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Abstract We examined the interplay between husbands’ and

wives’ positive and negative nonsexual interpersonal behaviors,

frequency of sexual intercourse, sexual satisfaction, and feelings

ofmaritalsatisfaction.Todothis,weconductedanin-depthface-

to-face interviewandcompletedaseriesof telephonediarieswith

105 couples during their second, third, and fourteenth years of

marriage. Consistent with the argument that women’s sexual

response is tied to intimacy (Basson, 2000), multilevel analyses

revealed that husbands’ positive interpersonal behaviors directed

toward theirwives—butnotwives’positivitynorspouses’negat-

ive behaviors (regardless of gender)—predicted the frequency

withwhichcouplesengagedinintercourse.Thefrequencyofsex-

ual intercourse and interpersonal negativity predicted both

husbands’andwives’ sexual satisfaction;wives’positivebehav-

iorswerealsotiedtohusbands’sexualsatisfaction.Whenspouses’

interpersonal behaviors, frequency of sexual intercourse, and sex-

ualsatisfactionwereconsideredintandem,allbut thefrequencyof

sexualintercoursewereassociatedwithmaritalsatisfaction.When

it comes to feelings of marital satisfaction, therefore, a satisfying

sex life and a warm interpersonal climate appear to matter more

than does a greater frequency of sexual intercourse. Collectively,

these findings shed much-needed light on the interplay between

the nonsexual interpersonal climate of marriage and spouses’

sexual relationships.

Keywords Sex � Sexual satisfaction �Marital satisfaction �
Interpersonal behaviors � Marriage

Introduction

In his 1954 address to the American Psychiatric Association,

Kinsey argued that‘‘when there are adequate sexual relationships,

marriages become emotionally richer; when sexual relationships

donot involvesufficientemotional interchange, then marriages

are threatened’’(as quoted in Gathorne-Hardy, 2000, p. 70). This

ideathat theemotional tenorofmarriageandattributesofspouses’

sexual relationships are inextricably linked has been embraced by

social scientists,clinicalpractitioners,andthegeneralpublicalike.

The frequencywithwhichcouplesengageinsexual intercourse

and the extent to which sex is gratifying are believed to reflect the

depthofacouple’sentirephysical andemotionalbond(Schnarch,

1997)andareviewedasabarometerofmaritalhealth(Schwartz&

Rutter, 1998).

Despite thesewidespreadbeliefs, the linkbetweensexual rela-

tionshipsand thebroader,nonsexual interpersonalclimateofmar-

riage has received little empirical attention. As a result,‘‘we still

have only a limited view of how sexuality is integrated into the

normal flow of married life’’ (Christopher & Sprecher, 2000, p.

232, emphasis added). Using data gathered from 105 couples

whose marriages were followed for more than 13 years and who

provided extensive information on both the sexual and nonsexual

aspectsoftheirrelationships, thepresentstudyisamongthefirst to

examine spouses’ positive and negative nonsexual interpersonal

behaviors (referred to interchangeably as ‘‘the interpersonal cli-

mate of marriage’’) in connection with both the frequency of sex-

ual intercourse (or, more simply,‘‘sexual frequency’’) and sexual

satisfaction.Specifically,wesoughttoanswerthreequestions:(1)

Does the frequency with which couples have sex depend, in part,

on the broader interpersonal climate of their marriages? (2) Is sex
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more gratifying in marriages characterized by favorable inter-

personal climates and more frequent sex? and (3) Do sexual fre-

quency and sexual satisfaction predict marital satisfaction over

andabovespouses’positiveandnegativeinterpersonalbehaviors?

The InterpersonalClimate of Marriage and theSexual

Relationship

Sexual Frequency

In their classic survey involving approximately 3600 married

couples, Blumstein and Schwartz (1983) were among the first to

connect sexual frequency to the broader interpersonal climate of

marriage. They concluded that spouses who showed more spon-

taneous affection were more eager to have sex, whereas couples

who reported more nonsexual conflict found their sex lives to be

wanting. Although this work has contributed to the widespread

belief that highly affectionate spouses have more sex and those

who criticize or otherwise behave antagonistically toward one

another have less sex, few empirical studies have examined how

partners’ positive and negative interpersonal behaviors are tied to

the frequency of sexual intercourse.

After repeated calls to action from both scholars and clinicians

alike (e.g., Aubin & Heiman, 2004; Diamond & Huebner, 2012),

however, researchers have begun considering partners’ sexual

relationship in connection with broader relationship dynamics. In

a recent study utilizing a daily diary framework to examine the

association between romantic partners’ positivity and sexual fre-

quency, H. Rubin and Campbell (2012) found that, on days when

either partner reported increased intimacy—as characterized by

self-disclosure, feelings of closeness, and affection outside of

intercourse—couples were more likely to report that they also

engaged in sex. Despite the strength of this methodological

approach, these findings cast only a sliver of light on how sexual

frequency is connected to partners’ positive behaviors in general,

as the researchers limited their investigation to couple members’

daily levels of intimacy and did not assess a broader class of pos-

itive behaviors.

Justaspartnerswhocharacterizethemselvesasdisplayingmore

affection indicate that they enjoy more active sex lives, spouses

who engage in more antagonistic behaviors may find themselves

having less sex. However, only a few studies link interpersonal

negativity to a reduced incidence of sex, and most work centers

on interpersonal conflict as opposed to antagonism more gener-

ally (which could take place outside of a conflict episode).

Although some research indicates that couples who report a

greater number of arguments or problems in their relationships do

not necessarily have less sex (e.g., Russell & McNulty, 2011)—

and oftentimes have more sex (e.g., Hetherington, 2003)—most

clinicians and scholars agree that marital conflict undermines

sexualrelationships(seeMetz&Epstein,2002).For instance,Rao

and DeMaris (1995) found that men (but not women) who per-

ceived their relationships as troubled or plagued by open dis-

agreement reported having less sex with their partners. However,

because the researchers required the participants in this study to

recall how often they had disagreements with their partner during

theprioryearaswellas thenumberof timestheyhadsexwiththeir

partner during the previous month, these findings may paint a

somewhat biased picture of the association between interper-

sonalnegativityand thefrequencyofsex.Byasking individuals to

reportontheirpartner’spositiveandnegativebehaviorsduringthe

prior24-hperiod,wewereable tosidestep the issuesofpoor recall

and state-congruent memory that often plague retrospective

methods and more accurately capture the frequency with which

spouses engage in specific interpersonal and sexual behav-

iors (see Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003).

In a unique investigation examining whether partners’ day-to-

day positiveandnegative interpersonal exchanges, considered in

tandem, are connected to sexual behavior, Ridley, Cate, Collins,

Reesing, and Lucero (2008) found that partners who felt more

positively toward one another reported engaging in more sexual

behaviors.Unexpectedly, thosewhoreportedmorenegative feel-

ingsabout theirpartnersalsoreportedparticipatinginmoresexual

activities. However, as these results reflect how the sexual rela-

tionship isconnected topartners’positiveandnegative feelings, it

is unclear if such feelings translate into displays of affection or

antagonism, respectively. Because sexual activities occur within

the context of relationships in which both partners’ overt behav-

iors are presumed to influence one another (e.g., Sprecher, 1998),

it is important to determine whether these findings on partners’

intrapsychic experiences extend to their interpersonal behaviors.

Sexual Satisfaction

Early studies of marital sexuality often treated sexual frequency

and sexual satisfaction as the same phenomenon, suggesting that

individuals who had more sex must be more satisfied with their

sex lives. In line with this perspective, the amount of sex indi-

vidualsreporthavingwiththeirpartnersisconsistentlytiedtohow

positivelyindividualsviewtheirsexlives(e.g.,Edwards&Booth,

1976; Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994; Yucel & Gassanov,

2010). However, researchers now generally agree that the

sheer number of times couples have sex is not as strongly tied

to the quality of their sexual relationships as initially believed

(Christopher & Kisler, 2004).

Inparticular, thebroaderinterpersonalclimateofmarriagemay

alsocontributetospouses’sexualsatisfaction.Justaspartners’dis-

plays of affection and antagonism may contribute to how often

couples have sex, these behaviors may also color whether or not

partners perceive their sex lives as satisfying. Clinicians
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have long suspected that partners who express less affection

toward one another become emotionally distant and, in turn, less

satisfiedwith their sexlives (e.g.,Leiblum,1998;Tiefer,1991;see

also Aubin & Heiman, 2004). A survey of Chinese spouses lends

support to this notion: Even after accounting for individuals’

reported frequencyofsexualactivities, spouseswho indicated

they hugged, kissed, and cuddled with their partners more often

reportedgreatersexualsatisfaction(Renaud,Byers,&Pan,1997).

Whereasspouseswhoreport showingalotofaffectionfor their

partners also report greater sexual satisfaction, those who engage

inmoreantagonisticbehaviorsgenerallyfindtheirsexual relation-

ships to be less satisfying (Haning et al., 2007). However, much of

theempiricalworkontheconnectionbetweeninterpersonalnega-

tivity and the quality of sexual relationships has been limited to

comparisons between sexually dysfunctional couples and non-

clinical control groups (see Metz & Epstein, 2002), and thus the

impact that negative exchanges may have on the sexual relation-

ships of couples who are not suffering from sexual or marital dis-

tress has been largely overlooked. In a notable exception, Ridley

etal.(2006)foundthat,ondayswhenhusbandsandwivesreported

feeling more angry or irritated with their partners, their spouses

experienced dampened feelings of lust. Because negative affect

can translate into negative interpersonal behaviors (Caughlin,

Huston,&Houts,2000),andfeelingsoflust(orsexualdesire)have

beenlinkedtogreatersexualsatisfaction(Hurlbert,Apt,&Rabehl,

1993), these findings support the notion that interpersonal nega-

tivity can erode sexual satisfaction.

In a rare study considering how the sexual relationship—in

combination with the interpersonal climate—is tied to sexual sat-

isfaction, Haning et al. (2007) asked a sample of sexually active

individuals to indicate their feelings of intimacy and the level of

conflict in their relationships, aswell as their likelihoodoforgasm

and the extent to which they were satisfied with their sexual rela-

tionships. Individualswhoreportedgreater intimacyandagreater

likelihoodoforgasmfeltmoresexuallysatisfiedonaverage;addi-

tionally, for women—but not for men—conflict was inversely

associatedwithfeelingsofsexualsatisfaction.Althoughthisstudy

examined positively and negatively valenced partnership issues

alongside featuresof the participants’ sexual relationships, it is

unclear whether this pattern of results extends to individuals’

actualday-to-daybehaviors,asthemeasuresforintimacyandcon-

flict intermixed attitudinal and behavioral items, and the

researchers examined the likelihood of orgasm instead of sexual

frequency.What’smore,becauseparticipationwasopentoallsex-

ually active adults, these findings may not reflect the ways in

which the sexual and nonsexual aspects of partners’ relationships

are connected to sexual satisfaction among those in established

relationships. The present investigation builds on the research

describedaboveandexamineswhetherspouses’sexualfrequency,

together with their positive and negative interpersonal behaviors,

uniquelycontributestohusbands’andwives’feelingsofsexualsat-

isfaction.

Marital Satisfaction

Thequantityandqualityofsexreportedbyhusbandsandwives,as

well as the positive and negative behaviors that define the broader

interpersonal climate of their relationships, has been consistently

linkedtospouses’overallevaluationsof theirmarriages. Indeed,

couples who have more sex feel more satisfied with their rela-

tionships ingeneral (e.g.,Call,Sprecher,&Schwartz,1995),asdo

husbands and wives who find their sex lives to be particularly

fulfilling(e.g.,Yeh,Lorenz,Wickrama,Conger,&Elder,2006).

Yet, until recently, researchers paid little attention to the ways in

which sexual activity and sexual satisfaction translate into marital

satisfaction. In a notable exception, Meltzer and McNulty (2010)

found that, although self-reported sexual frequency over a prior

30-day period was directly tied to marital satisfaction, spouses’

reportsofsexualsatisfactionfullymediatedthisassociation.How-

ever, because researchers have yet to account for spouses’ non-

sexual interpersonal dynamics when examining the impact of

sexual frequency and sexual satisfaction on marital satisfaction, it

remains unclear whether any associations between the sexual

relationshipandmarital satisfactionaresupersededbythepositive

and negative behaviors that partners engage in on a day-to-day

basis.

Compared to the sexual aspects of couples’ relationships, the

ways in which husbands and wives behave toward one another,

apart from the sex act itself, have a greater influence on spouses’

overall assessments of marital satisfaction (Hassebrauck & Fehr,

2002;Huston&Vangelisti,1991).Bothaffectionandantagonism

have been independently linked to partners’ feelings of marital

satisfaction, such that spouses who receive more affection from

their partners report greater satisfaction with their relationships

(e.g.,Horan&Booth-Butterfield,2010;Miller,Caughlin,&Hus-

ton, 2003), and those who are the target of their partner’s antag-

onistic behaviors generally report lower levels of marital satisfac-

tion (e.g., Caughlin et al., 2000; Karney & Bradbury, 1995).

Although few studies have concurrently examined spouses’

positive and negative interpersonal behaviors outside of a con-

flict interaction task, those that have typically find that both

types of interpersonal behaviors uniquely contribute to hus-

bands’ and wives’ feelings of marital satisfaction (e.g., Caugh-

lin & Huston, 2002; Feeney, 2002).

Thus, although sexual satisfaction, affection, and antagonism

have been independently tied to husbands’ and wives’ feelings of

maritalsatisfaction,andrecentworksuggests thatthelinkbetween

sexual frequency and marital satisfaction is mediated by sexual

satisfaction, it remains to be seen whether these associations will

persist when considered simultaneously.

Overview of the Current Study

To accomplish our objectives, we asked husbands and wives to

report on the quantity and quality of sex they were having with

Arch Sex Behav (2017) 46:489–501 491

123



theirpartners, theirday-to-daypositiveandnegativeinterpersonal

behaviors, and their feelings of marital satisfaction at three points

in time over the course of 13 years of marriage.

Thefirstsetofanalysestestedwhethertheinterpersonalclimate

of marriage—characterized by partners’ positive and negative

behaviors—is tied to how often couples had sex. Specifically, we

hypothesized that the interpersonal climate of marriage will pre-

dict how often couples have sex, such that when positive and neg-

ative interpersonal behaviors are considered simultaneously (1)

the more often spouses behave positively toward one another, the

more often the couple will have sex, and (2) the more negatively

spouses behave toward one another, the less often the couple will

have sex.

The second set of analyses examined whether sexual fre-

quency,whenconsideredin tandemwiththeinterpersonalclimate

of marriage, is associated with spouses’ sexual satisfaction. We

hypothesized that sexual frequency and the interpersonal climate

of marriages will be associated with husbands’ and wives’ sexual

satisfaction, such that (1) partners who have more sex will report

greater sexual satisfaction, after accounting for spouses’ positive

andnegative interpersonalbehaviors. Inaddition,aftercontrolling

for sexual frequency, we expected that (2) positive behaviors will

be tied to increased sexual satisfaction, whereas (3) negative

behaviors will be inversely associated with sexual satisfaction.

In our final set of analyses, we sought to determine the ways in

which sex matters in marriage by simultaneously examining sex-

ual frequency, sexual satisfaction, andspouses’positiveandnega-

tive interpersonal behaviors in relation to their feelings of marital

satisfaction.Moreprecisely,wehypothesizedwhether (1)after

accounting for spouses’ positive and negative interpersonal

exchanges, the association between sexual frequency and marital

satisfaction will be mediated by sexual satisfaction, and (2) after

controllingforcouples’sexualfrequencyandspouses’sexualsatis-

faction, husbands’ and wives’ displays of positivity will be posi-

tively tied to their reported marital satisfaction, while partners’

negative behaviors will be inversely associated with feelings of

marital satisfaction.

Through these three sets of analyses, we can determine whe-

ther having an active sex life, a satisfying sex life, or both is inde-

pendently associated with husbands’ and wives’ reports of mar-

ital satisfaction. If sexual frequency or sexual satisfaction fails to

be associated with spouses’ marital satisfaction after their posi-

tive and negative interpersonal behaviors are taken into account,

thensuchfindingswouldindicatethatsexmatterslessinmarriage

than previously suggested.

Method

Participants

Couples were recruited using marriage license records from

four counties in central Pennsylvania. In order to be eligible to

participate,coupleshadtobeintheirfirstmarriages,speakEnglish

fluently, and have no plans to move from the area within 2 years.

Of the 400 couples that were solicited to participate in the current

study, 42 % (168 couples) agreed. According to information

reported in the marriage license records, the couples that chose to

participate did not significantly differ from those who declined in

termsoftheireducational level,age,orfathers’occupationalstatus

(seeRobins,1985).Themajorityofparticipantsmarriedatanearly

age (average age=21.09 years for wives, 23.60 years for hus-

bands), were White (98.81 %), had a high school education or less

(58.04 %), and came from working-class backgrounds (61.90 %).

Procedure

The dataused in the current study werecollectedaspartofa larger

project involving four phases of data collection, beginning when

the couples were newlyweds.1 However, only the final three time

periods (Phases 2–4) were included in the current study, as

spouses’sexualsatisfactionwasnotassessedduringPhase1of the

study (given the central role that sexual satisfaction plays in the

currentstudy,weelectedtoexcludethefirstphaseofdata).Phase2

took place in 1982, after the couples had been married for, on

average,14 months,andPhase3tookplacein1983,2 monthsafter

couples’ second anniversaries. The final phase of data collection

occurred overa decade later (in1994 and 1995),when the couples

had been married between 13 and 14 years. At the completion of

thestudy,wewereable todeterminethemaritalstatusof164ofthe

168 couples:105 couples remained married, 56divorced, three

were widowed, and four were unable to be located. As the current

studycapturestheassociationsbetweenspouses’positiveandneg-

ative behaviors, sexual frequency, sexual satisfaction, and marital

satisfaction over time, only the105 couples that remained married

throughout all phases of data collection were included in the final

sample. However, follow-up analyses utilizing the entire sample

(i.e., couples who remained continuously married and those who

divorced) produced the same basic pattern of results (with the

1 Althoughotherarticleshavebeenpublishedusingthesedata(e.g.,Caughlin

et al., 2000; Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George, 2001; Miller et al.,

2003), this is the only study that examines the interplay between sexual

frequency,sexualsatisfaction,partners’interpersonalbehaviors,andspouses’

feelings of marital satisfaction. In their seminal paper involving a handful of

the same variables considered in the present study, Huston and Vangelisti

(1991) examined the extent to which partners’ positive behaviors, negative

behaviors, and‘‘sexual interest’’were tied to marital satisfaction; their overall

goal was to identify, and then subsequently connect, different types of

socioemotional behaviors to feelings of marital satisfaction. The current

study, on the other hand, examined spouses’ interpersonal behaviors in

connection with the sexual aspects of their relationship, and then assessed

whether those factors (specifically, spouses’ positive behaviors, negative

behaviors, sexual frequency, and sexual satisfaction), considered in tandem,

predicted marital satisfaction across 13 years of marriage. Thus, the focus of

this article—and its specific hypotheses—is distinct from the ideas examined

in other studies involving this data.
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exception of one finding, which is highlighted in the ‘‘Results’’

section).2

At each phase, couples took part in an extensive interview

designed to paint a comprehensive picture of couples’ day-to-day

lives together, as well as capture the quality of their marital and

sexual relationships.Eachspousewas interviewed independently

by same-sex interviewers, and the interview procedure typically

lasted for about 90 min. Data collected during these interviews

included information about spouses’ feelings of sexual and mar-

ital satisfaction, as well as detailed information about their per-

sonal and family backgrounds.

In the two- to three-week period following this initial inter-

view,couplesparticipated inaseriesof telephonediariesdesigned

to obtain information about the day-to-day life of each couple.

During each telephone interview, spouses (separately) indicated

how often their partner engaged in a variety of positive and nega-

tivebehaviors—aswellasthenumberoftimes,ifany,theyhadsex

with their partner—during the prior 24-h period, ending at 5:00

p.m. theeveningof thecall.Participantscompletednine telephone

interviews during both Phase 2 and Phase 3, and they completed

six telephone interviews during Phase 4. Couples were contacted

approximately every other day, and the vast majority of calls took

place between 5 p.m. and 11 p.m. Spouses who worked evenings

orwereotherwiseoccupiedat thetimeofthecallwereinterviewed

the following morning; however, regardless of whether both

spouses could be interviewed in the evening or not, husbands and

wives reported on the same 24-h period. The aggregate of these

diary-type interviews made it possible to create portraits of each

individualmarriage,allowingustocharacterizehowpositivelythe

spouses behaved toward one another, how much antagonism they

showed,andhowoftentheyhadsex.Formoreinformationregard-

ing the diary procedure, see Huston (2009) and Huston, Robins,

Atkinson, and McHale (1987).

Measures

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables

are shown in Table 1.

Positive and Negative Behaviors

Toassess spouses’positiveandnegativebehaviors,husbandsand

wives were asked to indicate how often their partner engaged in

anarrayofpositiveandnegativebehaviorsduring the24-hperiod

ending at 5 p.m. the day of the call. Spouses reported the number

of times their partner enacted seven positive or prosocial behav-

iors (such as saying I love you, engaging in physical affection

outside of intercourse, and expressing approval or offering com-

pliments), as well as seven negative or antagonistic behaviors

(such asdominatingconversations, showingangeror impatience,

and purposefully doing something to annoy one’s partner).

Spouses’ positive and negative behaviors were aggregated across

days to create two indices, one for each class of behaviors (see

Huston & Vangelisti, 1991, for a complete list of the positive and

negative behaviors).

Sexual Frequency

During each telephone diary, husbands and wives reported whe-

ther theyhadsexual intercourseduringtheprior24-hperiodand, if

so, thenumberoftimes.Aswiththepositivityandnegativityitems,

husbands’ and wives’ reported sexual frequency was aggregated

across days. Although both spouses reported the number of times

that they had sex with their partner, because their reports were

highly correlated (the average correlation was .88; all ps\.001),

anddue to thedyadicnatureof thebehavior,husbands’andwives’

reports of sexual frequency were averaged together within each

phase. In Phase 2, couples’ sexual frequency ranged from 0 to 12;

in Phase 3, the range was 0–15 and in Phase 4 the range was 0–

10.67. Couples had sex an average of 0.40 times per day during

Phase 2 (SD= .31), 0.34 times per day during Phase 3 (SD= .31),

and 0.27 times per day during Phase 4 (SD= .29). The frequency

of sexual intercourse ranged from 0 to 10 times per day during

Phase2,0to4timesperdayduringPhase3,and0to3timesperday

during Phase 4.

Sexual Satisfaction

Husbands and wives reported on their feelings of sexual sat-

isfaction during the initial interviews using a global item, which

asked about their personal sexual satisfaction over the last

2 months.Specifically, spouseswereasked,‘‘Howsatisfiedordis-

satisfied have you been with your sexual relationship?’’Answers

were anchored on a nine-item scale ranging from 1 (very dissat-

isfied) to 9 (very satisfied).

Marital Satisfaction

Spouses’ overall satisfaction with their marriages was measured

usingtheMaritalOpinionQuestionnaire,whichwasadaptedfrom

a life satisfaction measure (A. Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers,

1976). The measure had two parts. In the first part, participants

2 Although the general pattern of results does not change whenboth those

who remained continuously married and those who ultimately divorced

were included in the model, we also tested whether these two groups

significantlydifferedacrossseveral ofourvariablesof interest, aswell asa

number of sociodemographic characteristics (all of which were reported

when couples had been married for approximately 1 year). Compared to

their counterparts who ultimately divorced, wives who remained contin-

uously married reported higher levels of sexual satisfaction and marital

satisfaction, and couples who remained married reported lower levels of

sexual frequency. The only other significant difference that was detected

was that a greater proportion of husbands who remained married were

employed during Phase 2, relative to the proportion observed among

husbandswhoultimatelydivorced.Spouseswhoremainedmarrieddidnot

differ from those who divorced with respect to their positive and negative

interpersonal behaviors, age at marriage, years of education, race, or total

income.
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wereasked to characterize theirmarriages ona7-point scaleusing

a setof 10 bipolar adjectives (e.g.,‘‘Sad v. Happy’’and‘‘Bringsout

the worst in me v. Brings out the best in me’’). Factor analyses

revealed thateightof these items loaded togetheronasingle factor

(see Huston & Vangelisti, 1991; Miller et al., 2003). In the second

part of the measure, participants rated their overall satisfaction

with their marriages on a scale ranging from 1 (completely dis-

satisfied) to 7 (completely satisfied). For both of these parts,

spouses were asked to base their ratings on the quality of their

marriagesduringtheprior2months.FollowingA.Campbell,Con-

verse, and Rodgers (1976), the ratings of the eight semantic dif-

ferential items were averaged together with spouses’overall rating

of marital satisfaction to produce a single index of marital satis-

factionwithpossiblescoresrangingfrom1(low)to7(high).Alpha

coefficients for the semantic differential items were high across all

phases, ranging from .88 to .93 for husbands and .91 to .94 for

wives, and the correlations between the totals of the semantic dif-

ferential scores and the global assessment of marital satisfaction

rangedfrom.69to.78and.61to.85forhusbandsandwives,respec-

tively (all ps\.001; for more information about the marital satis-

faction scale, see Huston & Vangelisti, 1991).

Analytic Strategy

For all analyses, multilevel modeling procedures with SAS Proc

Mixed were used. To examine whether spouses’ propensity to

behave in a positive or antagonistic manner predicted the fre-

quency of sexual intercourse, multilevel modeling techniques

wereemployed, inwhichthedatawereanalyzedat the levelof the

dyad. Because the outcome variable, sexual frequency, was mea-

sured at the level of the dyad (i.e., the couple either did or did not

have sex a certain number of times), the issue of the non-inde-

pendence of the residuals between dyad members was irrelevant

(Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). Sexual frequency was modeled

as a function of husbands’ and wives’ positive and negative inter-

personal behaviors; time of the assessment (coded as 0, 1, or 12)

wasalso included in theanalysis in order to model the linear slope

associated with time across the three phases of the study and to

account for issues commonly associated with longitudinal

designs, such as autocorrelation (e.g., Lyons & Sayer, 2005).

For the analyses predicting sexual satisfaction and marital

satisfaction, multilevel modeling procedures were used to esti-

mate these effects separately for husbands and wives using a

single analysis (Kenny et al., 2006; Raudenbush, Brennan, &

Barnett, 1995). The models accounted for the fact that our out-

comevariableswereclusteredwithinspouses,whowereclustered

within couples. Thus, the models consisted of a within-individual

(over time) and a between-individual level.

For the within-individual equations, two dichotomous vari-

ables were created to distinguish between husbands (husbands=

1, wives=0) and wives (husbands=0, wives=1). All relevant

variables were then entered into the model twice: First, they were

Table 1 Means, SDs, and ranges for the study variables

Variable Husbands Wives

M SD Range M SD Range

Positive behaviors

Phase 2 99.40 56.93 18.00–275.50 89.59 56.28 0.50–329.50

Phase 3 78.08 43.72 17.00–252.50 76.41 40.49 1.00–209.00

Phase 4 67.07 33.01 10.67–188.00 67.83 36.64 5.33–247.00

Negative behaviors

Phase 2 9.09 13.42 0.00–81.50 6.39 9.22 0.00–61.00

Phase 3 8.36 11.14 0.00–65.50 7.59 10.15 0.00–50.50

Phase 4 9.32 12.63 0.00–87.67 8.63 12.85 0.00–78.67

Sexual frequency

Phase 2 2.76 2.32 0.00–12.00 2.76 2.32 0.00–12.00

Phase 3 2.38 2.26 0.00–15.00 2.38 2.26 0.00–15.00

Phase 4 1.77 1.96 0.00–10.67 1.77 1.96 0.00–10.67

Sexual satisfaction

Phase 2 7.32 1.78 1.00–9.00 7.42 1.73 1.00–9.00

Phase 3 6.67 1.81 1.00–9.00 7.11 1.64 3.00–9.00

Phase 4 6.33 2.23 1.00–9.00 6.71 1.85 1.00–9.00

Marital satisfaction

Phase 2 6.17 0.71 4.13–7.00 6.21 0.89 2.00–7.00

Phase 3 6.00 0.91 2.88–7.00 6.06 1.06 1.81–7.00

Phase 4 5.62 1.12 2.13–7.00 5.71 1.15 1.94–7.00
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interacted with the‘‘husband’’variable, and then they were inter-

acted with the‘‘wife’’variable in order to reveal the unique effects

of each variable for both spouses. For our analysis examining

sexual satisfaction, these variables included the timing of the

assessment, as well as spouses’ affection, antagonism, and fre-

quency of sexual intercourse; our model for marital satisfaction

included all of the variables listed above and also spouses’ feel-

ings of sexual satisfaction.

At the between-individual level of the analysis, each of the

parameters at the within-individual level was treated as an out-

come variable and was determined by its grand mean. In both

models, the intercepts and phase effects were allowed to vary

randomly for husbands and wives, but the remaining between-

individual equations (for husbands’ and wives’ reported sexual

frequency, as well as each partner’s positive and negative behav-

iors) did not include an error term, thus constraining these effects

to be constant across couples (L. Campbell, Martin, & Ward,

2008; Kenny et al., 2006). To provide separate (but correlated)

estimates of error variances for husbands and wives, we specified

that the covariance structure be modeled using heterogeneous

compound symmetry.

It is important to point out that the current analyses examined

contemporaneousrather thantime-laggedassociationsamongour

variablesof interest,andthusourfindingscansolelybeinterpreted

as correlational. Because a substantial period of time passed

betweenthefirst twoassessments,andthesecondandthirdassess-

ments were separated by more than a decade, it is unlikely that

spouses’ positive and negative behaviors that occurred at least a

year prior would affect their sexual frequency over and above the

concurrent climate. Indeed, even time lags of 1 day are often not

significant when there is a firm theoretical reason to suspect other-

wise (e.g., Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Schilling, 1989).

Becausetheperiodof timeinwhichhusbands’andwives’positive

and negativebehaviors affect the sexual relationship is likely tobe

less than the length of time that passed between the observations

(i.e., potentially less than 1 day versus a minimum of 1 year), we

felt it theoreticallyprudent toexamineconcurrentratherthantime-

laggedassociationsbetweenspouses’positiveandnegativebehav-

iors and their sexual relationships (see Finkel, 1995).

Results

Do Positive and Negative Interpersonal Behaviors

Predict Sexual Frequency?

Thehypothesis that spouses’positivebehaviorswouldbe tied toa

greater frequency of sex received only partial support. Specifi-

cally, husbands’ positivity—but not wives’—was significantly

associated with how often couples reported having sex (see

Table 2). However, given the strong correlation between hus-

bands’ and wives’ affectionate behaviors across the three phases

of data collection (rs ranged from .58 to .78), it should not be

inferred that wives’ positivity was unrelated to spouses’ sexual

frequency. Indeed, follow-up analyses revealed that when hus-

bands’ positivity was dropped from the model, wives’ positivity

predicted how often couples had sex (b= .006, p= .03). Simi-

larly, when husbands’ and wives’ positivity were averaged toge-

ther, the aggregated variable was significantly associated with

sexual frequency(b= .010,p\.001).Counter toexpectations,

neither husbands’ nor wives’ negativity was associated with sex-

ual frequency (see Table 2).

Finally, we tested whether spouses’ affection and negativity

interacted to predict the frequency of sexual intercourse. To do

this, we included in the model all possible two-way interaction

termsinvolvingspouses’ interpersonalbehaviors (e.g.,Husband’s

Negativity9Wife’s Positivity; Wife’s Negativity9Wife’s Pos-

itivity). Of the four interactions tested, only one was significant.

Specifically, husbands’ positivity interacted with wives’ nega-

tivity to predict how often couples had sex, such that more affec-

tionate husbands paired with more antagonistic wives reported

thehighestlevelsofsexualactivity, t(156)=2.01,p\.05.Forthe

remaining analyses in the current study, we tested additional

models that included the full range of possible interaction terms

(e.g., Husband’s Positivity9Husband’s Negativity; Husband’s

Negativity9Sexual Frequency). Because none of these interac-

tions were significant, for the remaining analyses, we present the

results of the models that included only the main effects.

Do Sexual Frequency, Positivity, and Negativity

Predict Sexual Satisfaction?

Theeffectsof sexual frequency, as well as partners’positive and

negative interpersonalbehaviors,onsexual satisfactionareshown

in Table 3. As predicted, there was a strong, positive association

between sexual frequency and sexual satisfaction for both hus-

bands and wives, even after accounting for partners’ positive and

negative behaviors. The link between spouses’ interpersonal

behaviors and their levels of sexual satisfaction was also in line

with expectations. With respect to positivity, husbands’ expres-

sions of positivity were only marginally associated with wives’

feelingsofsexualsatisfaction(follow-upanalysesutilizingthefull

Table 2 Effects of husbands’ and wives’ positive and negative inter-

personal behaviors on sexual frequency

Variable b SE p

Intercept 2.55 .22 \.001

Phase -.05 .02 .003

Husbands’ positivity .01 .00 .001

Wives’ positivity -.00 .00 ns

Husbands’ negativity -.01 .01 ns

Wives’ negativity .01 .01 ns

R2= .13
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sample—i.e., thosewhoremainedcontinuouslymarriedandthose

who divorced—revealed a significant link between husbands’ pos-

itivebehaviorsandwives’feelingsofsexualsatisfaction,b= .004,

t(220)=2.17, p= .03), but wives’ displays of positivity were

strongly tied to husbands’ sexual satisfaction. Partners’ negative

behaviors, on the other hand, were inversely connected to feelings

of sexual satisfaction for both spouses, such that husbands and

wives felt less satisfied sexually when their partners behaved in a

negative or antagonistic manner.

Do Sexual Frequency, Sexual Satisfaction, and

Partners’ Positive and Negative Interpersonal

Behaviors Predict Marital Satisfaction?

Table 4showstheresultsfor themultilevelmodelpredictingmar-

ital satisfaction.Counter toexpectations, sexual frequencywas

not associated with marital satisfaction for either husbands or

wives once spouses’ sexual satisfaction and the interpersonal cli-

mate of marriage were taken into account; sexual satisfaction, on

the other hand, was significantly and positively tied to feelings of

marital satisfaction for both husbands and wives, and this effect

persistedaboveandbeyondthe influenceofsexual frequencyand

the interpersonal climate of marriage.

Becausesexualfrequencyisgenerallytiedtofeelingsofmarital

satisfactionforbothhusbandsandwives(e.g.,Calletal.,1995),we

were curious if the inclusion of sexual satisfaction in the model

obscured this expected association. Dropping spouses’ reports of

sexual satisfaction did, in fact, result in sexual frequency being

positively tied to marital satisfaction for both husbands and wives

(ps= .04).Formaltestsformediationindicatedthatspouses’satis-

faction with their sexual relationship fully mediated the associa-

tion between sexual frequency and marital satisfaction for both

spouses (husbands’ Sobel: t=3.81, p\.001; wives’ Sobel: t=

2.27, p\.01).3

With respect to spouses’ positive and negative interpersonal

behaviors, we found that husbands’ and wives’ positiveandneg-

ative behaviors were tied to their partners’ feelings of marital

satisfaction, after accounting for sexual frequency and sexual

satisfaction. Consistent with expectations, spouses who reported

that their partners engaged in more positive behaviors also

reported higher levels of marital satisfaction, and spouses who

perceived their partners as being particularly negative reported

also lower levels of marital satisfaction.

Table 3 Effects of sexual frequency, positivity, and negativity on husbands’ and wives’ sexual satisfaction

Variable Husbands Wives

b SE p b SE p

Intercept 6.85 .14 \.001 7.25 .13 \.001

Phase -.03 .02 ns -.03 .02 .083

Sexual frequency .26 .05 \.001 .19 .05 \.001

Partner’s positivity .01 .00 \.001 .00 .00 .084

Partner’s negativity -.04 .01 \.001 -.04 .01 \.001

R2= .97

Table 4 Effects of sexual frequency, positivity, negativity, and sexual satisfaction on husbands’ and wives’ marital satisfaction

Variable Husbands Wives

b SE p b SE p

Intercept 6.05 .06 \.001 6.11 .07 \.001

Phase -.02 .01 .006 -.03 .01 .008

Sexual frequency .02 .02 ns .04 .03 ns

Sexual satisfaction .14 .02 \.001 .12 .03 \.001

Partner’s positivity .00 .00 \.001 .00 .00 .023

Partner’snegativity -.01 .00 .045 -.02 .00 \.001

R2= .99

3 Because random effects were not estimated for sexual frequency or

sexual satisfaction, we were able to decompose the mediational effects

using the traditional methods used in single-level models (see Kenny,

Korchmaros, & Bolger, 2003).
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Discussion

Whereas a large numberof studies have established that sexual

frequency, sexual satisfaction, and spouses’ positive and neg-

ative behaviors independently contribute to marital satisfac-

tion (e.g., Butzer & Campbell, 2008; Byers, 2005; Christopher

& Sprecher, 2000; Huston & Vangelisti, 1991; Sprecher, 2002),

the current investigation was among the first to consider these

factors in tandem. Using data collected at three time points over

13 years of marriage, we first demonstrated that husbands’ pos-

itivebehaviorswereakeypredictorofhowoftencoupleshadsex.

The frequency of sexual intercourse, in turn, was tied to spouses’

feelings of sexual satisfaction (as were features of the interper-

sonal climate of marriage). With the exception of sexual fre-

quency, all of these factors were significantly associated with

spouses’ feelings of marital satisfaction. Although it is popularly

believed that more sex yields more satisfying marriages, our

findings suggest that the quality of sex matters more than the

quantity, at least once the broader interpersonal climate of the

relationship is taken into account.

The Interpersonal Climate of Marriage and Sexual

Frequency

Our first set of analyses revealed that the extent to which hus-

bands—but not wives—behaved positively toward their partners

predicted how often couples had sexual intercourse. It is possible

that sex and affection outside of intercourse are more closely

connected in the minds of men than women, as husbands (but not

wives) who are more in love both engage in a greater number of

affectionate behaviors and initiate sex more often (Schoenfeld,

Bredow, & Huston, 2012). Alternatively, men may believe their

partners require a warm or affectionate marital climate before

agreeing to have sex. Indeed, qualitative work suggests that, for

women, sex is integrally tied to the broader dynamics of their

relationships (e.g., Elliot & Umberson, 2008; Sims & Meana,

2010). By displaying affection, or helping out around the house,

men may effectively pique their partners’ sexual interest. Thus,

husbands may engage in more affectionate or positive behaviors

to‘‘earn’’sexual access to their wives (see Baumeister & Vohs,

2004).

The finding seems fully compatible with the circular model of

humansexualresponse(Basson,2000,2001;Brotto,2010;Hayes,

2011), which was developed mostly to account for the frequently

observed lack of ‘‘spontaneous’’ sexual desire observed among

women in long-term relationships. According to Basson (2000,

2001), female desire usually follows rather than precedes sexual

arousal, which is triggered by external erotic stimuli. Within this

model of female sexual response, the importance of partners’

positive behaviors can hardly be overstated—as such behaviors

often trigger (either directly or indirectly) a transition from sexual

‘‘neutrality’’ to sexual arousal (Basson, 2000, 2001; Carvalheira,

Brotto, & Leal, 2010).

Contrary to what was expected, negativity was unrelated to

howoftencoupleshadsex.Perhapscouplesreacttonegativitydif-

ferently,withsomecouplesabstainingfromsexwhenthereisalot

of hostility or conflict in their marriage (e.g., B. McCarthy, 2003;

Metz & Epstein, 2002), and other couples using sex as a way to

apologizeormakea repair afteraconflictepisode(Davis,Shaver,

& Vernon, 2004; Impett, Strachman, Finkel, & Gable, 2008). It is

also worth noting that the most sexually active couples were the

ones in which the husband displayed more positivity despite the

wife engaging in more antagonistic behaviors. Men (but not

women) report feeling more attracted to their romantic partners in

the face of dyadic conflict (Birnbaum, Mikulincer, & Austerlitz,

2013), and such attraction may translate into more attempts at

initiating sex and, in turn, increased sexual activity. Because

husbands tend to show affection and initiate sex more often when

they aremore in love, and wives are more likely to behave antag-

onistically and initiate sex when they are less in love (Schoenfeld

etal.,2012), thispatternmaytypifycouples inwhich thehusbands

are more emotionally invested in the relationship than the wives.

Predicting Sexual Satisfaction

Turningtosexualsatisfaction,wefoundthat,consistentwithprior

research (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Laumann, Gagnon,

Michael, & Michaels,1994;Peplau, Fingerhut, & Beals, 2004),

the more often couples had sex, the more satisfied husbands and

wives were with their sexual relationships. In addition to sexual

frequency, theinterpersonalclimateofmarriagewasalsotied to

spouses’assessmentsoftheir sexual relationships.Asexpected,

the more negatively spouses behaved toward one another, the

less satisfied husbands and wives were with their sexual rela-

tionships. Negativity and conflict have consistently been linked

to dampened sexual satisfaction (e.g., Haning et al., 2007; Metz

& Epstein, 2002). For instance, Theiss and Nagy (2010) found

that individuals who perceived their partners as interfering with

or undermining their personal objectives—perceptions which,

in turn, are tied to feeling as though one’s relationship is tumul-

tuous or unstable (Knobloch, 2007)—reported lower levels of

sexual satisfaction.

Interestingly, men who were married to particularly affec-

tionatewomenreportedsignificantlygreatersatisfactionwiththeir

sex lives, but wives’ sexual satisfaction was only marginally

related to husbands’ displays of positivity. Social scientists have

traditionallybelievedthatwomen—moresothanmen—enjoysex

more when it occurs within the context of an intimate and affec-

tionate relationship (e.g., DeLamater, 1987), but perhaps women

are better able to separate affection occurring outside of sex from

their assessment of the sexual experience itself than previously
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suggested. Although women may require a certain degree of

affection from their partners to have sex in the first place (as

discussed above), suchaffection may notnecessarily contribute to

thepleasure or senseof intimacy theyderive fromintercourse.

Orgasm is less certain for women than for men (e.g., Laumann

et al., 1994), and thus women’s sexual satisfaction may depend

more on whether their sexual needs are met than on whether their

affectional needs are met. Because most men experience orgasm

during sex (e.g., Richters, de Visser, Rissel, & Smith, 2006), their

partners’ tendency tobehavepositively ingeneralmayaddto their

senseofsexualintimacy.Ifmendonotclearlydistinguishbetween

affection and sex, as previously suggested, then the affection that

takesplaceoutsidethebedroommaycolor theirevaluationof their

overall sex life. This is not to suggest that sexual satisfaction

depends exclusively (or even primarily) on the achievement of

anorgasm; rather,weuse this research to illustrate thatpositive

behaviors and sex may be more connected in the minds of men

than women.

Correlates of Marital Satisfaction

As anticipated, spouses who perceived their partners as particu-

larly affectionate reported higher levels of marital satisfaction;

conversely, those married to individuals who were more antag-

onisticreportedbeinglesssatisfiedwiththeirmarriages.Although

these findings are not new—indeed, both affection (see Caughlin

& Huston, 2010; Floyd et al., 2005; Horan & Booth-Butterfield,

2010; Huston & Vangelisti, 1991) and antagonism (see Bradbury,

Fincham, & Beach, 2000; Huston & Vangelisti, 1991; Johnson

et al., 2005) have been consistently linked to marital quality—it is

interesting to note that these associations persist even after

accountingforspouses’sexualsatisfactionandreportedfrequency

of intercourse.

Of greater interest were the associations between sexual fre-

quency, sexual satisfaction, and overall marital satisfaction.

When sexual frequency, sexual satisfaction, and the interpersonal

climate of marriage are considered in tandem, the frequency with

which partners have sex is unrelated to how satisfied they are with

their marriages in general. Sexual satisfaction, on the other hand,

continued to be tied to spouses’ evaluations of their marriages,

such that those who reported greater satisfaction with their sex

lives tended to view their marriages in a more positive light. Thus,

it is not how often couples have sex, but rather the quality of the

sexual relationship that seems to matter. These results are con-

sistent with work by McNulty, Wenner, and Fisher (2014), who

documented that, controlling for spouses’ sexual satisfaction, sex-

ual frequency was unrelated to their later reports of marital satis-

faction. Also in line with recent research (Meltzer & McNulty,

2010), sexual satisfaction fully accounted for the connec-

tion between spouses’ frequency of intercourse and their reported

levels of marital satisfaction, suggesting that having an active sex

life increased spouses’ sexual satisfaction, which, in turn,

improved the overall quality of marriage.

Limitations and Future Directions

Althoughthestudyofsexuality inintimaterelationshipshasalong

history—indeed, the earliest studies of the interconnections

between sexual frequency, sexual satisfaction, and marital quality

dateback to the 1930s (Terman,1938)—the scope of research has

remained limited. In their comprehensive review detailing the

state of research on sexuality, DeLamater and Hyde (2004) called

for an expanded definition of sexuality, one that ‘‘directly impli-

cates relationship processes in the study of sexuality’’ (p. 8), and

more research that accounts for the dyadic processes inherent to

most sexual activity (and, in turn, less reliance on individualistic

explanatory models). The current study was able to respond to

both of these calls, albeit with some limitations.

Perhaps most importantly, the correlational nature of our anal-

yses prevented us from conclusively determining the direction of

causality.Indeed,follow-upanalysesindicatedthat themajorityof

the significant relations observed in the current study operate

bidirectionally.4 For instance, our original findings demonstrated

that husbands’ positive interpersonal behaviors (but not wives’)

were tied to sexual frequency, and our supplemental analyses

revealed that sexual frequency was significantly associated with

husbands’positiveinterpersonalbehaviorsaswell.Thus,although

husbands who shower their wives with compliments and kisses

might‘‘get lucky’’more often, it appears that husbands who have

sexmoreoftenalsofeelmore inclined toshowaffectionoutsideof

the bedroom. To offer another example, our primary anal-

yses showed that husbands’ and wives’ sexual satisfaction was

positively tied to their satisfaction with their marriages as a whole,

but—consistent with the notion that these connections are recip-

rocal—a significant positive association was also observed in our

follow-up analyses between husbands’ and wives’ marital satis-

faction and their feelings of sexual satisfaction (for a similar pat-

tern of results, see McNulty et al., 2014).

Although only a handful of studies have attempted to tease

apart the nature of these associations, cross-lagged analyses sug-

gest that the strength of the association between sexual feelings

early in marriage and later marital quality does not differ from

that between earlier marital quality and later sexual feelings

(Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994). The growing use of lagged

(e.g., Birnbaum, Reis, Mikulincer, Gilliath, & Orpaz, 2006; Yeh

et al., 2006) and meditational models (e.g., Byers & Demmons,

1999; Fisher & McNulty, 2008; Meltzer & McNulty, 2010)

among those researching sexuality promises to shed additional

lightonthecomplex interconnectionsbetweensexual frequency,

sexual satisfaction, overall relationship quality, and other non-

sexual features of relationships. We encourage researchers

4 All follow-up analyses are available from the first author upon request.
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to continue to use such approaches in order to foster a better

understanding of the directionality of the associations between

these important facets of couples’ relationships.

Theoristshave longconsidered thesexualaspectsofcouples’

relationships tobepartofa broader interpersonal andbehavioral

landscape, and future research would benefit from examining

whether other behaviors (such as the performance of household

tasks, the provision and receipt of support, or general commu-

nication patterns) are linked to how often couples have sex and

how satisfying they find that sex—and their relationship more

generally—to be. Before such understanding can be attained,

however, one must recognize that the meaning of‘‘sex’’or what

makes sex‘‘satisfying’’may vary from one person to another. To

some, the pinnacle of sexual satisfaction could simply be

achievinganorgasm;forotherstofeelsexuallysatisfied,theymay

need to feel appreciated by their partner during sex (see Pascoal,

Narciso, & Pereia, 2014). Future studies should employ multi-

item sexual satisfaction scales (e.g., Štulhofer, Buško, & Brouil-

lard, 2010; Whitley, 1998) in order to capture a fuller picture of

sexual satisfaction and its connection to the broader climate of

marriage.

It isalsoworthnoting that, althoughthefirst twowavesofdata

collectiontookplaceintheearly1980s, thepatternsreportedhere

are by no means outdated. Despite changes in adolescents’ and

young adults’ sexual attitudes, preferences, and behaviors over

the last few decades (e.g., Heldman & Wade, 2010; Wells &

Twenge, 2005), the quantity and quality of sex reported by mar-

ried couples has remained remarkably stable over time. For

instance, in Blumenstein and Schwartz’s (1983) groundbreaking

study, they concluded that,‘‘When the nonsexualpartsof couples’

lives are going badly, their sex life suffers’’(p. 202). Nearly

20 years later, Metz and Epstein (2002) reported ‘‘conflict…can

playadirector indirectnegativeroleinsexualdysfunctionthrough

its injuriouseffectontheemotionalenvironmentofsexualactivity

as well as on the couple’s general relationship’’(p. 143). The con-

nectionbetweenaffectionandintimacytakingplaceoutsideof the

bedroom in relation to feelings of sexual satisfaction has also been

consistently documented (cf. L.B. Rubin, 1976; H. Rubin &

Campbell, 2012).

Afinalconsiderationistherelativehomogeneityofthesample.

Specifically, participants were recruited from a largely rural area

of the United States, and the majority of the sample was White,

high school educated, and from a working-class background.

Although theory suggests that individuals’ social identities shape

their beliefs about normative sexuality (Fahs & Swank, 2011),

some researchers have detected significant differences across

social identities (e.g., Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994; Rao &

DeMaris, 1995; Sassler, Addo, & Lichter, 2012), whereas others

report less variation (e.g., Call et al., 1995; Christopher & Spre-

cher, 2000). Given these inconsistent findings, future stud-

ies should examine whether the current pattern of results is con-

sistent across ethnic, educational, and class lines.

Conclusions

Bymoststandards,a‘‘satisfying’’relationship is repletewithaffec-

tion, low in negativity, and complemented by a reasonably active

and satisfying sex life. Although men and women who‘‘behave

badly’’ toward their partners outside of the bedroom do not nec-

essarily have less sex, they often find their sex lives to be less

satisfying. Perhaps more interestingly, whereas wives’ positive

behaviors were associated with heightened feelings of sexual

satisfaction amonghusbands (but notvice versa), husbands’—but

not wives’—displays of positivity were tied to an increased inci-

dence of sex. This latter finding lends credence to the proposed

model of female sexual response and the notion that broader

relationship dynamics may function as a sexual trigger (Basson,

2000). Clinicians focused on helping couples improve their sex

lives often encourage husbands to cultivate more intimacy and

show more affection inside of the bedroom (see B.W. McCarthy,

Bodnar, & Handal, 2004); our findings lend support to the notion

that such techniques may be effective outside of the bedroom as

well (see,e.g.,B.W.McCarthy,1999).Those interestedinbolster-

ingspouses’feelingsofmaritalsatisfaction,however,maywantto

emphasize that good sex appears to outshine plentiful sex. Indeed,

when it comes to overall marital satisfaction, having a satisfy-

ing sex life and awarmemotional life appears to matter more than

does having an active sex life.
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