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Abstract Despite a growing number of female same-gender

(FSG) relationships, couples-based research and interventions

havefocusedprimarilyonmixed-gendercouples.Consequently,

research has applied a heteronormative lens to understanding

somerelationshipfactors, includingsexuality.Thecurrentstudy

sought to provide descriptive data regarding frequency and con-

ceptualizations of sex across partners in FSG relationships, as

well as to analyze how relationship factors are associated with

sexual satisfaction in this population. Participants (N= 206)

were 103 adult FSG couples who had been together for at least

2 months. Individuals provided self-report data on how they

conceptualized sex,andactor–partnermodelswere utilized to

assess relationship factors associated with sexual satisfaction.

Findings indicated that women in FSG relationships hold broad

definitions of sex, with the majority of behaviors conceptual-

izedassex, includingacts that involvedpartneredgenital touch-

ing. Indyadicactor–partnermodels, sexualsatisfactionwaspre-

dictedbyseveral factors including sexual frequency, emotional

intimacy, and sexual intimacy. Unexpectedly, higher desired

sexual frequency was associated with lower sexual satisfaction;

however, this finding only emerged after controlling for actual

sexual frequency, suggesting that discrepancies between desired

and actual sex frequency may be important for FSG couples.

ImplicationsforclinicalpracticewithFSGcouplesareexplored,

including a strength-based focus on broad conceptualizations of

sex within this population and targeting relationship factors

associated with sexual satisfaction.
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Introduction

The number of households in the U.S. led by female same-gen-

der1 (FSG) couples is estimated to be over 405,000 and contin-

ues to grow (American Community Survey, 2014). However,

the vast majority of research on romantic relationships has pri-

marily focused on mixed-gender couples (i.e., couples com-

prised of a woman and a man; Hartwell, Serovich, Grafsky, &

Kerr, 2012). Scholars have recently called for empirical inves-

tigations of same-gender couples, with an emphasis on devel-

oping guidelines for practitioners and creating interventions to

support healthy relationship functioning (American Psycholog-

ical Association, 2011; Markman & Rhoades, 2012).

Across female same-gender and mixed-gender couples,

researchhasestablishedstrongbidirectionalconnectionsbetween

sexual satisfactionandperceptionsof relationshipquality (Butzer

& Campbell, 2008; Byers, 2005; Christopher & Sprecher, 2000;
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Henderson, Lehavot, & Simoni, 2009; Holmberg, Blair, &

Phillips, 2010). Consequently, relationship interventions often

seek to enhance sexual satisfaction within the larger goals of

promoting healthy and satisfyingrelationships.Further, sexual

minority women have expressed a desire for relationship ser-

vices that explicitly address issues related to sex and sensuality

in FSG relationships (Scott & Rhoades, 2014). Research has

been particularly scarce, however, regarding sexuality within

these relationships. Although several similarities have been

noted between the sexual behaviors and sexual communica-

tion of same- and mixed-gender couples (Holmberg & Blair,

2009), clinicians would be mistaken to assume that sexuality

within FSG relationships fits within heteronormative frame-

works. For example, sexual encounters in FSG couples are

unlikely to center around penile–vaginal penetration, and sex-

ual scripts and desires may also differ for women in FSG rela-

tionships (Cohen & Byers, 2014). Limited research has sought

to clarify the nature of sexuality within these relationships as

well as factors associated with sexual satisfaction in FSG cou-

ples. The current study sought to expand the literature by pro-

viding descriptive information regarding sexual practices and

conceptualizationsofsexinFSGrelationshipsandtoinvestigate

factors associated with sexual satisfaction in these relationships.

Defining Having Sex and Sexual Norms in Female

Same-Gender Couples

A key limitation of much research on the sexual practices of

FSG couples is the lack of consistency in defining how sexual

minoritywomenconceptualizehavingsex,whichin turnlimits

the inferences drawn from the literature about factors associ-

ated with sexual satisfaction. Indeed, some comparative studies

across men and women in same- and mixed-gender relation-

ships have compared any or vaguely defined aspects of sexual

activity between female partners to explicitly defined sexual

penile–vaginal intercourse,analpenetration,ororalsexbetween

men and women or men and men (e.g., McCabe, Brewster, &

Harker Tillman, 2011). Recent studies on conceptualizations

of sex have generally found that women in romantic relation-

ships with women are more likely to have broader conceptu-

alizations of sex compared to men in same-gender relationships

and compared to both men and women in mixed-gender rela-

tionships. For example, female same-gender couples are more

likely to consider oral sex, the use of sex toys, or manual stimu-

lation to constitute having sex compared to male same-gender

or mixed-gender couples (Horowitz & Spicer, 2013; Sewell,

McGarrity, & Strassberg, 2017).

Scholars have also argued that heteronormative biases sur-

rounding sexual practices may make asking about frequency

or definitions of having sex phallocentric in nature, possibly

influencing how sexual minority women respond to study ques-

tionnaires thataskaboutdefinitionsof sexmoregenerally (Cohen

& Byers, 2014). Interestingly, when bisexual women have

been asked about sexual definitions, they are more likely to

endorse a broader array of sexual acts as constituting‘‘having

sex’’when considering their sexual encounters with women

compared to their sexual encounters with men; thus, the gen-

der composition of partners engaged in sexual acts may be

important to consider when asking questions about sexual

definitions (Schick et al., 2016). It may therefore be useful to

explicitly ask women in FSG relationships how they define

having sex within the context of their relationships. Further,

no study, to our knowledge, has evaluated how likely women

in FSG relationships are to agree with their partners on their

conceptualizations of having sex, which is an important con-

sideration when examining dyadic sexual satisfaction. Finally,

research is limited regarding evaluations of how often women

in FSG relationships engage in specific sexual acts. This infor-

mation could be clinically useful by helping clinicians better

understand normative rates of sexual activity within these rela-

tionships. One of the aims of this study was to address these gaps

in the literaturebyexplicitlyassessinghowwomeninsame-gen-

der relationshipsdefinehavingsexwithin their relationshipsand

to provide descriptive data regarding individual reports of fre-

quency of engagement in specific sexual acts. We used a new

measure, the Sexual Activities Questionnaire, to address these

questions.

Factors Associated with Sexual Satisfaction

Researchhasgenerally shownthatnumerous relationship and

sexual processes are associated with perceptions of sexual sat-

isfaction, although women andmen may valueparticularaspects

differently (De la Garza-Mercer, 2006; Laan & Both, 2008;

Montesi, Fauber, Gordon, & Heimberg, 2011; Peplau, 2003).

For example, within mixed-gender couples, women have been

shown to value the context and emotional quality of their rela-

tionships more strongly than men, and report placing more

emphasis on theemotionalquality of their sexualencountersas

opposed to the frequency (Peplau, 2003). Therefore, it is plau-

sible that women in FSG relationships may place particular

value on the emotional quality of their sexual encounters, rela-

tive to the frequency.

In support of this possibility, Blair and Pukall (2014) found

thatmean levelsof sexual satisfactionacrosssame-and mixed-

gender couples were comparable, despite replicating findings

that women in same-gender relationships reported having sex

less frequently compared to mixed-gender or male same-gen-

der couples (Solomon, Rothblum, & Balsam, 2005). Further,

the average length of time that sexual encounters last is longest

forFSGcouplescomparedtomixed-genderormale same-gen-

der couples (Blair & Pukall, 2014; Breyer et al., 2010; Cohen,

Byers, & Walsh, 2008). Although the authors did not directly

measure the quality of the sexual encounters across couple

types, their findings may suggest that women in FSG relation-

ships derive sexual satisfaction to a greater degree from the
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quality or intensity of sexual encounters, while frequency may

be more relevant for other couple types.

Atthesametime,sexual frequencyforsexualminoritywomen

may still hold importance regarding sexual satisfaction. Scholars

havealsoargued thatassocietal scripts regardingsexualitycon-

tinue to change, women may feel more empowered to express

sexual desires and initiate sexual encounters compared to sev-

eral decades ago (Cohen & Byers, 2014). This may be partic-

ularly relevant in FSG couples, where women may feel less

constrained by social gender roles. Further, some researchers

haveshownthat,onaverage, womeninFSGrelationshipswould

like to increase the frequency of sex within their relationships,

suggesting that frequency is an important within-group factor

to investigate (James & Murphy, 1998; Spitalnick & McNair,

2005). Most recently, scholars have found that the frequency

of genital touching, frequency of orgasm, and the strength of

desire for sex were each associated with perceptions of sexual

satisfaction for women in FSG relationships (Cohen & Byers,

2014; Tracy & Junginger, 2007).

Some scholars have argued that higher levels of emotional

intimacy—defined as perceptions of emotional closeness and

safety within one’s relationship—in FSG relationships may

reducesexual attraction and desire. The termsmergeror fusion

have been used to refer to extreme levels of intimacy and co-de-

pendency in which individuality between partners may become

blurred(Burch,1986;Ossana,2000;Spitalnick&McNair,2005).

This phenomenon has been speculated to occur more often in

lesbian couples and to lead to lower desire between partners.

In linewith this idea,onestudydemonstratedthatenvironmental

mastery—defined as the capacity of individuals to utilize the

environment to meet one’s needs—is more important in les-

bian relationships compared to gay male relationships (Biss

& Horne, 2005). The authors speculated that this finding may

be due to environmental mastery leading to increased self-

assertiveness, whichmaybeuseful in female same-gender cou-

ples given the higher rates of closeness and cohesion (Biss &

Horne, 2005).

At thesametime,scholarshavealsoacknowledgedthehetero-

sexist biaspresent indeeming higher intimacy inFSGrelation-

ships as inherently problematic and have demonstrated that

high levels of intimacy do not predict lower relationship qual-

ity (Ackbar & Senn, 2010). However, research assessing the

associationbetweenemotional intimacyandsexualsatisfaction

within FSG relationships hasbeen sparse,with one recent study

demonstrating that emotional intimacy and sexual satisfaction

are positively associated across sexual orientations for individ-

uals in committed relationships (Mark, Garcia, & Fisher, 2015)

Another study suggested that having sex for the purpose of

improving intimacy is beneficial to sexual satisfaction across

womeninbothmixed-andsame-gender relationships (Sanchez,

Moss-Racusin,Phelan,&Crocker,2011)andqualitativeresearch

has similarly demonstrated that women in same-gender relation-

shipsfindsexrewardingbecause it enhancesbothphysicaland

emotional intimacy(Cohenetal.,2008).Giventhat sexual inti-

macy—referring to how close, comfortable, and connected

individuals feel during or after sexual encounters—has been

shown to have stronger associations with sexual satisfaction in

FSG couples compared to mixed-gender couples (Birnie-Porter

& Lydon, 2013), it may be useful to assess how emotional inti-

macy more broadly compared to sexual intimacy specifically is

associated with sexual satisfaction in FSG relationships.

The state of thecurrent literature suggests that thefield would

benefit from a more thorough and precise understanding of

how aspects of the sexual relationship are associated with sex-

ual satisfaction. Thus, a second aim of the current study was to

address how general emotional intimacy, emotional intimacy

regarding sex, physical pleasure (e.g., orgasm), desired fre-

quency of sex, and actual sexual frequency are associated with

sexual satisfaction in FSG couples. Studies that have evaluated

correlates of sexual satisfaction in sexual minority womenhave

generally evaluated these associations at the individual level

(Cohen & Byers, 2014; Tracy & Junginger, 2007). Given that

sexual satisfaction happens within a relational context in FSG

couples and that women may be particularly attuned to and

especially value the interpersonal quality of their relationships

(Peplau, 2003), it is important to account for the dyadic nature

of sexual satisfaction within FSG relationships. Actor–partner

interdependencemodels(APIMs;Kenny,Kashy,&Cook,2006)

are equipped to provide effect estimates regarding how both

one’s own functioning in a particular relationship factor (actor

effects) as well as one’s partner’s functioning (partner effects)

are associated with one’s own experience on given outcomes

(e.g., one’sownsexual satisfaction).Thus, thecurrentstudyuti-

lized APIMs to assess the dyadic nature of sexual satisfaction

related to the second aim.

Hypotheses

No hypotheses were made a priori regarding the exploratory,

descriptive goals of the study (Aim 1), including definitions of

sex, agreement across partners, and frequency of sex. Regard-

ing models associated with sexual satisfaction (Aim 2), it was

predicted that significant,positiveassociationswould befound

for actor and partner effects ofactual sexual frequency, desired

sexual frequency, frequency of orgasm, emotional intimacy,

and sexual intimacy.

Method

Participants

Participants included 103 FSG couples (N= 206 individu-

als). Eligibility criteria included that both partners were over

18 yearsofage, identified theirgendersas female,wereEnglish-

speaking and capable of completing the study questionnaires,
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and that the couples had been in their romantic relationships

for a minimum of 2 months. Participants who failed to meet

any of these criteria were excluded from final analyses. Par-

ticipants were recruited through advertisements in a lesbian-

focused newsletter, Web site, and Facebook advertisements,

and recruitment tables and flyers at lesbian-friendly events.

Measures

Sexual Activities Questionnaire

TheSexualActivitiesQuestionnairewasanewmeasuredevel-

oped for this study to measure conceptualizations and fre-

quency of specific sexual activities, as well as overall actual

frequency of sex, desired frequency of sex, and frequency of

orgasm in FSG couples.

SexDefinitions Frequencyofsexualactivitieswasmeasured

by 14 items that assess a variety of sexual activities ranging

from cuddling and kissing to oral sex, genital-to-genital touch-

ing,andtheuseofsextoys.Mostquestionsalsospecifiedwhether

the participant pleased her partner or was pleased by her partner.

Participants were then asked to indicate which of these sexual

activities they considered to constitute‘‘having sex’’within FSG

relationships (yes or no; Table 2).

Sexual Frequencies Following the list of specific behaviors,

a single item assessedactual frequencyofsexwith their partner:

‘‘Considering all of your sexual activities with your partner,

about how often do you and your partner have sex?’’Partic-

ipants were also asked about the frequency of having an orgasm

in the presence of their partner. Desired frequency of sex was

measured by the question‘‘How often would you ideally like

to have sex with your partner?’’All frequency items used the

following scale: 1= never, 2=more than 6months ago, 3=

every other month, 4= once a month, 5= every other week,

6= once a week, 7=more than once a week, 8= once a day,

9=more than once a day.

Sexual Satisfaction Overall sexual satisfaction was assessed

with a single item stating‘‘We have a satisfying sensual or sex-

ual relationship’’with a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The average score

on this measure was 5.5 (SD= 1.7).

Intimacy

The Intimate Safety Questionnaire (ISQ; Cordova, Gee, &

Warren, 2005) is a 13-item measure designed to assess each

partner’s emotional intimacy within her relationship as well

as intimacy associated with sexual encounters specifically.

Items were assessed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1

(never) to 5 (always). The full scale has demonstrated high

reliability and validity in other studies (e.g., Cordova et al.,

2005). The 8-item emotional intimacy subscale demonstrated

adequate reliability (a= .75). Example items from this subscale

include,‘‘I feelcomfortable tellingmypartner things Iwouldnot

tell anyone else,’’and‘‘When I need to cry I go to my partner.’’

The 5-item sexual intimacy subscale demonstrated low reli-

ability (a= .54) but was improved to adequate reliability with

the removal of the item‘‘I feel uncomfortable talking to my

partner about our sexual relationship,’’(reverse coded; final

a= .70).Exampleitemsfromthissubscale include‘‘Ifeelclose

to my partner during and after lovemaking,’’and‘‘I feel com-

fortable telling my partner my likes and dislikes while we are

making love.’’

Procedure

After contacting the lead PI and confirming eligibility criteria,

107couplescompletedresearchsessionsatauniversity inwhich

both partners completed surveys and videotaped communica-

tion tasks (not used in the current study). After providing writ-

ten consent, participants were separated from their partners in

order to complete their questionnaires in private. Each indi-

vidual was provided $25 for their participation. Data from four

couples wereeventually removed fromanalysisdue to the cou-

plesdisclosingthat theydidnotmeetaneligibilitycriteriondur-

ing their research sessions (two couples were together less than

2 months; one couple had a partner who identified as a trans-

gender man; one couple self-reported as having cognitive dis-

abilities thatprevented themfromcompleting theprotocolques-

tionnaires). All research procedures were approved by a univer-

sity Institutional Review Board.

Data Analytic Plan

We used guidelines developed by Kenny et al. (2006) for

dyadic data analysis. These guidelines recommend using

multilevel modeling (MLM) to take into account the nested

nature of the data in which individuals (level 1) are nested

within couples (level 2). Because the couples in this study

were composed of same-gender partners, partners were ran-

domly assigned as either Partner 1 or Partner 2 and the data

weretreatedasindistinguishabledyads.Additionally,compound

symmetry was utilized to force‘‘the degree of unexplained vari-

ance for the dyad members to be equal’’(Kenny et al., 2006,

p. 91). APIMs for indistinguishable dyads therefore consist

of 5 general parameters including (1) the intercept, (2) fixed

actor effects, (3) fixed partner effects, (4) sum of the intercept

andresidualvariance(eij),and(5)correlationbetweentheerror

terms between partners, representing the ICC of the outcome

after the predictors are taken into account (Cov(e1, e2); Kenny

et al., 2006). For all analyses, results are presented with stan-

dardized estimates.
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Control Variables

Research has demonstrated that age, relationship length, and

cohabitation status are associated with sexual satisfaction (Cohen

&Byers,2014;Rhoades,Stanley,&Markman,2012;Scottetal.,

2017; Tracy & Junginger, 2007); therefore, all models included

these as control variables.

Hierarchical Approach

Our analyses used a hierarchical approach designed to test the

additional predictive power of actor and partner effects sepa-

rately. Specifically, Model 1 serves as the baseline model and

includes only the control variables. Model 2 adds actor effects

for all predictor variables, and finally, Model 3 adds partner

effects for predictors.

Results

Sample Characteristics

The majority of participants identified their sexual orientation

as lesbian (81.1%), followed by 11.2% selecting‘‘other’’(most

common write-in response was‘‘queer’’), and 7.8% identifying

as bisexual. Participant characteristics included an average

ageof33.7 years (SD=9.0),median incomerangeof$30,000–

39,999, and median educational level of 16 years (approximately

4 yearsofcollege).Theaveragerelationshiplengthwas47 months

(3.9 years) with a median relationship length of 26 months (2.2

years), indicating that relationship lengthwaspositivelyskewed

in this sample due to some couples who had been together for a

long time. Seventy-eight percent of the sample was currently

cohabiting and 23% had a least one child living in the home.

Twenty-three percent of couples endorsed having participated

in some form of commitment ceremony (legal marriage, civil

union, or commitment ceremony).2 Race and ethnicity demo-

graphics were as follows: 73.3% Caucasian/European Amer-

ican, 13.6% Hispanic/Latina, 5.8% African-American/Black,

2.4%Native American, 2.4%Asian/Pacific Islander, and 2.4%

Multiracial.

Preliminary Results

Correlations Between Outcome Variables

Given the non-independence of the data, basic bivariate cor-

relations were run separately for Partner 1 and Partner 2 (see

Table 1). Correlations for Partner 1 are presented above the

diagonal and correlations for Partner 2 below the diagonal.

Within the text, we present the mean correlation across Part-

ner1 and Partner2.As expected, sexual frequency, desired sex-

ual frequency, frequency of orgasm, emotional intimacy, and

sexual intimacy were all positively associated with sexual sat-

isfaction. The majority of these factors were also significantly

andpositivelyassociatedwithoneanother, including thathigher

desired sexual frequency was positively associated with higher

actual sexual frequency.

Descriptive Statistics Regarding Sexual Practices

Conceptualization of Sexual Acts

Percentagesofparticipants reporting that they consider the fol-

lowing sexual acts as‘‘having sex’’were: 97% hand-to-genital

stimulation, 96% oral sex, 96% using sex toys, 94% genital-to-

genital contact, 87% anal stimulation, 62% joint masturbation,

and 5% French kissing/making out (see Table 2). Thus, results

suggest that the vast majority ([85%) of participants consid-

ered any form of genital touching from one partner to the other

to constitute having sex.

Discrepancies in Conceptualizations of Sex Between

Partners

Forty-threepercentofcouples reportedperfect (100%) agree-

ment across partners regarding conceptualizations of all seven

sexualacts. The largest agreementwason hand-to-genital touch-

ing, in which 93% of partners agreed, and the largest disagree-

mentwas reportedon jointmasturbation, inwhich 61% ofpart-

ners agreed. The mean number of acts disagreed upon by part-

ners was 1.0 (SD= 1.1) out of 7 physical acts. Table 2 shows

the average percent of agreement and disagreement per sexual

act within couples.

Frequency of Physical and Sexual Behaviors

Regarding engagement in various sexual acts, the least com-

mon sexual act that couples reported ever engaging in was anal

stimulation or penetration (29%). More participants reported

everengaging in jointmasturbation(63%),usingsex toys (77%),

or genital-to-genital touching (81%), and the vast majority of

couples ([93%)reportedengaging inoral sexorhand-to-gen-

ital touching with their current partner at some point in their

relationship (Table 2). Participants reported engaging most

frequently in physical acts involving non-genital touching,

including kissing on the lips (Mdn=9; more than once a day),

cuddling (M=9;more thanonceaday), andmakingout/French

kissing (Mdn=7; more than once a week).

The most frequent sexual acts involving genital touching

were hand-to-genital stimulation/penetration (Mdn= 6; once

2 During the course of study recruitment, civil unions and domestic

partnerships were available at the local state-level. Legal marriage was

notavailableat thefederalor local state-levelbutwasavailable invarious

other states.
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a week), followed by oral sex (Mdn= 5; every other week),

genital-to-genital touching (Mdn=4;onceamonth), and using

sex toys (M=3; every othermonth). Anal stimulation/penetra-

tion (M=1; never) was the sexual act least frequently engaged

in by participants, followed by joint masturbation (M=2;more

than six months ago).

When asked how often participants had sex with their part-

ner, the median frequency was 6 representing once per week,

while the average desired sex frequency was higher with a

median score of 7, representing more than once per week.

Participants also reported a median frequency of 6 in terms

of orgasming in the presence of their partner, indicating that

participant reports of frequency of orgasm were similar to their

frequency reports of having sex, at approximately once a week.

Overall, 69%ofparticipants reportedahigherdesiredfrequency

of sex compared to their reports of actual sex frequency.

Factors Associated with Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual Satisfaction

MLM was utilized to investigate how various relationship and

sexual factors were related to overall sexual satisfaction and

examinedtheadditiveeffectsofeachpartner’spredictors inthe

model. Model 1 explored baseline associations between con-

trol variables and sexual satisfaction; Model 1 included actor

age modeled at level 1 and the couple’s relationship length and

cohabitationstatusmodeledat level2.Results showedthat rela-

tionship length was negatively associated with sexual satisfac-

tion (b=-.25; SE= .10; p= .017), suggesting that couples

who were together longer reported lower sexual satisfaction.

Actor age (b= .07; SE= .09;p= .42) and the couple’s cohab-

itation status (b=-.11; SE= .09;p= .24) were not significantly

associated with sexual satisfaction.

Table 1 Correlations between sexual satisfaction, sexual frequency, desired sexual frequency, frequency of orgasm, emotional intimacy, and sexual

intimacy

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Sexual satisfaction – .57*** .23* .55*** .27** .44***

2. Sex frequency .77*** – .66*** .92*** .10 .37***

3. Desired sex frequency .47*** .74*** – .56*** .12 .30**

4. Frequency of orgasm .76*** .90*** .65*** – .13 .32***

5. Emotional intimacy .25* .25* .28** .28** – .23*

6. Sexual intimacy .43*** .46*** .60*** .46*** .54*** –

Partner 1 coefficients are displayed above the diagonal and Partner 2 coefficients are displayed below the diagonal

* p\.05; ** p\.01; *** p\.001

Table 2 Sexual activities considered to be having sex, agreement across partners, ever engaged in by participants, and descriptive scores of sexuality

frequency measures

Sexual activity Consider sex % Partners agree % Ever engage % M SD Mdn.

Cuddle 0.0 – 99.0 8.14 1.39 9.0

Kiss on lips 0.0 – 99.5 8.67 .88 9.0

Making out 4.9 92.2 98.5 7.00 1.85 7.0

Oral sex 96.1 92.2 93.7 4.59 1.98 5.0

Hand-to-genital 96.6 93.2 98.0 5.35 1.84 6.0

Genital-to-genital 94.2 90.3 81.1 3.75 2.13 4.0

Anal sex 86.9 79.6 28.8 1.69 1.43 1.0

Sex toys 96.1 92.2 76.6 3.49 2.14 3.0

Joint masturbation 62.0 60.8 62.7 2.82 1.99 2.0

Actual sexual frequency 5.61 1.69 6.0

Desired sexual frequency 6.85 1.11 7.0

Frequency of orgasm 5.44 1.85 6.0

M mean, SD standard deviation; the frequency scales for all sexual activities were 1 never, 2 more than 6 months ago, 3 every other month, 4 once a

month, 5 every other week, 6 once a week, 7 more than once a week, 8 once a day, 9 more than once a day

686 Arch Sex Behav (2018) 47:681–692

123



Model 2 added the actor predictor variables of desired sex-

ual frequency, emotional intimacy, sexual intimacy, andsexual

frequency to the baseline model described above. All actor pre-

dictorvariablesweremodeledsimultaneouslyat level1.Sexual

frequency and frequency of orgasm were highly correlated (r=

.91), introducing problems with multicollinearity; thus, only

sexual frequency was included in the model and frequency of

orgasm was excluded. Additionally, the intra-class correlation

(ICC)between partner reportsof sexual frequencywasalsovery

high(r= .87).Toaddress this,we tooktheaveragereportof sex-

ual frequencybetweenpartnerswithineachcoupleand included

this score as a level-2 predictor.

Results from Model 2 indicated that all four actor effects,

including desired sexual frequency, emotional intimacy, sexual

intimacy, and sexual frequency were significantly and uniquely

associated with sexual satisfaction (Table 3). Specifically, emo-

tional intimacy (b= .13;p= .014), sexual intimacy (b= .18;p=

.002),andsexual frequency(b= .80;p\.001)wereallpositively

associatedwithsexualsatisfaction.Unexpectedly,desiredsex-

ual frequency was negatively associated with sexual satisfac-

tion (b=-.18; p\.001), indicating that after accounting for

the other variables, higher desired sexual frequency was asso-

ciated with lower sexual satisfaction. However, bivariate cor-

relations demonstrated that desired sexual frequency and sex-

ual satisfaction were positively correlated (r= .67), as well as

desired frequency and actual sexual frequency (r= .70). Thus,

individuals with higher sexual desire were generally engaging

in more sexual activity and were also more sexually satisfied,

suggesting that the negative effect of desired sexual frequency

on sexual satisfaction was only significant after accounting for

actual sexual frequency. Additionally, after including the actor

predictor variables, the effect of relationship length became

nonsignificant (b=-.07; p= .34).

Model 3 included the addition of partner effects at level 1,

including partner desired sexual frequency, partner emotional

intimacy, and partner sexual intimacy. After including these

variables, all actor predictors remained significant, including

actor emotional intimacy,actor sexual intimacy, actordesired

sexual frequency, as well as couple-level sexual frequency

(Table 4). Additionally, partner sexual intimacy was also sig-

nificantly associated with sexual satisfaction (b= .12;p= .043),

suggesting that after accounting for the effects of actor predic-

torsandcouple-level sexual frequency,one’s partner’spercep-

tion of intimacy with sex was uniquely associated with one’s

own levels of sexual satisfaction. Further, r-to-z transforma-

tions demonstrated that sexual frequency was a significantly

stronger predictor of sexual satisfaction compared to all other

predictors (p\.001).

Discussion

The current study provided novel descriptive information regard-

inghowFSGcouplesconceptualizesex, thefrequencyofengage-

ment in specific sexual activities, and which relationship and

sexual factors are associated with sexual satisfaction. Overall,

findingssuggest thatwomeninFSGrelationshipsmayconcep-

tualize having sex in broader terms compared to what is typi-

cally assumed in research that uses sexual intercourse as the

standard definition. Further, findings demonstrated that sex-

ual satisfactionwas associatedwithnumerous relationship and

sexual factors. Our methodology also illustrated the dyadic

Table 3 Associations between actor desired sexual frequency, sexual intimacy, and emotional intimacy, and couple actual sexual frequency and

sexual satisfaction

Parameter b SE df t p

Fixed effects

Level-1

Intercept .00

Actor age .08 .06 140 1.280 .203

Actor desired sex frequency 2.18 .07 182 -2.759 .006

Actor sexual intimacy .18 .06 182 3.138 .002

Actor emotional intimacy .13 .05 181 2.482 .014

Level-2

Relationship length .07 .07 103 0.968 .336

Cohabitation .02 .06 94 0.265 .791

Sex frequency .80 .08 128 10.365 .000

Random effects

Error, eji .47 .05 \.001

ICC, Cov(e1,e2) .19 .10 \.001

All predictors were standardized. Significant effects are noted in bold
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nature of sexual satisfaction, particularly when considering

sexual intimacy of both partners.

Conceptualizations of and Engagement in Sexual

Activities

This study provided descriptive information regarding concep-

tualizations of sex and sexual practices within FSG couples.

Findings indicated that sexual acts involving partnered genital

touching—includingoral sex,genital-to-genital touching,hand-

to-genital touching,usingsextoys,andanalstimulation/penetra-

tion—were all considered acts that constituted having sex by the

vast majority of participants ([85%). By contrast, one partner

masturbating in the presence ofher partner (joint masturbation)

was only considered having sex by approximately 60% of par-

ticipants, suggesting that a substantial proportion of couples

defined sex as exclusive to partners touching each other. Fur-

ther, non-genital touching such as making out/French kissing

wasconsideredhavingsexbyvery fewparticipants (\5%). It is

interesting to consider how across all sexual acts, at least some

participants did not consider each sexual activity to constitute

having sex, and on average, partners disagreed on how they

conceptualized one out of seven sexual acts. Hence, concep-

tualizations of sex by women in FSG relationships cannot be

completely reduced to an absolute definition and may not be

shared by partners within the same relationship. Sanders et al.

(2010) found that less than half of participants from a national

surveyofadultsconsideredmanual stimulationofgenitals from

onepartner toanother tobehavingsex,and less than three-fourths

considered oral sex to be having sex. Therefore, in line with

previous research, FSG couples may conceptualize having sex

inbroader termscomparedto thegeneralpopulation(Horowitz

& Spicer, 2013; Sewell et al., 2017). Indeed, within Sanders

and colleagues’ study, the only sexual acts that were considered

having sex by the vast majority of participants involved penile–

vaginal penetration. Thus, definitions of having sex within the

general public may be informed by heterosexual bias that pri-

oritizes penile–vaginal intercourse above other sexual acts. In

terms of engagement in these various sexual activities, results

suggest that FSG couples may vary in the type of sexual activi-

ties they typically engage in while also indicating that some sex-

ualacts,suchashand-to-genitalstimulationandoralsex,aremore

common within FSG relationships.

Additionally, in line with previous research (Solomon et al.,

2005), 69% of partners in this study reported wanting a higher

desired frequency of sex (approximatelymore than once per

week) compared to how often they were actually having sex

with their partner (approximately once a week). At the same

time, sexual frequency and frequency of orgasms were highly

correlated, and a low percentage (3%) of women in our sample

reported never experiencing an orgasm in the presence of their

partners. These findings support the notion that broad concep-

tualizations of sex within FSG couples may serve as a partic-

ular strength by giving partners numerous ways to experience

Table 4 Associations of actor and partner desired sexual frequency, sexual intimacy, and emotional intimacy, and couple actual sexual frequency on

sexual satisfaction

Parameter b SE df t p

Fixed effects

Level-1

Intercept .00

Actor age .06 .06 138 .980 .329

Actor desired sex frequency 2.22 .07 179 -3.239 \.001

Actor sexual intimacy .18 .06 187 3.099 .002

Actor emotional intimacy .13 .05 181 2.352 .020

Partner desired sex frequency -.09 .07 179 -1.323 .187

Partner sexual intimacy .12 .06 187 2.039 .043

Partner emotional intimacy -.04 .05 181 -.771 .442

Level-2 .001

Relationship length .07 .07 99 .945 .347

Cohabitation .01 .06 94 .150 .881

Sex frequency .83 .09 98 9.517 \.001

Random effects

Error, eji .46 .05 \.001

ICC, Cov(e1,e2) .18 .10 .071

All predictors were standardized. Significant effects are noted in bold
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sexual satisfaction. Indeed,estimatesplace theaveragefrequency

of women orgasming during sex between 20 and 50% in the gen-

eral population (Bancroft, Loftus, & Long, 2003; Puts, Welling,

Burriss, & Dawood, 2012), and orgasm frequency is positively

related to sexual satisfaction in the general population (Costa &

Brody, 2007). Taken together, these results suggest that when

womeninFSGrelationshipsengageinsex, their sexualencoun-

ters tend to be sexually fulfilling, consistent with recent litera-

ture suggesting the lesbian women have higher frequencies of

orgasm compared to heterosexual women (Frederick, John,

Garcia, & Lloyd, 2017; Garcia, Lloyd, Wallen, & Fisher, 2014),

while also suggesting that FSG couples are generally engaging

in sex less frequently than desired.

Factors Associated with Sexual Satisfaction

Thisstudyutilizeddyadicactor–partner interdependencemodels

in order to make a unique contribution to the literature on sex-

ual satisfaction inFSGcouples.Results providedevidence that

numerous factors, including sexual frequency, the emotional

quality of the relationship, and intimacy specific to sexual expe-

riences, were positively associated with sexual satisfaction

within FSG relationships, as expected. It was unexpected to

find a negative association between desired sexual frequency

andsexualsatisfactiongivenpreviousresearch(Cohen&Byers,

2014; Tracy & Junginger, 2007); however, it is important to

emphasize that this negative association was only found after

accounting for actual sexual frequency, which was generally

lower than desired frequency, suggesting that this finding

reflects this discrepancy. Further, sexual satisfaction, actual sex

frequency, and desired sexual frequency all had positive bivari-

ate correlations with one another. Thus, in general, couples with

more sexualdesire coupled with high sexual frequency are likely

the most satisfied. It is also important to note that despite high

correlations, each of the four actor predictors, as well as part-

ner sexual intimacy,predicteduniquevariance insexual satis-

faction. Taken together, these findings support that the notion

that sexualsatisfaction isacomplex,multi-facetedphenomenon

that may be best understood by the interplay of different aspects

of the sexual relationship.

Furthermore, although relationship length was negatively

associated with sexual satisfaction when only including con-

trol variables in the model, this effect was diminished to non-

significance when taking into account other factors more specif-

ically related to the qualityof the sexual relationship.The term

‘‘lesbian bed death’’has been a colloquial term used to imply

that FSG couples stop having satisfying sexual experiences

after being together for a substantial period of time (Cohen &

Byers, 2014). Findings from the current study strongly sug-

gest that it is not relationship length itself that negatively

impacts sexual satisfaction; instead, it is likely the concurrent

decline in sexual frequency, emotional intimacy, and sexual

intimacy that contribute to this association. Of note, mixed-

gendercoupleshavealsoshownthispattern (Scottetal.,2017),

suggesting that this may be a normative pattern across couple

types.

Findings regarding actor emotional intimacy and actor and

partner intimacy with sex are particularly important given that

for decades, many scholars conceptualized high intimacy in

lesbian relationships as pathological and damaging to sexual

satisfaction(e.g.,Burch,1986;Ossana,2000).Thisprojectadds

to the growing body of evidence that posit that these assump-

tions are likely based within a heteronormative framework, as

both emotional and sexual intimacy were positively associated

with sexual satisfaction (cf. Ackbar & Senn, 2010; Hardtke,

Armstrong, & Johnson, 2010). Thus, higher levels of intimacy

likely reflect deeper feelings of emotional safety and connec-

tion that make sexual experiences more satisfying.

Clinical Implications

Practitioners can integrate findings of this study into practice

by acknowledging the breadth of possible sexual behaviors

within FSG couples and by encouraging couples to develop

shared expectations in terms of how sex is conceptualized.

Although the touching of genitals from one partner to the other

was the most commonly endorsed behavior that participants

consideredtobehavingsex, therewasnoconsensusforanysex-

ual act. Additionally, clinicians may benefit from emphasizing

how flexible conceptualizations of sex may be considered a

particular strength of FSG relationships. Indeed, sex therapy

interventions commonly used with mixed-gender couples often

encourage couples to de-centralize penile–vaginal intercourse

and to increase the breadth of sexualbehaviors (e.g.,McCarthy

& Thestrup, 2008).

Findings from this study suggest that numerous areas may

be targeted in interventions aimed to increase sexual function-

ing inFSGcouples.Practitionersshouldbesensitive to thepos-

sibility that FSG couples may believe, internally or explicitly,

the negative stereotype of lesbian bed death. Practitioners may

refer to findings of this study suggesting that it is not neces-

sarily relationship length itself that leads to declines in sexual

satisfaction, and instead emphasize that relationship and sex-

ual factors are more important to address. Additionally, at face

value, descriptive and model findings may suggest that increas-

ing sexual frequency should be the primary focus of interven-

tions aimed to increase sexual satisfaction. However, given

that the emotional quality of the relationship as well as intimacy

specific to sex were also uniquely associated with sexual satis-

faction, it remainsunclearwhetherincreases insexualfrequency

alonewouldimprovesexualsatisfaction.Findingsfurther reveal

the dyadic nature of sexuality within these relationships, partic-

ularly regarding significant actor and partner effects of sexual

intimacy on sexual satisfaction after accounting for other vari-

ables, including frequency of sex.
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Practitioners would be best advised help couples with low

sexual satisfaction to increase their frequency of sexual activity

while also addressing broader relationship issues and the emo-

tional quality of their relationship and sexual encounters. For

example, practitioners could helpcouples moreopenly discuss

their desires for sexual experiences and problem solve around

any barriers or disagreements. These discussions could be facil-

itated by either structured skills-based communication (Mark-

man, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2010) or through other therapy

approaches thathelppartnersdiscussvulnerableexperiencesand

emotions (Hardtkeetal., 2010; Jacobson& Christensen,1998;

Johnson,2008).Approachessuchas sensate focusmayalsohelp

couples engage in sensual and sexual acts in ways that enhance

intimacy and communication (Masters & Johnson, 1970; Wei-

ner & Avery-Clark, 2014).

Limitations and Future Directions

All the data from this study were cross-sectional, limiting the

ability to make directional conclusions. Longitudinal research

will therefore be necessary to evaluate how these factors work

over time and in order to make causal inferences. The sample

was also selected from a large, Western metropolitan area, so

caution must be taken in generalizing these findings to other

areas of the country. This might be particularly important when

considering how the cultural acceptance of same-gender cou-

plesmayvarybyregionandpoliticalclimate.Participants in this

study were predominantly white, middle class, and college edu-

cated, limiting interpretations of how these findings will trans-

late to other demographic groups. Research has demonstrated

that Black and Latino sexual minorities face a compounded

risk for discrimination and often receive less acceptance from

others for their sexual orientations (O’Donnell, Meyer, &

Schwartz, 2011), and it is unclear how these experiences may

impact sexual functioning. Consequently, the intersections of

identities within FSG relationships will be important to inves-

tigate. Additionally, consistent with limitations in many LGBT-

focused studies, non-probability sampling makes it unclear why

somecouplesmayhaveparticipatedcomparedtootherswhodid

not,possiblybiasingresultsandlimitingexternalvalidity(Meyer

& Wilson, 2009).

Thecurrent study alsousedanewmeasure tobetterevaluate

conceptualizations and frequency of sex. Future analyses with

thismeasure could evaluate how specific sexual activities (oral

sex,usingsex toys, etc.) relate tooverall sexualsatisfactionand

relationshipquality. Itmayalsobeuseful toparseaparthowthe

giving or receiving of pleasure might relate to sexual satisfac-

tion. Studies with this measure may want to consider revising

the conceptualization of sex questions to a Likert scale (as

opposed to yes/no) as has been used in other studies to more

thoroughly assess how context may affect how women in these

relationships define sex (Horowitz & Spicer, 2013; Sewell et al.,

2017). Finally, within-couple moderation analyses may also be

beneficial, such as how discrepancies in levels of desire or con-

ceptualizations of sex predict sexual satisfaction.

Acknowledgements This study was funded by the Roy Scrivner Memo-

rial Research Grant from the American Psychological Foundation awar-

ded to the first author.

Compliance with Ethical Standards

Conflict of interest The authors declare that they have no conflict of

interest.

Ethical Standard All procedures performed in studies involvinghuman

participants were in accordance with the ethical standards of the institu-

tional and/or national research committee and with the 1964 Declaration

of Helsinki and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.

InformedConsent Informed consent was obtained from all individual

participants included in the study.

References

Ackbar, S., & Senn, C. Y. (2010). What’s the confusion about fusion?

Differentiating positive and negative closeness in lesbian relation-

ships.JournalofMaritalandFamilyTherapy,36(4),416–430.doi:10.

1111/j.1752-0606.2010.00219.x.

American Community Survey. (2014). Household characteristics of

opposite-sex and same-sex couple households. Retrieved October

10, 2016, from http://www.census.gov/hhes/samesex/.

American Psychological Association. (2011). Resolution on marriage

equality for same-sex couples.Retrieved July 21, 2015, from http://

www.apa.org/about/policy/same-sex.aspx.

Bancroft, J., Loftus, J., & Long, J.S. (2003).Distressabout sex:A national

survey of women in heterosexual relationships. Archives of Sexual

Behavior, 32(3), 193–208. doi:10.1023/A:1023420431760.

Birnie-Porter, C., & Lydon, J. E. (2013). A prototype approach to under-

standing sexual intimacy through its relationship to intimacy. Per-

sonal Relationships, 20(2), 236–258. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.2012.

01402.x.

Biss,W.J.,&Horne,S.G. (2005).Sexual satisfaction as more thanagen-

dered concept: The roles of psychological well-being and sexual

orientation.JournalofConstructivistPsychology,18,25–38.doi:10.

1080/10720530590523044.

Blair, K. L., & Pukall, C. F. (2014). Can less be more? Comparing dura-

tion vs. frequency of sexual encounters in same-sex and mixed-sex

relationships.CanadianJournalofHumanSexuality, 23(2), 123–136.

doi:10.3138/cjhs.2393.

Breyer, B. N., Smith, J. F., Eisenberg, M. L., Ando, K. A., Rowen, T. S.,

& Shindel, A. W. (2010). The impact of sexual orientation on sexu-

ality and sexual practices in North American medical students.

Journal of Sexual Medicine, 7, 2391–2400. doi:10.1111/j.1743-61

09.2010.01794.x.

Burch, B. (Ed.). (1986). Psychotherapy and the dynamics of merger in

lesbian couples. New York: Plenum Press.

Butzer, B., & Campbell, L. (2008). Adult attachment, sexual satisfaction,

and relationship satisfaction: A study of married couples. Personal

Relationships, 15, 141–154. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.2007.00189.x.

Byers, E. S. (2005). Relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction: A

longitudinal study of individuals in long-term relationships. Journal

of Sex Research, 42, 113–118. doi:10.1080/00224490509552264.

Christopher, F. S., & Sprecher, S. (2000). Sexuality in marriage, dating

and other relationships: A decade review. Journal ofMarriage and

690 Arch Sex Behav (2018) 47:681–692

123

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2010.00219.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2010.00219.x
http://www.census.gov/hhes/samesex/
http://www.apa.org/about/policy/same-sex.aspx
http://www.apa.org/about/policy/same-sex.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023420431760
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2012.01402.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2012.01402.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10720530590523044
https://doi.org/10.1080/10720530590523044
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjhs.2393
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-6109.2010.01794.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-6109.2010.01794.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2007.00189.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490509552264


the Family, 62, 999–1017. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.00999.

x.

Cohen, J. N., & Byers, E. S. (2014). Lesbian bed death: Enhancing our

understanding of the sexuality of sexual minority women in

relationships. Journal of Sex Research, 51(8), 893–903. doi:10.

1080/00224499.2013.795924.

Cohen, J. N., Byers, E. S., & Walsh, L. P. (2008). Factors influencing the

sexual relationships of lesbians and gay men. International Journal

of Sexual Health, 20, 162–176. doi:10.1080/19317610802240105.

Cordova, J. V., Gee, C. B., & Warren, L. Z. (2005). Emotional skillful-

ness in marriage: Intimacy as a mediator of the relationship between

emotional skillfulnessandmarital satisfaction.JournalofSocialand

Clinical Psychology, 24(2), 218–235. doi:10.1521/jscp.24.2.218.

62270.

Costa, R. M., & Brody, S. (2007). Women’s relationship quality is asso-

ciated with specifically penile-vaginal intercourse orgasm and fre-

quency.JournalofSexandMaritalTherapy,33(4),319–327.doi:10.

1080/00926230701385548.

De la Garza-Mercer, F. (2006). The evolution of sexual pleasure. Journal

of Psychology&Human Sexuality, 18(2–3), 107–124. doi:10.1300/

J056v18n02_04.

Frederick, D. A., John, H. K., Garcia, J. R., & Lloyd, E. A. (2017). Dif-

ferences in orgasm frequency among gay, lesbian, bisexual, and

heterosexual men and women ina U.S.national sample.Archivesof

Sexual Behavior. doi:10.1007/s10508-017-0939-z.

Garcia, J. R., Lloyd, E. A., Wallen, K., & Fisher, H. E. (2014). Variation

inorgasmoccurrencebysexualorientation inasampleofU.S. singles.

Journal of Sexual Medicine, 11(11), 2645–2652. doi:10.1111/jsm.

12669.

Hardtke, K. K., Armstrong, M. S., & Johnson, S. (2010). Emotionally

focused couple therapy: A full-treatment model well-suited to the

specific needs of lesbiancouples.JournalofCouple&Relationship

Therapy, 9(4), 312–326. doi:10.1080/15332691.2010.515532.

Hartwell, E. E., Serovich, J. M., Grafsky, E. L., & Kerr, Z. Y. (2012).

Coming out of the dark: Content analysis of articles pertaining to

gay, lesbian,andbisexual issues incoupleandfamily therapy journals.

JournalofMaritalandFamilyTherapy,38(1), 227–243.doi:10.1111/

j.1752-0606.2011.00274.x.

Henderson, A. W., Lehavot, K., & Simoni, J. M. (2009). Ecological models

ofsexualsatisfactionamonglesbian/bisexualandheterosexualwomen.

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 38, 50–65. doi:10.1007/s10508-008-

9384-3.

Holmberg, D., & Blair, K. L. (2009). Sexual desire, communication, satis-

faction, and preferences of men and women in same-sex versus mixed-

sex relationships. Journal of SexResearch, 46(1), 57–66. doi:10.1080/

00224490802645294.

Holmberg, D., Blair, K. L., & Phillips, M. (2010). Women’s sexual sat-

isfaction as a predictor of well-being in same-sex versus mixed-sex

relationships. Journal of Sex Research, 47, 1–11. doi:10.1080/002

24490902898710.

Horowitz, A. D., & Spicer, L. (2013). ‘‘Having sex’’ as a graded and

hierarchical construct: A comparison of sexual definitions among

heterosexual and lesbian emerging adults in the UK. Journal of Sex

Research, 50(2), 139–150. doi:10.1080/00224499.2011.635322.

Jacobson, N. S., & Christensen, A. (1998). Acceptance and change in

couple therapy: A therapist’s guide to transforming relationships.

New York, NY: Norton.

James, S., & Murphy, B. (1998). Gay and lesbian relationships in a

changingsocialcontext. InC.Patterson&A.D’Augelli (Eds.),Lesbian,

gay, andbisexual identities in families:Psychologicalperspectives (pp.

99–121). London: Oxford University Press.

Johnson, S. M. (2008). Couple and family therapy: An attachment per-

spective. In J. Cassidy & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), Handbook of attach-

ment: Theory, research, and clinical applications (2nd ed., pp. 811–

829). New York: Guilford.

Kenny, D.A., Kashy, D. A., &Cook, W. L. (2006).Dyadicdataanalysis.

New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Laan, E., & Both, S. (2008). What makes women experience desire?

Feminism&Psychology, 18, 505–514. doi:10.1177/09593535080

95533.

Mark, K. P., Garcia, J. R., & Fisher, H. E. (2015). Perceived emotional

and sexual satisfaction across sexual relationship contexts: Gender

and sexual orientation differences and similarities.Canadian Journal

of Human Sexuality, 24(2), 120–130. doi:10.3138/cjhs.242-A8.

Markman, H. J., & Rhoades, G. K. (2012). Relationship education

research:Current statusand future directions.JournalofMarital and

Family Therapy, 38(1), 169–200. doi:10.1111/j.1752-0606.2011.00

247.x.

Markman, H. J., Stanley, S. M., & Blumberg, S. L. (2010). Fighting for

your marriage. San Francisco, CA: Wiley.

Masters, W. H., & Johnson, W. E. (1970). Human sexual inadequacy.

Boston, MA: Little Brown, & Co.

McCabe, J., Brewster, K. L., & Harker Tillman, K. (2011). Patterns and

correlates of same-sex sexual activity among U.S. teenagers and

young adults. Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health,

43(3), 142–150. doi:10.1363/4314211.

McCarthy, B., & Thestrup, M. (2008). Integrating sex therapy interven-

tions with couple therapy. Journal of Contemporary Psychother-

apy, 38(3), 139–149. doi:10.1007/s10879-008-9083-3.

Meyer, I. H., & Wilson, P. A. (2009). Sampling lesbian, gay, and bisex-

ual populations. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 56(1), 23–31.

doi:10.1037/a0014587.

Montesi, J. L., Fauber, R. L., Gordon, E. A., & Heimberg, R. G. (2011).

The specific importance of communicating about sex to couples’

sexual and overall relationship satisfaction. Journal of Social and

Personal Relationships, 28(5), 591–609. doi:10.1177/026540751

0386833.

O’Donnell, S., Meyer, I. H., & Schwartz, S. (2011). Increased risk of

suicide attempts among Black and Latino lesbians, gay men, and

bisexuals.American Journal of PublicHealth, 101(6), 1055–1059.

10.2105%2FAJPH.2010.300032

Ossana, S. M. (2000). Relationship and couples counseling. In R. M. Perez,

K. A. DeBord, & K. J. Bieschke (Eds.),Handbook of counseling and

psychotherapy with lesbian, gay, and bisexual clients (pp. 275–302).

Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Peplau, L. A. (2003). Human sexuality: How do men and women differ?

Current Directions in Psychological Science, 12, 37–40. doi:10.

1111/1467-8721.01221.

Puts, D. A., Welling, L. L. M., Burriss, R. P., & Dawood, K. (2012).

Men’s masculinity and attractiveness predict their female partners’

reported orgasm frequency and timing. Evolution and Human

Behavior, 33, 1–9. doi:10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2011.03.003.

Rhoades, G. K., Stanley, S. M., & Markman, H. J. (2012). The impact of

the transition to cohabitation on relationship functioning: Cross-

sectional and longitudinal findings. Journal of Family Psychology,

26(3), 348–358. doi:10.1037/a0028316.

Sanchez, D. T., Moss-Racusin, C. A., Phelan, J. E., & Crocker, J. (2011).

Relationship contingency and sexual motivation in women: Impli-

cations for sexual satisfaction. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 40,

99–110. doi:10.1007/s10508-009-9593-4.

Sanders, S. A., Hill, B. J., Yarber, W. L., Graham, C. A., Crosby, R. A., &

Milhausen, R. R. (2010). Misclassification bias: Diversity in con-

ceptualisations about having ‘had sex’.SexualHealth, 7(1), 31–34.

doi:10.1071/SH09068.

Schick, V. R., Rosenberger, J. G., Herbenick, D., Collazo, E., Sanders, S.

A., & Reece, M. (2016). The behavioral definitions of‘‘having sex

with a man’’and‘‘havingsex with a woman’’identifiedby women who

have engaged in sexual activity with both men and women. Journal of

Sex Research, 53(4–5), 578–587. doi:10.1080/00224499.2015.1061

632.

Arch Sex Behav (2018) 47:681–692 691

123

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.00999.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.00999.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2013.795924
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2013.795924
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317610802240105
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.24.2.218.62270
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.24.2.218.62270
https://doi.org/10.1080/00926230701385548
https://doi.org/10.1080/00926230701385548
https://doi.org/10.1300/J056v18n02_04
https://doi.org/10.1300/J056v18n02_04
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-017-0939-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/jsm.12669
https://doi.org/10.1111/jsm.12669
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332691.2010.515532
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2011.00274.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2011.00274.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-9384-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-9384-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490802645294
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490802645294
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490902898710
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490902898710
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2011.635322
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353508095533
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353508095533
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjhs.242-A8
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2011.00247.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2011.00247.x
https://doi.org/10.1363/4314211
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10879-008-9083-3
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014587
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407510386833
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407510386833
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.01221
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.01221
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2011.03.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028316
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-009-9593-4
https://doi.org/10.1071/SH09068
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2015.1061632
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2015.1061632


Scott, S. B., Parsons, A., Post, K. M., Stanley, S. M., Markman, H. J., &

Rhoades, G. K. (2017). Changes in the sexual relationship and

relationship adjustment precede extradyadic sexual involvement.

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 46, 395–406. doi:10.1007/s10508-

016-0797-0.

Scott, S. B., & Rhoades, G. K. (2014). Relationship education for lesbian

couples: Perceived barriers and content considerations. Journal of

Couple and Relationship Therapy, 13(4), 339–364. doi:10.1080/

15332691.2014.930704.

Sewell, K. K., McGarrity, L. A., & Strassberg, D. S. (2017). Sexual behav-

ior, definitions of sex, and the role of self-partner context among les-

bian, gay, and bisexual adults. The Journal of Sex Research, 54(7),

825–831. doi:10.1080/00224499.2016.1249331.

Solomon, S. E., Rothblum, E. D., & Balsam, K. F. (2005). Money, house-

work, sex, and conflict: Same-sex couples in civil unions, those not in

civil unions, and heterosexual married siblings. Sex Roles, 52(9–10),

561–575. doi:10.1007/s11199-005-3725-7.

Spitalnick, J. S., & McNair, L. D. (2005). Couples therapy with gay and

lesbian clients: An analysis of important clinical issues. Journal of

Sex and Marital Therapy, 31(1), 43–56. doi:10.1080/0092623059

0475260.

Tracy, J. K., & Junginger, J. (2007). Correlates of lesbian sexual func-

tioning.JournalofWomen’sHealth,16,499–509.doi:10.1089/jwh.

2006.0308.

Weiner, L., & Avery-Clark, C. (2014). Sensate focus: Clarifying the

Masters and Johnson’s model. Sexual and Relationship Therapy,

29(3), 307–319. doi:10.1080/14681994.2014.892920.

692 Arch Sex Behav (2018) 47:681–692

123

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-016-0797-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-016-0797-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332691.2014.930704
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332691.2014.930704
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2016.1249331
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-005-3725-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/00926230590475260
https://doi.org/10.1080/00926230590475260
https://doi.org/10.1089/jwh.2006.0308
https://doi.org/10.1089/jwh.2006.0308
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681994.2014.892920

	Sexuality Within Female Same-Gender Couples: Definitions of Sex, Sexual Frequency Norms, and Factors Associated with Sexual Satisfaction
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Defining Having Sex and Sexual Norms in Female Same-Gender Couples
	Factors Associated with Sexual Satisfaction
	Hypotheses

	Method
	Participants
	Measures
	Sexual Activities Questionnaire
	Sex Definitions
	Sexual Frequencies
	Sexual Satisfaction

	Intimacy

	Procedure
	Data Analytic Plan
	Control Variables
	Hierarchical Approach


	Results
	Sample Characteristics
	Preliminary Results
	Correlations Between Outcome Variables

	Descriptive Statistics Regarding Sexual Practices
	Conceptualization of Sexual Acts
	Discrepancies in Conceptualizations of Sex Between Partners
	Frequency of Physical and Sexual Behaviors

	Factors Associated with Sexual Satisfaction
	Sexual Satisfaction


	Discussion
	Conceptualizations of and Engagement in Sexual Activities
	Factors Associated with Sexual Satisfaction
	Clinical Implications
	Limitations and Future Directions

	Acknowledgements
	References




