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Sex as Relationship Maintenance

emily a. impett 1 , amy muise2 , and natalie o. rosen3

When people are asked to consider what makes their lives meaningful, no factor
is listedmore consistently and prominently than having close, satisfying relation-
ships (Berscheid & Reis, 1998). Meta-analyses have documented that having
high-quality, supportive relationships is an equal or stronger predictor of mor-
tality than other known health risk factors such as smoking, physical activity, and
body mass index (Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010). Key reasons why
supportive, close relationships promote health and well-being are that they
help people cope with stress and enable them to fulfill basic needs for social
connection, intimacy, and companionship (see Pietromonaco&Collins, 2017, for
a review). One factor that has been surprisingly absent from the literature on
relationship maintenance and well-being is the role of sexuality, a striking
omission given that sexuality is a key factor that distinguishes romantic relation-
ships from other types of close relationships, and sexual satisfaction is strongly
linked to the maintenance of relationships and overall well-being (see Impett,
Muise, & Peragine, 2014, for a review). For example, in North America, more
people see a happy sexual relationship as very important for a successful relation-
ship (70%) than having an adequate income (53%) or having shared interests
(46%; Taylor, Funk, & Clark, 2007). Further, in a multinational study conducted
in 29 countries, the people who were the most sexually satisfied were the most
satisfied with their lives in general (Laumann et al., 2006).

Despite the importance of sex for relationships, couples face numerous
challenges to maintaining desire and satisfying sexual relationships. For
example, sexual desire tends to peak in the beginning stages of romantic
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relationships as intimacy is rapidly developing (Baumeister & Bratslavsky,
1999) and often declines over time as partners become more secure and
comfortable in the relationship (Impett, Muise, & Peragine, 2014). Similarly,
although couples begin their relationships quite satisfied with their sex lives,
sexual satisfaction steadily declines, in one study beginning at about a year
into the relationship (Schmiedeberg & Schröder, 2016). As a result of these
changes, romantic partners will inevitably encounter situations in which their
sexual interests differ (see Impett & Peplau, 2003, for a review), and many
long-term couples find themselves in situations in which they have discrepant
levels of sexual desire (Davies, Katz, & Jackson, 1999; Mark, 2012). Couples
may disagree about when and how frequently to engage in sex, or the specific
activities in which they wish to engage, and these sexual conflicts of interest
are not inconsequential. In a national study of couples married fewer than five
years, disagreements about sexual frequency were among the top three most
cited arguments between partners (Risch, Riley, & Lawler, 2003). Further,
conflicts of interest about sex are among the most common reasons why
couples seek marital therapy (Rosen, 2000), and this is one of the most
difficult types of conflict to successfully resolve (Sanford, 2003).

Yet, the positive side to this connection between sexual quality and
relationship quality is that, when negotiated with care and responsiveness,
sex can be a powerful mechanism for maintaining and enhancing relation-
ships. That is, when couples can successfully navigate sexual issues, feelings of
closeness and intimacy in the relationship can be maintained and strength-
ened (Rehman et al., 2011). This chapter focuses on the role of sexuality in
relationship maintenance, and in particular, how couples can maintain sexual
desire, sexual satisfaction, as well as relationship satisfaction and feelings of
commitment to their relationship over time, or remain satisfied in spite of
changes to their sexual relationship. We use the term relationship mainte-
nance to refer to couples’ abilities to maintain stable relationships (i.e.,
commitment and relationship longevity), sustain the high levels of relation-
ship quality with which they began their relationships (e.g., satisfaction and
passion), and overcome challenges to their relationships during periods when
relationship and sexual satisfaction are known to decline, such as in the
transition to parenthood. However, given that sexual desire – defined as the
need, drive, or motivation to engage in sexual activities (Diamond, 2004) –
involves the rewards and positive emotional experiences associated with the
approach motivational system (Impett, Strachman, Finkel, & Gable, 2008), in
this chapter, we also focus on couples’ abilities to experience increases in both
relationship and sexual satisfaction – that is, to grow and thrive in their
relationships – as another key component of relationship maintenance.

We begin the chapter by discussing the ways that sex can benefit relation-
ships, focusing on links between sexual frequency, physical affection, sexual
satisfaction, and the quality andmaintenance of relationships. Then, we discuss
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the factors that enable couples to stave off declines in sexual desire and
satisfaction, including sexual goals, sexual communal motivation, sexual com-
munication, and sexual expectations. Throughout the chapter, we integrate
available evidence on the role of sexuality in relationship maintenance during a
period of great life transition for couples (e.g., the transition to parenthood) and
in situations where couples are faced with significant sexual dysfunction, such
as pain during intercourse. We conclude the chapter by discussing five promis-
ing directions for future research on sexuality and relationship maintenance.

the benefits of sex for relationships

Although navigating sexual issues in long-term, romantic relationships can be
challenging, we also know that regular, satisfying sex has the power to connect
people, create affection, and sustain relationships. In this section, we consider
how the maintenance of relationships is impacted by three factors: (1) sexual
frequency (i.e., the frequency with which couples engage in sexual activity,
broadly defined, in their relationship), (2) affection frequency (i.e., the fre-
quency with which couples engage in physically affectionate activities in either
sexual or nonsexual contexts), and (3) sexual satisfaction (i.e., the affective
response arising from the subjective evaluation of the positive and negative
aspects of one’s sexual relationship).

sexual frequency and relationship maintenance

Numerous studies indicate that people who engage in sex more frequently in
their relationships enjoy greater sexual as well as relationship satisfaction.
Beginning with sexual satisfaction, research has shown that people’s sexual
satisfaction in their romantic relationships is positively correlated with their
sexual frequency (e.g., Cheung et al., 2008; McNulty, Wenner, & Fisher, 2015;
Rahmani, Khoei, & Gholi, 2009). Multi-wave, longitudinal research with
couples indicates that the link between sexual frequency and sexual satisfac-
tion is bidirectional, such that sexually satisfied couples pursue sex more
frequently, and frequent sex leads to increases in sexual satisfaction
(McNulty et al., 2015). Further, this link is consistent for men and women
(McNulty et al., 2015), for people living in Western and non-Western coun-
tries (e.g., Cheung et al., 2008; Rahmani et al., 2009), and for same-sex and
mixed-sex couples (Blair & Pukall, 2014). Recent research demonstrates that
sex does not just increase satisfaction in themoment, but that married couples
experience a sexual afterglow – where sexual satisfaction remains elevated for
about 48 hours following a sexual experience – and this is particularly true for
highly satisfying sexual experiences (Meltzer et al., 2017). In this work, couples
who reported higher levels of sexual afterglow also remained more satisfied in
their marriage over a four-month period of time.
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Sexual frequency is also associated with people’s satisfaction with their
relationships and lives more generally. In one early study, low sexual frequency
was the second strongest predictor of marital dissatisfaction, ranking only
behind age and controlling for other important predictors of sexual frequency,
such as relationship duration and whether or not couples had children living at
home (Call, Sprecher, & Schwartz, 1995). Further, in a study using data from the
National Survey of Families andHouseholds, a nationally representative survey
conducted in the USA, Yabiku and Gager (2009) found that lower sexual
frequency was associated with higher rates of relationship dissolution among
both cohabiting and married couples, although the link was stronger for
cohabiting couples. Sexual frequency is also associated with greater life satisfac-
tion. In three studies including more than 30,000 participants, Muise,
Schimmack, and Impett (2016) showed that couples who reported engaging
in more frequent sex also reported greater satisfaction with their lives overall,
yet the benefits of sex for well-being were maximized when couples engaged in
sex once per week. Demonstrating the practical utility of these findings, the
increase in well-being in this study that was gained fromhaving sex once a week
rather than having sex once a month was equivalent to the increase in well-
being gained from making $75,000 per year compared with $25,000 (Muise et
al., 2016). Finally, in a longitudinal study, increases in sexual frequency were
associated with increases in sexual satisfaction and life satisfaction over time
(Schmiedeberg, Huyer-May, Castiglioni, & Johnson, 2017).

Sex also facilitates relationship maintenance by buffering romantic cou-
ples against negative relationship outcomes. Both attachment insecurity (see
Cassidy & Shaver, 1999, for a review) and neuroticism (e.g., Karney &
Bradbury, 1997) have been consistently associated with relationship dissatis-
faction. However, research has shown that the negative effects of both factors
are attenuated for people who engage in more frequent sex. Russell and
McNulty (2011) demonstrated that the lower relationship satisfaction typically
experienced by people high in neuroticism was not present among spouses
who engaged in relatively frequent sex; that is, neuroticism was not associated
with less satisfaction for couples engaging in more frequent sex. Likewise,
Little, McNulty, and Russell (2010) demonstrated that attachment avoidance
was unassociated with marital satisfaction among spouses who engaged in
more frequent sex. This effect was mediated by expectations of partner
availability, suggesting that more frequent sex may alleviate avoidant indivi-
duals’ automatic concerns over abandonment.

the importance of physical affection

One reason why sexual frequency is associated with greater well-being is
that couples who engage in more frequent sex also tend to be more
affectionate with each other. Across four studies, the association between
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sexual frequency and personal well-being (i.e., satisfaction with life and
positive emotions) was partially accounted for by the frequency with
which couples engaged in affectionate behaviors (e.g., cuddling, kissing,
and caressing) in their relationship (Debrot, Meuwly, Muise, Impett, &
Schoebi, 2017). In fact, when romantic couples reported on their sexual
and affectionate experiences four times a day for a two-week period,
engaging in sex at one time point during the day was associated with
increases in affectionate behavior at the next time point, and affection at
one time point was also associated with a greater likelihood of engaging in
sex at the next time point (Debrot et al., 2017). In addition, Muise, Giang,
and Impett (2014) found that sex has positive implications for sexual and
relationship satisfaction because of affectionate experiences after sex. In
particular, couples who spent longer engaging in affection after sex (i.e.,
kissing, cuddling, and caressing) felt more satisfied with the sexual experi-
ence and with their relationship. Notably, the duration of after-sex affec-
tion was a stronger predictor of sexual and relationship satisfaction than
the amount of time spent engaging in foreplay or sex itself, and this was
true for both men and women.

Given that sexual frequency is important for the maintenance of
relationships, it seems as if the fact that sexual frequency tends to decline
with age (Waite, Laumann, Das, & Schumm, 2009) could pose a problem
for the maintenance of relationship satisfaction over time (see Rauer &
Proulx, Chapter XX). Nevertheless, physically affectionate behaviors, such
as kissing, cuddling and caressing, do not seem to decline with age (Waite
et al., 2009). Couples who are able to move beyond the notion that
penetrative sex is the primary or only mode of sexual expression and
incorporate a broader repertoire of sexual and affectionate behaviors seem
better able to maintain – or experience heightened – sexual satisfaction in
older adulthood (Hinchliff & Gott, 2008). In a study of mixed-sex couples
in midlife and older adulthood conducted in five countries, affectionate
behaviors such as kissing, cuddling, and caressing were associated with
increased sexual satisfaction for both men and women, and this effect held
above and beyond the association between sexual frequency and satisfac-
tion (Heiman, Long, Smith, Fisher, & Sand, 2010). Interestingly, despite
women’s tendency to focus more on relational aspects of sexuality relative
to men (see Diamond, 2004, for a review), the association between affec-
tion and sexual satisfaction was stronger for men than for women, and
physical affection was a significant predictor of men’s, but not women’s,
relationship satisfaction. Finally, research with clinical populations has
also shown that when penetrative sex is painful, more daily physical
affection—in both sexual and nonsexual contexts—was linked to greater
relationship satisfaction for both partners compared with when daily
affection was lower (Vannier, Rosen, Mackinnon, & Bergeron, 2017).
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sexual satisfaction and relationship
maintenance

People’s affective responses arising from their subjective evaluations of the
quality of their sex lives – that is, how satisfied people feel about their sex
lives –may be an even better predictor of how they feel about their relationships
than how frequently they engage in sex. McNulty and colleagues (2015) demon-
strated that the effects of sexual frequency on relationship satisfaction were
indirect, such that they emerged through sexual satisfaction. In other words,
having a satisfying sexual relationship appears to bemost important to relation-
ship quality, regardless of how one gets there. In amultinational study of people
from 29 countries, Laumann et al. (2006) demonstrated that people who were
the most sexually satisfied were also the happiest with their romantic relation-
ships and with their lives in general. In one of the strongest demonstrations of
the association between sexual and relationship satisfaction, in two eight-wave
longitudinal studies of married couples, McNulty et al. (2015) found that sexual
satisfaction at one time point positively predicted changes in marital satisfac-
tion from that time point to the next (see also Fallis, Rehman, Woody, &
Purdon, 2016). Marital satisfaction at one time point also positively predicted
changes in sexual satisfaction from that time point to the next, suggesting that
the link between sexual and relationship satisfaction flows in both directions.
Extensive research has also shown that couples who enjoy positive, satisfying
sexual relationships have more stable relationships than couples who are less
sexually satisfied or who report experiencing sexual problems (e.g., Sprecher,
2002). In fact, sexual dissatisfaction and incompatibility are key reasons why
couples ultimately break up and dissolve their relationships (Sprecher, 1994).

The importance of sexual satisfaction for the maintenance of satisfying
relationships is also highlighted by research demonstrating that, like sexual
frequency, sexual satisfaction explains and attenuates the effects of critical
individual difference factors on relationship quality. For example, Fisher and
McNulty (2008) demonstrated that sexual satisfaction mediated the effects of
neuroticism on marital satisfaction—that is, the low marital satisfaction of
people high in neuroticism was accounted for by their low sexual satisfaction.
Likewise, Little et al. (2010) found that sexual satisfaction moderated the
effects of attachment anxiety on global relationship satisfaction, such that
attachment anxiety was unrelated to marital satisfaction among those who
were satisfied with their sex lives. This finding is important because it demon-
strates that even those who are high in attachment anxiety – who tend to
report lower relationship quality – can benefit from engaging in satisfying sex
with a close partner.

Although the association between sexual satisfaction and relationship
satisfaction tends to be fairly robust, some couples successfully maintain
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satisfaction with their relationship even when their sexual satisfaction is low.
For example, women who suffer from pain during sex report significantly
lower sexual satisfaction than women without this problem, but report their
relationship satisfaction to be similar to women without this pain (Smith &
Pukall, 2011). Similar patterns have been observed among people coping
with other sexual dysfunctions (e.g., erectile dysfunction or low sexual
interest), whereby the link between sexual functioning and sexual satisfac-
tion is stronger than the link between sexual functioning and overall satis-
faction with the relationship (Rosen, Heiman, Long, Fisher, & Sand, 2016).
Couples who have adapted their sexual scripts to account for difficulties in
sexual functioning (e.g., focusing on nonpenetrative sexual activities when
intercourse is painful or there are erectile problems), or who continue to
engage in behaviors that benefit the overall relationship but are typically
associated with sex (e.g., expressing affection, cuddling, and responsive-
ness), may experience less interference with their feelings about their rela-
tionship more generally (Burri, Giuliano, McMahon, & Porst, 2014; Vannier
et al., 2017).

preventing declines in sexual desire
and satisfaction over time

Given that keeping up a regular sex life and feeling satisfied with one’s sex life
can help couples maintain their relationships over time, it is important to
understand how some couples are able to stave off such declines or remain
satisfied in the face of changes to their sexuality. Indeed, although sexual
desire tends to decline or waver over the course of a relationship on average
(Sims & Meana, 2010), romantic love, which is characterized by high sexual
interest, engagement, and intensity, does not decline for everyone (Acevedo &
Aron, 2009), and not everyone experiences accompanying declines in rela-
tionship satisfaction (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010; Sims &Meana, 2010). Indeed,
although many couples in which one partner has a higher desire for sex than
the other (i.e., “desire-discrepant couples”) experience lower sexual and
relationship satisfaction than couples in which partners have more matched
levels of desire (Davies et al., 1999; Mark, 2012; Rosen, Bailey, & Muise, 2018),
some of these couples successfully navigate these differences and maintain
satisfaction (Bridges & Horne, 2007). Similarly, despite the stressors and
demands associated with the transition to parenthood, about one-third to
one-half of couples maintain or even report an increase in their sexual and
relationship satisfaction during this period (Ahlborg, Rudeblad, Linnér, &
Linton, 2008; Shapiro, Gottman, & Carrere, 2000). In this section, we review
research on four factors that can help couples stave off declines in sexual
desire and satisfaction or remain satisfied in the face of changes to their sexual
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relationship, including research on (1) sexual goals, (2) sexual communal
motivation, (3) sexual communication, and (4) sexual expectations.

Sexual Goals

Although engaging in more frequent sex with a romantic partner is associated
with greater sexual and relationship satisfaction, research on sexual motiva-
tion suggests that an important predictor of what differentiates satisfying
sexual experiences and relationships from dissatisfying ones concerns peo-
ple’s reasons or goals for engaging in sex (see reviews by Impett, Muise, &
Rosen, 2015; Muise & Impett, 2016). Links between sexual goals and sexual and
relationship satisfaction have been most extensively researched through the
lens of approach-avoidance motivational theory (see Gable & Impett, 2012).
This work has shown that when people engage in sex for approach goals, such
as to enhance intimacy or express love for their partner, they experience more
positive emotions, and both partners report higher sexual and relationship
satisfaction (Impett, Peplau, & Gable, 2005; Muise, Impett, & Desmarais,
2013). In contrast, when people engage in sex for avoidance goals, such as to
avoid conflict or a partner’s disappointment, they experience more negative
emotions and relationship conflict, and both partners report lower sexual and
relationship satisfaction. In a longitudinal study of long-term married and
cohabitating couples, people who engaged in sex more frequently for avoid-
ance goals over the course of a three-week daily experience study reported
lower sexual satisfaction at a four-month follow-up and had partners who felt
less sexually satisfied and committed to maintaining their relationship four
months later (Muise, Impett, & Desmarais, 2013). In addition, these same
patterns have also been observed among couples coping with significant
sexual problems, such as pain during sex (Rosen, Muise, et al., 2018). These
findings are consistent with research on sacrifice – a type of pro-relationship
behavior in which partners give up their own self-interests for the sake of their
partner or the relationship (see Righetti & Impett, 2017). This work on
sacrifice has also shown that while making sacrifices for a romantic partner
for approach goals increases the relationship satisfaction of both the giver and
the recipient over time, making sacrifices for a romantic partner in pursuit of
avoidance goals is particularly destructive to the maintenance of relationships
over time (Impett, Gable, & Peplau, 2005; Impett, Gere, Kogan, Gordon, &
Keltner, 2014).

Other research guided by self-determination theory (e.g., Deci & Ryan,
2000) has found that people experience greater psychological well-being and
relationship quality when they engage in sex for goals that are more self-
determined in nature – such as for the enjoyment of being sexual or the
pleasure of sharing an intimate experience with a partner – as compared
with when they engage in sex for goals that are more controlled in nature –
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such as out of feelings of pressure by a partner or concerns about withholding
sex in their relationship (Brunell & Webster, 2013). Similarly, sexual interac-
tions characterized by higher levels of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness are associated with more positive sexual experiences (Smith, 2007) and
greater need fulfillment in monogamous and consensually nonmonogamous
relationships (Wood, Desmarais, Burleigh, & Milhausen, in press). Taken
together, this work suggests that engaging in sex in pursuit of approach or
self-determined goals can enable couples to maintain satisfying sex lives and
relationships over time, whereas engaging in sex for controlled or avoidance
goals can present challenges to the maintenance of relationships.

Although we are gaining a greater understanding of how sexual goals
shape the quality of sexual relationships, we know much less about how goals
might be changed to the ultimate benefit of relationships. The lack of research
on this topic likely reflects the challenges in conducting experimental work in
the area of sexuality. For example, in one experimental study, participants
who were asked to double their sexual frequency unexpectedly experienced
lower satisfaction than participants not given this manipulation, possibly due
to reduced feelings of autonomy around sexual decision-making
(Loewenstein, Krishnamurti, Kopsic, & McDonald, 2015). Recent experimen-
tal work on approach and avoidance sexual goals suggests that it is possible to
enhance people’s approach goals for sex and ultimately, their satisfaction. In a
sample of people currently involved in a romantic relationship, half of the
participants were told about the benefits of approach sexual goals and were
asked to try to focus on approach reasons for sex over the next week, and the
other half were given no instructions about sexual goals. When participants
completed a follow-up survey one week later, those in the approach condition
reported higher sexual and relationship satisfaction compared with those in
the control group (Muise, Boudreau, & Rosen, 2017). Therefore, incorporating
information on the benefits of approach-motivated (or self-determined) sex
in relationships might enhance the efficacy of interventions for couples with
low sexual desire or sexual dissatisfaction.

Sexual Communal Motivation

Another motivational factor that is linked with increased sexual desire and
satisfaction in couples is sexual communal motivation (see Impett et al., 2015;
Muise & Impett, 2016), defined as the extent to which people are motivated to
be noncontingently responsive to their partner’s sexual needs (Muise, Impett,
Kogan, & Desmarais, 2013). People high in sexual communal motivation
report being more likely to have sex with their partner when they are not
entirely in the mood, being open-minded about their partner’s preferences,
communicating with their partner about their sexual likes and dislikes, and
ensuring that the sexual relationship is mutually satisfying (Muise & Impett,
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2016). In a sample of long-term couples who had been together for an average
of 11 years, people who were higher in sexual communal motivation felt more
sexual desire for their partner and had more enjoyable sexual experiences
than those lower in sexual communal motivation (Muise, Impett, Kogan, et
al., 2013). More specifically, whereas people lower in sexual communal moti-
vation declined in desire over a four-month period of time, more communal
people began the study with slightly higher desire and were able to maintain
high levels of sexual desire over time (Muise, Impett. Kogan, et al., 2013). The
partners of people high in sexual communal motivation also reaped benefits,
as they reported that their partners were highly responsive to their needs
during sex and in turn, they felt more satisfied with and committed to their
relationship (Muise & Impett, 2015). Related research suggests that, at times,
changing sexual habits – or making sexual transformations – for a partner can
benefit the relationship (Burke & Young, 2012). In one study, people who
made more (compared with less) frequent sexual changes for the sake of their
romantic partner had partners who reported being more satisfied in their
relationship. In addition, people who felt more positive about changing their
sexual habits for their partner felt more satisfied with their relationships and
had partners who reported feeling more satisfied as well (Burke & Young,
2012). These findings are consistent with the literature on sacrifice, which has
shown that on days when people report giving up their own needs to benefit
their partner or their relationship, they report increased relationship satisfac-
tion (Ruppel & Curran, 2012), as well as findings from a recent meta-analysis
linking broad individual differences in communal orientation with increased
personal well-being and relationship quality (Le, Impett, Lemay, Muise, &
Tskhay, 2018).

Communally motivated people are evenmotivated to meet their partner’s
needs in situations when it is not particularly easy – for example, in situations
in which their partner is interested in sex but their own desire for sex is low. In
these situations, people higher in sexual communal motivation remain moti-
vated to make their partner feel loved and desired, and focus less on what they
personally have to lose from engaging in sex, such as feeling tired or giving up
time spent on personal activities (Day, Muise, Joel, & Impett, 2015). As a result
of their increased motivation to pursue benefits for their partner and
decreased motivation to avoid costs to themselves, individuals high in sexual
communal motivation are more likely to engage in sex in these desire-
discrepant situations, and both partners report greater sexual and relationship
satisfaction as a result. Similarly, being higher in sexual communal motivation
also helps couples maintain sexual and relationship satisfaction in the face of
sexual dysfunction, such as pain during sex (Muise, Bergeron, et al., 2017).

Our review of the research showing the benefits of sexual communal
motivation in relationships is not meant to suggest that people should always
be willing to meet each other’s sexual needs. While the willingness to sacrifice
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or incur costs to benefit a partner – both inside and outside the bedroom – is
inevitable and necessary to sustain relationships (see reviews by Impett et al.,
2015; Righetti & Impett, 2017), incurring personal costs to meet a partner’s
needs is not always beneficial (e.g., Impett, Gable, et al., 2005).

Indeed, research on unmitigated communion (Fritz & Helgeson, 1998) –
the tendency to give to others in a manner that is devoid of agency and
concern for one’s own needs – has shown that individuals high in unmitigated
communion experience more negative affect and less positive affect in situa-
tions of interpersonal conflict (Nagurney, 2007). In essence, people higher in
unmitigated communion take the value of interpersonal connectedness to an
unhealthy extreme, prioritizing the needs of others while neglecting their own
psychological and physical well-being (Fritz & Helgeson, 1998).

Recently, theories of unmitigated communion have been extended to the
domain of sexuality. In a 21-day dyadic daily experience study, on days when
people (or their romantic partner) reported higher sexual communal
strength, they felt more connected to their partner during sex, and in turn,
both partners experienced greater daily sexual and relationship satisfaction.
In contrast, on days when people reported higher unmitigated sexual com-
munion, they felt more disconnected from their partner during sex, and in
turn, experienced lower relationship and sexual satisfaction (Impett, Muise, &
Harasymchuk, 2019). Similarly, in a clinical sample of couples in which the
woman experiences pain during sex, on days when people reported higher
sexual communal motivation, both they and their partners reported better
sexual function and sexual and relationship satisfaction. In contrast, on days
when people reported higher unmitigated sexual communion (i.e., they
focused on their partner’s sexual needs to the exclusion of their own needs),
both partners reported poorer sexual function as well as lower sexual and
relationship satisfaction (Muise, Bergeron, et al., 2017). These findings suggest
that even though people higher in unmitigated sexual communion report
being solely focused onmeeting their partner’s sexual needs, their partners are
not benefiting from their hypervigilance to their sexual needs andmay, in fact,
be even less satisfied with their sex lives and relationships.

Sexual Communication

Another factor that influences both sexual and relationship satisfaction is
sexual communication. Sexual self-disclosure may be an important way for
couples to maintain sexual desire and satisfaction over the course of long-
term relationships (MacNeil & Byers, 2009). Indeed, couples who report more
open and effective communication about their sex lives also report higher
sexual and relationship satisfaction (Byers & Demmons, 1999), including in
situations in which one person suffers from a sexual dysfunction such as pain
during sex (Rancourt, Flynn, Bergeron, & Rosen, 2017). In fact, general self-

Sex 225



C:/ITOOLS/WMS/CUP-NEW/18896833/WORKINGFOLDER/MONK-OPM/9781108419857C12.3D 226 [215–239] 13.8.2019
2:04PM

disclosure as well as disclosure about specific sexual likes and dislikes con-
tributes to sexual satisfaction (Byers & Demmons, 1999). It is not just com-
munication about sex outside the bedroom that has implications for sexual
satisfaction; communication during sex matters too. One study found that
nonverbal sexual communication (i.e., participants’ own reports of their
touch, gestures, and eye gaze during sex), but not verbal communication (i.
e., participants’ own reports of howmuch they communicate their pleasure or
satisfaction with their partner during sex), was associated with increased
sexual satisfaction (Babin, 2012). Still other research that has examined
more specific types of verbal sexual communication suggests that it matters.
For example, Hess and Coffelt (2012) found that using more sexual terms
during sexual discussions with a partner (especially slang terms, such as give
head, as opposed to clinical terms, such as fellatio) was associated with greater
relationship quality and closeness. One reason for this association is that the
use of more sexual terms might indicate that couples are talking about sex
more frequently and have greater comfort with sexual communication.
Further, in research by Jonason, Betteridge, and Kneebone (2016), more
relationship-oriented talk during sex was associated with greater sexual and
relationship satisfaction compared with more self-focused types of erotic talk.

Individual differences in romantic attachment also influence comfort
with sexual communication as well as sexual and relationship satisfaction.
Securely attached people (i.e., those who are comfortable with intimacy and
closeness) generally have committed, stable, and satisfying romantic relation-
ships and enjoy sex in the context of relationships, more so than more
insecurely attached people (i.e., those high in attachment anxiety and/or
avoidance; Birnbaum, Reis, Mikulincer, Gillath, & Orpaz, 2006). One key
reason why secure people havemore satisfying sex lives and relationships than
less securely attached people stems from their increased comfort with com-
municating about sexuality with a romantic partner (Shaver & Mikulincer,
2005). In one study, secure individuals reported less inhibited sexual commu-
nication compared with anxious and avoidant individuals, and this was found
to mediate the relationship between attachment and sexual satisfaction (Davis
et al., 2006). Similarly, in a more recent study of partnered gay men, securely
attached individuals reported the highest levels of sexual communication and
experienced greater relationship quality, and men with securely attached
partners were the most likely to report having sex with their partners at
least once per week (Starks & Parsons, 2014).

Sexual communication may be particularly important as couples navigate
changes to their lives or to their relationships. For example, during the
transition to parenthood, parents juggle a host of novel sexual stressors that
may strain their emotional and physical resources and interfere with their
ability to connect as a couple (Schlagintweit, Bailey, & Rosen, 2016).
Therefore, how partners communicate with each other about their sex lives
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during this transition is likely to shape relationship and sexual satisfaction.
Indeed, in one study, new mothers reported that communication with their
partner about discrepancies in sexual desire was central to negotiating differ-
ent sexual needs between partners and enhancing their sexual satisfaction
during the transition to parenthood (Olsson, Lundqvist, Faxelid, & Nissen,
2005).

Sexual Expectations

In addition to being shaped by the way couples communicate about sex and
their motivations for engaging in sex, sexual and relationship satisfaction are
also likely shaped by people’s expectations about sex – for example, their
expectations about how sexual desire will change over time in their relation-
ship and their expectations for what it takes to maintain sexual desire and
satisfaction. Generally speaking, people are motivated to view their relation-
ships positively, and these cognitive processes help to maintain romantic
relationships over time (Murray et al., 2011), at least for those in healthy
relationships at the outset (McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, 2008). Recent
research has shown the same to be true in the sexual domain of relationships.
de Jong and Reis (2015) showed that partners higher in commitment tend to
view their current partner as their ideal sexual partner and feel optimistic
about their future sex lives, motivational processes that bolster people’s
resolve to persist in their relationships. Assuming that such processes are
occurring in healthy, well-functioning relationships, they may predict better
sexual outcomes over time, and additional research is needed to test this
possibility.

People also have expectations about how satisfied they expect to feel with
their sex lives in the future, and through a process of perceptual confirmation,
it is possible that they eventually evaluate their sex lives in a way that is
consistent with their initial expectations. In one study, both romantic partners
reported their sexual satisfaction and sexual frequency at one time point, and
in a seven-day diary study, made predictions about how sexually satisfied they
expected to feel the next day (McNulty & Fisher, 2008). Women with more
positive sexual expectations were more sexually satisfied six months later. For
men, in contrast, over a six-month period, changes in sexual frequency, rather
than expectations, predicted changes in their sexual satisfaction: engaging in
less frequent sex at the six-month follow-up compared with the beginning of
the study was associated with lower sexual satisfaction. Because women’s
sexual experiences are more influenced by contextual factors such as accul-
turation, education, and religion (e.g., Peplau, 2003), women’s expectations
about a sexual relationship may more strongly influence their sexual satisfac-
tion, whereas men’s sexual satisfaction may be more strongly influenced by
objective aspects such as sexual frequency.
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Research also suggests that people’s implicit beliefs about how sexual
satisfaction and attraction are maintained over time in a relationship have
implications for their sexual and relationship quality (Bohns, Scholer, &
Rehman, 2015; Maxwell et al., 2017). A robust body of research demon-
strates that people’s implicit theories regarding whether particular beha-
viors are innate or take effort to cultivate can shape the ways people
approach and ultimately engage in such behaviors (Dweck, 2008). In the
domain of sexuality, Maxwell and colleagues (2017) distinguished between
two types of beliefs about sexual satisfaction. Whereas sexual growth
believers think that sexual satisfaction is maintained by work and effort,
sexual destiny believers think that sexual satisfaction results from finding a
highly compatible partner, their sexual “soulmate.” The results of six
studies showed that sexual growth believers were more responsive sexual
partners and reported higher sexual and relationship satisfaction as a
result. In contrast, sexual destiny believers used their sexual compatibility
with their partner as a barometer for relationship quality, and as such,
were more sensitive to sexual disagreements and experienced lower rela-
tionship satisfaction (Maxwell et al., 2017).

Sexual expectations may be especially important when people face
entirely new experiences, such as when parents welcome their first baby
into the family. New parents generally have positive expectations of their
ability to navigate this transition (Belsky, 1985), which likely leads to expecta-
tions that their sex lives will “return to normal” soon after the baby is born.
Unfortunately, given the prevalence and wide range of sexual concerns
experienced by new parents (Schlagentweit et al., 2016), they are unlikely to
have these expectations met. Unmet expectations may lead to feelings of
disappointment and increased relationship conflict (Rusbult & Arriaga,
1997), with repercussions for the sexual and relationship satisfaction of both
parents. However, people with a stronger set of cognitive and behavioral
resources, such as those who make more adaptive attributions for changes
to their sexual relationship, have better sexual communication, or are more
responsive to a partner’s needs, should be better equipped to cope when their
expectations are not met, and experience fewer negative consequences as a
result (Harwood, McLean, & Durkin, 2007). Indeed, when new mothers
reported less stable and fewer partner attributions for postpartum sexual
concerns, they were more sexually satisfied, and when they attributed less
responsibility for sexual concerns to their partners, they were more satisfied
with their overall relationship (Vannier, Adare, & Rosen, 2018). Further,
Maxwell et al. (2017) found that holding stronger sexual growth beliefs and
having a partner who is higher in sexual growth beliefs were both associated
with greater sexual and relationship satisfaction during the transition to
parenthood.
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future directions for research on sex
and relationship maintenance

In recent years, sexuality research and relationship science have becomemore
integrated (Impett & Muise, 2018; Muise, Maxwell, & Impett, 2018). As such,
we have learned a great deal about how healthy and satisfying sexual relation-
ships can strengthen relationships and boost well-being. Yet, since the inte-
gration of these fields is still relatively new, many unanswered questions
remain. In this section, we highlight five promising directions for future
research on sex and relationship maintenance, including (1) research on
how people decline (or reject) their partners’ sexual advances as well as
respond to sexual rejection; (2) research on accuracy and bias in perceptions
of a partner’s sexual motives, feelings, and behaviors; (3) research using
diverse methodological approaches, such as modeling trajectories (including
nonlinear trajectories) of sexual outcomes over time in relationships; (4)
research that moves beyond the use of self-report measures; and (5) additional
research on sexuality during important relationship and life transitions.

One promising direction for future research on sex and relationship
maintenance involves moving beyond the almost exclusive focus on under-
standing what happens when couples do have sex to understand what happens
when couples do not have sex, including how people decline a partners’
request for sex and deal with sexual rejection. Given that it is normative for
desire to ebb and flow over time in relationships and partners cannot always
be in sync with their sexual interests (Impett, Muise, et al., 2014), people will
inevitably need to decline or reject their partner’s sexual advances. Sexual
rejection is common in romantic relationships: in a study of dating relation-
ships, most people reported either declining their partner’s sexual advances or
having their advances declined at least once per week, and relationship
satisfaction was lower when people had their sexual advances declined as
opposed to accepted (Byers &Heinlein, 1989). There are likely some situations
and life stages when rejection is more relevant to and frequent in relation-
ships, such as the transition to parenthood. We currently know very little
about the ways in which people reject their partner for sex, or if there are
particular ways of doing so that protect couples against experiencing declines
in relationship and sexual satisfaction. Findings from a recent study suggest
that, in the context of long-term romantic relationships, there might be times
when it is better for people to decline their partner’s sexual advances in
reassuring ways, such as by telling their partner they are still loved and
desired, than to engage in sex reluctantly to avoid conflict or hurting a
partner’s feelings (Kim, Muise, & Impett, 2018). Much more research is
needed, however, to determine which particular sexual rejection behaviors
more effectively buffer couples against the sting of sexual rejection, both in the
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moment when couples experience rejection and when particular types of
rejection are used more chronically over time.

The flip side to delivering sexual rejection is understanding how people
respond to or cope with being rejected. Although it is sometimes important to
be responsive to a partner’s needs to engage in sex (Muise & Impett, 2016), at
other times it is important to be understanding about a partner’s need to not
engage in sex. In a study of couples who had recently had their first child – a
time when romantic partners experience many novel sexual concerns, includ-
ing a dip in sexual desire (Schlagentweit et al., 2016)—showing understanding
about a partner’s need not to have sex was just as important for relationship
and sexual satisfaction as being responsive to a partner’s need to engage in sex.
In particular, when new mothers and fathers were more motivated to be
responsive to their partner’s need not to engage in sex, they felt more satisfied
with their sex lives and relationships (Muise, Rosen, et al., 2017). In addition,
having a partner who was more understanding about the need not to have sex
was associated with greater sexual and relationship satisfaction for new
mothers. Understanding how both partners can be buffered against the
negative consequences of a partner’s lack of interest in sex and possible sexual
rejection are crucial to our understanding of the role of sex in relationship
maintenance.

A second area of inquiry that has the potential to lead to important
insights about sexuality and relationship maintenance is accuracy and bias
in perceptions of a partner’s motives, feelings, and behaviors. We know from
dyadic research on sexuality that partners influence each other’s experiences
and outcomes in relationships, but we know far less about how accurate or
biased people are in their perceptions of their partner’s intentions. For
example, although research has shown that a person’s sexual goals are asso-
ciated with their partner’s desire and satisfaction (Muise, Impett, &
Desmarais, 2013), there is only a weak correlation between one person’s sexual
goals and the partner’s perceptions of their sexual goals (Impett, Peplau, et al.,
2005). In fact, recent work has demonstrated that although people are reason-
ably accurate at detecting daily changes in their partner’s sexual desire, men
on average tend to underestimate their partner’s sexual desire (Muise,
Stanton, Kim, & Impett, 2016). Although underestimating a partner’s desire
could mean that couples are missing out on opportunities for sex, this work
has also shown that on days when men underperceive their partner’s sexual
desire, their partner feels more satisfied with the relationship.While we do not
yet know why women feel more satisfied when their partners underperceive
their desire, it may be because their partners work harder to entice their
interest, although future research is needed to test this possibility. New
modeling techniques – such as the Truth and Bias Model (West & Kenny,
2011) and response surface analyses (Barranti, Carlson, & Côté, 2017) –
provide novel opportunities for researchers to test how accurate and biased
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people are in detecting their partner’s sexual motives, feelings, and behaviors
and the consequences of these perceptions for sexual and relationship
outcomes.

A third direction for future research is the use of novel methodological
approaches, including mapping, longitudinally, how sexual outcomes such as
desire and satisfaction ebb and flow over time in relationships.With advanced
statistical methods, including growth curve analyses, researchers have begun
to examine trajectories of sexual and relationship satisfaction over time (e.g.,
Fallis et al., 2016; McNulty et al., 2015). Still, the majority of longitudinal
research examining how sexuality-related factors shape the satisfaction and
maintenance of relationships has focused on predicting relationship out-
comes (e.g., three or six months later) rather than trajectories, and has
included only two time points, precluding any examination of nonlinear
patterns. Research on support in relationships more broadly suggests that a
curvilinear association, whereby the benefits of responsive support toward a
partner do not increase with increasing support but – at least for avoidantly
attached people – are negative at low and extremely high levels of support but
positive at moderate levels of support, demonstrates the importance of mod-
eling nonlinear outcomes (Girme, Overall, Simpson, & Fletcher, 2015). In
research on sexual frequency and well-being, Muise et al. (2016) found that the
associations between sexual frequency and both relationship and life satisfac-
tion were best represented by a curvilinear association, whereby the benefits
of engaging in sex for well-being did not increase after a frequency of about
once a week. Although many people in committed romantic relationships
experience declines in sexual desire and satisfaction over time, this is not true
for everyone, yet the possibility of nonlinear trends has been largely ignored in
research to date. Given that sexual desire, preferences, and behaviors are
known to ebb and flow in relationships and to be especially responsive to
novel stressors or life transitions (e.g., Jawed-Wessel & Sevick, 2017), long-
itudinal studies focusing on trajectories will enhance our understanding of
how sex can help maintain or interfere with the maintenance of relationships
for different couples over time.

A fourth direction for future research is to move beyond the use of self-
report measures. Given the challenges of studying sexuality in relationships
using experimental methods, the vast majority of the research in this area is
based on self-report measures. An important direction for future research is
to combine self-reports with other approaches, such as behavioral observa-
tion and psychophysiological assessments. In one study in which couples
had in-laboratory conversations about a sexual and a nonsexual conflict and
researchers coded their communication behaviors, the results showed that
how couples communicated about difficult issues – such as the amount of
negative emotional expressions (i.e., defensiveness, contempt) and positive
emotional expressions (i.e., responsiveness, caring) they displayed – was
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associated with marital satisfaction, and that discussions of sexual conflicts
were particularly impactful for satisfaction (compared with nonsexual con-
flict discussions; Rehman et al., 2011). Further, among couples coping with
pain during sex, when women demonstrated greater empathic responses
during a discussion about how the pain impacted their lives, they and their
partners reported higher sexual and relationship satisfaction (Bois et al.,
2015; Rosen, Bois, Mayrand, Vannier, & Bergeron, 2016). Coding couple
interactions, as well as assessing physiological responses (such as stress
responses), could provide important insights into the factors that are asso-
ciated with the successful navigation of sexual conflicts in relationships.
Sexuality researchers have assessed physiological responses to sexual stimuli
in terms of genital arousal, which has garnered important insights into
gender differences in sexual responses and the correspondence between
genital and self-reported arousal (see Chivers, Seto, Lalumiere, Laan, &
Grimbos, 2010, for a review). However, this work is not often positioned
in the context of romantic relationships, nor has it focused on how couples
can more successfully navigate sexual challenges in their relationships.

A fifth direction for future research is the need for more work on changes
to sexuality over important life and relationship transitions. Much of the
research examining how sex contributes to relationship maintenance has
focused on couples in dating or committed relationships, but who are still
relatively young and healthy. Much can be learned about the role of sex in
relationship maintenance when couples are faced with challenging life transi-
tions or situations that can interfere with their relationship. In this chapter, we
highlighted recent work on the transition to parenthood, a key period in
which couples are known to experience many new sexual concerns
(Schlagintweit et al., 2016), and which is typically accompanied by significant
declines in sexual and relationship satisfaction (Maas, McDaniel, Feinberg, &
Jones, 2018; Serati et al., 2010). We believe that the transition to parenthood is
an ideal time to examine the role of sex in relationship maintenance, because
there is a clearly identifiable “transition” – the birth of the child – that can
trigger changes to the sexual relationship. The transition to parenthood is
only one example of a life transition that presents novel sexual and relation-
ship challenges. The transition to older adulthood is another period when
many couples experience declines in their sexual functioning, commonly as a
result of other physical health problems or life stressors (Laumann et al.,
2006). Interestingly, older adults experience less sexual distress than younger
individuals with similar sexual function problems, and many remain sexually
active and satisfied well into late adulthood (Mitchell et al., 2013). Further,
individuals who maintain their sexual connection into older adulthood not
only report greater well-being but show lower mortality rates (see Diamond &
Huebner, 2012, for a review). There is a lot to learn from how older adults
navigate and maintain the quality of their sexual and intimate relationships,
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and these insights might be fruitfully applied to understand the role of sex in
relationship maintenance in other samples.

conclusion

Successfully navigating sexual challenges and maintaining sexual fulfillment
has great potential to enhance the quality and stability of romantic relation-
ships, and some of the lines of research described in this chapter have begun to
shed light on how couples may best do this. We hope that our review of the
growing literature on the role of sex in relationship maintenance highlights
how much we have learned and sparks increased interest in a topic that is
integral to strengthening the quality and longevity of romantic relationships.
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