a happy relationship or if being in a happy 
relationship is a predictor of higher sexual communal strength. 
Sexual communal strength has typically been measured as a 
general relationship motivation that is fairly stable over time. 
However, some research has also demonstrated that sexual 
communal strength varies day to day (Muise, Bergeron, Impett, 
& Rosen, 2017, 2018). That is, researchers have assessed peo-
ple’s communal motivation for a specific sexual encounter and 
have shown that on days when people engage in sex for more 
communal reasons, they report higher relationship and sexual 
quality (Impett et al., 2019). Research has also shown that by 
encouraging people to think about their sex life from their part-
ner’s perspective, they make more communal sexual decisions 
in a hypothetical scenario (Day et al., 2015), and by orienting 
people to their partner’s high sexual communal motivation, they 
feel more satisfied compared to a partner who is low in sexual 
communal strength or a control condition (Balzarini et al., in 
press). Taken together, although sexual communal strength is 
often assessed as a trait or relationship-specific motivation, 
there is some evidence that it varies, suggesting that it might 
be possible to increase a person’s sexual communal motiva-
tion. Future experimental work in which sexual communal 
and exchange norms are manipulated could also help provide 
stronger evidence of the direction of our findings.

It is also possible that the effects of endorsing sexual 
exchange norms on sexual and relationship quality are depend-
ent on whether partners feel that things are, in fact, even. For 
example, the act of tracking and trading could emphasize peo-
ple’s concerns about favors being imbalanced, and this may 
explain why endorsing sexual exchange norms was linked to 
poorer outcomes over time. However, if people are exchange-
oriented and feel that the exchange of benefits is even (i.e., part-
ners are not under- or over-benefitted), their sexual and relation-
ship quality may not be negative impacted. There may be some 
benefits to being mindful of maintaining equity in a relationship 
(e.g., when both partners receive benefits equally), but it seems 
that when people are specifically actively oriented to keeping 
things even, they can end up feeling less satisfied because this 
approach is often less partner-focused and is associated with 
lower intimacy and responsiveness, which are all aspects of a 
relationship that also tend to be associated with satisfaction. 
Future work could test whether associations between endorsing 

sexual exchange norms and sexual and relationship quality dif-
fer based on partners’ perceptions of whether exchanges are 
generally equitable in the relationship, or based on whether 
partners track and trade the exchange of benefits to ensure they 
receive something of equal value after they give or do some-
thing for their partner.

The current work also does not indicate why avoidantly 
attached people endorse more sexual exchange norms and 
fewer sexual communal norms. For example, endorsing sex-
ual exchange norms may help avoidantly attached people to 
minimize intimacy in their sexual interactions (e.g., Birnbaum 
et al., 2006). That is, tracking and trading sexual favors may 
enable avoidantly attached people to capitalize on their highly 
valued independence (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003) by limiting 
intimate sexual favors to situations of repayment, rather than 
understanding and aiming to be responsive to a partner’s sexual 
needs as they arise. Although not always, endorsing exchange 
norms also tends to be characteristic of casual relationships 
(e.g., acquaintances or business partners; Bartz & Lydon, 
2006, 2008; Clark & Mills, 1993; Clark, Mills, & Powell, 
1986), which are avoidantly attached people’s preferred sexual 
relationship (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Brennan & Shaver, 1995; 
Gentzler & Kerns, 2004; Schachner & Shaver, 2004). In the 
current research on committed couples, it is possible that highly 
avoidantly attached people are less comfortable and confident 
with endorsing sexual communal (rather than sexual exchange) 
norms as commitment increases over time (Clark et al., 2010). 
This may also explain why highly avoidantly attached people 
(i.e., those who have more positive attitudes about casual [vs. 
committed] sex and are uncomfortable with communal tenden-
cies; Bartz & Lydon, 2008; Ridge & Feeney, 1998) endorsed 
more sexual exchange norms and ultimately experienced 
poorer relationship quality over time, whereas less avoidantly 
attached people endorsed more sexual communal norms (and 
fewer sexual exchange norms). Given their inclination toward 
short-term relationships, avoidantly attached people are less 
personally impacted when their partner is distressed (Monin, 
Schulz, Feeney, & Cook, 2010) and instead, they are typically 
more focused on their own needs (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Bren-
nan & Shaver, 1995; Gentzler & Kerns, 2004; Schachner & 
Shaver, 2004). These findings suggest that avoidantly attached 
people may prefer to pursue sexual exchange norms as a way to 
make their relationship feel less intimate and committed. Future 
research could test possible mechanisms (e.g., independence, 
fear of intimacy) for why avoidantly attached people endorse 
sexual exchange norms.

Conclusion

The current study extends previous work on attachment 
and approaches to sexual need fulfillment by demonstrating 
that highly avoidantly attached people endorse more sexual 
exchange norms and fewer sexual communal norms. Our 
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findings contribute to a growing body of research on the asso-
ciations between sexual communal and exchange norms and 
sexual and relationship quality (e.g., Hatfield et al., 1982; Muise 
& Impett, 2016), and to research on the sexual and relation-
ship outcomes for avoidantly attached partners (e.g., Birnbaum 
et al., 2006). We also provided initial evidence that endors-
ing sexual exchange norms in relationships is one reason why 
avoidantly attached people experience lower relationship sat-
isfaction over time. The findings advance theory in the study of 
romantic attachment and sexual need fulfillment by demonstrat-
ing that even though avoidantly attached people are less likely 
to endorse sexual exchange norms, endorsing sexual exchange 
(compared to sexual communal) norms in the bedroom does 
not benefit, and may actually detract from, sexual and relation-
ship quality.
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