THE JOURNAL OF SEX RESEARCH
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2022.2130132

Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

W) Check for updates ‘

Being Responsive and Self-Determined When it Comes to Sex: How and Why Sexual
Motivation is Associated with Satisfaction and Desire in Romantic Relationships

Ariel Shoikhedbrod
and Amy Muise (5°

a Natalie O. Rosen

b Serena Corsini-Munt

<, Cheryl Harasymchuk (¢, Emily A. Impett(¢,

aDepartment of Psychology, York University; "Departments of Psychology and Neuroscience and Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Dalhousie University;
School of Psychology, University of Ottawa; “Department of Psychology, Carleton University; ¢Department of Psychology, University of Toronto

Mississauga

ABSTRACT

Couples experience greater satisfaction and desire when they are motivated to meet each other’s sexual
needs (sexual communal strength); however, doing so at the expense of one’s own sexual needs
(unmitigated sexual communion) can detract from satisfaction and desire. Self-determination theory
suggests engaging in sex for pleasure and value (autonomous reasons) versus out of pressure and
obligation (controlled reasons) may account for these differences. Across two dyadic studies, one cross-
sectional (N = 103 couples) and one longitudinal (N = 147 couples), people higher in sexual communal
strength had sex for more autonomous and less controlled reasons, and in turn, reported greater
satisfaction and desire, overall, in daily life, and over time. In contrast, people higher in unmitigated
sexual communion endorsed more controlled reasons for engaging in sex, and in turn reported lower
satisfaction. Partners of people higher in sexual communal strength reported less controlled reasons for
engaging in sex, and in turn, both partners felt more satisfied, whereas partners of people high in
unmitigated sexual communion endorsed more controlled reasons and reported lower satisfaction. This
research furthers our understanding of when and why being motivated to be responsive to a partner’s
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sexual needs enhances or detracts from sexual and relationship quality.

People in satisfying romantic relationships tend to live longer,
healthier, and happier lives (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010), in part
because romantic partners help people meet their needs by
providing emotional support, affection, and intimacy
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Being moti-
vated to be responsive to a partner’s needs may be particularly
salient in the domain of sexuality in which partners, at least
those in monogamous relationships, rely on one another to
meet their sexual needs (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004).
Despite the benefits of sexually satisfying romantic relation-
ships to health and well-being (Diamond & Huebner, 2012),
partners often differ in their sexual interests (Mark & Murray,
2012), which can present the dilemma of weighing one’s own
versus a partner’s sexual needs. Whereas some people can
assert their own sexual needs and be responsive to their part-
ner’s needs (high sexual communal strength), which is asso-
ciated with greater relationship and sexual satisfaction as well
as sexual desire, others struggle to respond to their partner’s
sexual needs without neglecting their own needs (high unmi-
tigated sexual communion) and report lower satisfaction (see
reviews by Impett et al., 2020; Muise & Impett, 2016). Why do
individuals high in sexual communal strength and unmitigated
sexual communion experience divergent outcomes despite
both being highly motivated to meet their partner’s sexual
needs? Drawing on self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci,
2017), we suggest one answer might lie in a person’s reasons for
engaging in sex with their partner. We draw the distinction

between people engaging in sex because they enjoy and value
doing so (autonomous reasons) versus feeling pressured and
obligated to do so (controlled reasons). Across two studies
using dyadic and longitudinal methods, we tested whether
people higher in sexual communal strength report more self-
determined reasons for engaging in sex (i.e., more autono-
mous, less controlled), if people higher in unmitigated com-
munion report less self-determined reasons for engaging in sex
(i.e., less autonomous, more controlled), and if these different
reasons accounted for the divergent associations between sex-
ual communal motivation and satisfaction as well as desire in
relationships.

Sexual Communal Motivation

In romantic relationships, partners are often oriented toward
caring for one another (Clark & Mills, 2012). People higher in
communal strength (Mills et al., 2004) are motivated to be
responsive to their partner’s needs without the expectation of
direct reciprocation and report higher personal and relation-
ship well-being (Le et al., 2018). A growing body of research
has extended theories of communal motivation to the domain
of sexuality (Impett et al., 2020). Sexual communal strength
refers to the motivation to be responsive to a partner’s sexual
needs (Muise et al., 2013), in contrast to sexual exchange, which
refers to motivation to provide sexual benefits to a partner with
the expectation of receiving equal or comparable benefits in
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return (Raposo et al., 2020). While research testing the role of
sexual exchange on couple’s sexual and relationship quality has
produced mixed findings (see Lawrance & Byers, 1995; Raposo
et al.,, 2020; Sprecher, 1998) sexual communal strength has
been consistently associated with greater relationship satisfac-
tion, sexual satisfaction, and sexual desire for both partners
(Day et al., 2015; Impett et al., 2019; Muise & Impett, 2015;
Muise et al., 2013).

There are, however, limits to when being communally
responsive to a partner’s needs is beneficial. The tendency to
excessively care for others while neglecting oneself - referred to
as unmitigated communion (Fritz & Helgeson, 1998)—has been
linked with higher relationship well-being but lower personal
well-being (Le et al., 2018). Research applying communal the-
ories to sexuality has begun distinguishing sexual communal
strength from unmitigated sexual communion, the motivation
to prioritize a partner’s sexual needs to the exclusion of one’s
own needs. While people higher on sexual communal strength
and unmitigated sexual communion are both motivated to be
responsive to a partner’s sexual needs (Le et al., 2018), the key
distinction is that unmitigated sexual communion entails self-
neglect whereas sexual communal strength involves respon-
siveness while still asserting one’s own sexual needs (Muise &
Impett, 2016). In a daily diary study of community couples,
people higher in sexual communal strength reported higher
sexual and relationship satisfaction whereas people higher in
unmitigated sexual communion reported lower sexual but not
relationship satisfaction (Impett et al., 2019). These findings
have been extended to clinical samples of couples in which
a woman experiences pain during sex (Muise et al., 2017, 2018)
and is coping with low sexual desire (Bockaj et al., 2019; Hogue
et al., 2019).

Identifying the reasons why people are motivated to
respond to their partners’ sexual needs to the benefit or detri-
ment of their own needs is particularly important to under-
standing how people higher in sexual communal strength
versus unmitigated sexual communion differ in satisfaction
and desire. Sexual communal strength may be distinguished
from unmitigated sexual communion by the extent to which
communal motivation reflects an intrinsic interest in connect-
ing with a partner and seeing them fulfilled compared to being
responsive to their needs primarily out of extrinsic concerns
contingent on maintaining self-esteem or preventing negative
evaluations by a partner (Helgeson & Fritz, 1999; Muise &
Impett, 2016). Insights from self-determination theory (Ryan
& Deci, 2017), a leading theory of intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation, can inform why sexual communal strength and
unmitigated sexual communion are differentially associated
with satisfaction and desire in romantic relationships.

Self-Determined Sexual Motivation

The existing literature on self-determined motivation in roman-
tic relationships suggests engaging with a partner in a freely
chosen and self-endorsed manner is more conducive to need
fulfillment and relationship functioning than feeling pressured
by internal expectations or external demands from a partner
(for a review, see Knee et al., 2013). More recently, research has
applied self-determination theory to sexual motivation and

distinguished engaging in sex for autonomous reasons—deriv-
ing inherent pleasure and value from sex - from controlled
reasons—pressuring oneself or feeling obligated to have sex
(Gravel et al., 2020). Cross-sectional and daily diary studies
have consistently shown that self-determined (i.e., more auton-
omous, less controlled) reasons for engaging in sex were asso-
ciated with greater sexual need fulfillment, relationship quality,
and general well-being for both partners (Brunell & Webster,
2013; Gravel et al., 2016, 2018; Jenkins, 2003; Smith, 2007;
Vrangalova, 2015; Wongsomboon et al., 2022; Wood et al,,
2018, 2021)

Autonomous and controlled reasons for engaging in sex can
be further understood within the interpersonal context of
being motivated to respond to a partner’s needs. Although
people in romantic relationships are motivated to be respon-
sive to their partner’s needs, they may be doing so for different
reasons. For example, partners of people diagnosed with cancer
who were motivated to help for more autonomous and less
controlled reasons reported less depression, more life satisfac-
tion, and greater benefits from caregiving than those who felt
less autonomous and more controlled (Kim et al., 2008).
Research on couples in which one partner was diagnosed
with chronic pain has also shown that more autonomous and
less controlled forms of helping motivation were associated
with less distress, greater psychological well-being, and better
relationship functioning for both the person with chronic pain
and their partner (Kindt et al., 2016). That is, people in roman-
tic relationships derive greater need fulfillment from helping
their partner out of genuine care and concern rather than
helping out of guilt or fear of disappointing their partner.

Feeling a sense of volition or pressure to respond to
a partner’s needs can extend to the sexual domain. People
who are higher in sexual communal strength report having
sex for approach goals, that is seeking positive and pleasurable
sexual experiences with their partner, rather than having sex
out of obligation or solely for their own interests (Hogue et al.,
2019; Muise et al., 2013). Even in situations that have the
potential to elicit pressure from a partner, such as times when
a partner’s desire is high but the person is not in the mood for
sex (Day et al., 2015), or when couples are coping with a sexual
dysfunction (Hogue et al., 2019; Muise et al., 2018), people who
are higher in sexual communal strength remain genuinely
motivated to be responsive to their partners’ needs. In contrast,
people higher in unmitigated sexual communion typically
experience negative motivational states like distraction, bore-
dom, and detachment during sex, indicating they may not find
responding to their partners’ sexual needs particularly enjoy-
able or meaningful (Impett et al., 2019). Instead, those higher
in unmitigated sexual communion experience greater distress
during sex possibly because they feel guilty for expressing their
own sexual needs or fear being negatively evaluated by their
partner (Muise et al., 2018).

A person’s sexual communal motivation may also influence
their partner’s reasons for engaging in sex. People higher in
sexual communal strength are perceived by their partner as
being more sexually responsive (Muise & Impett, 2015).
Partner responsiveness is a central feature of autonomy sup-
port (Deci et al., 2006; Knee et al., 2013), which involves
acknowledging a partner’s perspective, providing choice, and



encouraging self-initiation to support a partner’s needs. As
such, partners of people higher in sexual communal strength
may be more motivated to enjoy and value having sex with
someone who is autonomously supportive. Given that sexual
communal strength also involves being motivated to be
responsive to a partner’s sexual needs without the expectation
of direct reciprocation (Mills et al., 2004; Muise & Impett,
2016), partners of people higher in sexual communal strength
may feel more comfortable expressing their sexual needs with-
out feeling pressured. The overlapping feature of being respon-
sive to a partner’s sexual needs in unmitigated sexual
communion may also be construed by partners as supportive
(Le et al.,, 2018); however, the self-sacrificing nature of people
higher in unmitigated sexual communion could have interper-
sonal consequences for partners who may feel guilty for not
being as sexually responsive in return or construe the self-
neglect as dissatisfaction in their relationship and sex life.

An area in which communal and self-determined theories
converge is the integration of partner responsiveness with
personal need fulfillment in romantic relationships. Self-
determination theory suggests people are inherently motivated
to internalize social values and behaviors, including being
responsive to a partner’s sexual needs, into their core sense of
self (Deci et al., 1994; Knee et al., 2013). When people enjoy
and value engaging in sex with their partner for autonomous
reasons, they should feel more authentically congruent with
their “true” self, which corresponds to experiencing optimal
outcomes in their relationship. In contrast, people who feel
pressured and obligated to have sex with a partner for con-
trolled reasons assume they need to engage in sex without
personally endorsing it, which negatively impacts their rela-
tionship. As such, one reason why people higher in sexual
communal strength may experience higher satisfaction and
desire in their relationship is because they engage in sex for
autonomous reasons that align with their true self whereas
people higher in unmitigated sexual communion may report
lower satisfaction and desire because they engage in sex for
controlled reasons predicated on self-neglect.

Overview of Current Research

Although being motivated to meet a partner’s sexual needs is
central to relationship and sexual quality, people higher in
sexual communal strength and unmitigated sexual commu-
nion report divergent effects on sexual satisfaction and desire
despite both being highly responsive. Self-determination the-
ory suggests that people may be responsive to a partner’s sexual
needs for different reasons, ranging from seeking enjoyment
and value in having sex for autonomous reasons to feeling
pressured and obligated to engage in sex for controlled reasons
(Gravel et al., 2020). The aim of the current research was to test
self-determined reasons for engaging in sex as one explanation
for the associations between sexual communal motivation and
satisfaction and desire in romantic relationships. We predicted
that people higher in sexual communal strength and their
partners would endorse more autonomous and less controlled
reasons for engaging in sex, and in turn, both members of the
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couple will report greater relationship satisfaction, sexual satis-
faction, and sexual desire overall and over time. In contrast, we
predicted that people higher in unmitigated sexual commu-
nion and their partners would report lower satisfaction and
desire overall and over time on account of being motivated to
engage in sex for less autonomous and more controlled rea-
sons. We also explored whether the findings for sexual com-
munal motivation and self-determined reasons for engaging in
sex differ between men and women as well as between those in
short- and long-term relationships based on inconsistent
effects of gender and relationship length found in past research
(Gravel et al., 2016). We tested these predictions in an initial
cross-sectional pilot study of people in romantic relationships
(see online supplemental materials; OSM), a dyadic cross-
sectional sample (Study 1), and a dyadic longitudinal sample
(Study 2). Study materials, data, and syntax are available on the
Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/dakb2/

Pilot Study

As a preliminary step to inform our hypotheses, we ran a pilot
study with a cross-sectional sample of individuals in romantic
relationships (N = 248), recruited from Prolific Academic, an
online crowdsourcing platform. A detailed summary of the
participant demographics, methods, and results, which sup-
ported our key predictions, is provided in the OSM. In
response to reviewers, we also conducted confirmatory factor
analyses using this data to compare models in which sexual
communal strength and unmitigated sexual communion are
distinct constructs versus facets of the same construct. The
findings, which are provided in the OSM, suggest that sexual
communal strength and unmitigated sexual communion are
indeed distinct constructs.

Study 1

In Study 1, a cross-sectional sample of couples, we tested
whether, for both partners, self-determined reasons for enga-
ging in sex accounted for the associations between sexual
communal motivation and satisfaction and desire.

Participants and Procedure

We recruited both members of romantic couples using online
hospitals, universities, and community buildings) advertise-
ments across North America. To be eligible, both partners
had to agree to participate and be 18 years or older, fluent in
English, and in a relationship with each other for at least six
months, with a minimum of four in-person contacts per week
during the last month, and not report any sexual problems. We
aimed to recruit at least 100 couples based on guidelines for
average sample sizes in dyadic research (Kenny et al., 2006).
The final sample consisted of 206 participants (N =103 cou-
ples). Participant demographics are reported in Table 1.
A sensitivity analysis using G*Power (Faul et al.,, 2007), indi-
cated a sample of 103 couples accommodated the detection of
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Table 1. Comparison of sample characteristics across studies.

Study 1 Study 2
Characteristic Morn SDor % Morn SDor%
Age (years) 30.7 94 326 75
Relationship duration (years) 6.2 6.8 7.8 5.1
Race
White 714 70.7
Black 44 0.7
Asian 14.1 16
Hispanic 34 1.7
Multi-racial/Cultural 39 7.1
Identities not listed 2.8 3.8
Relationship status
Dating 233 1
Cohabitating 22.8 21.1
Common Law 58 29.6
Married 46.1 48.3
Status not listed 2 0
Sexual orientation
Bisexual 12,6 8.2
Lesbian/gay 29 6.5
Heterosexual 71.8 82.7
Orientation not listed 12.7 2.6
Gender
Man 46.1 47.6
Woman 51.5 50.7
Gender not listed 24 1.7

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

a minimum unstandardized slope of .034 for the association
between sexual communal strength and sexual satisfaction
(ICC = .44), with 80% power and a (two-sided) =.05."

Couples were initially screened over the phone to confirm
their eligibility. Each member of the couple was sent an indi-
vidualized link and, after providing consent to participate, they
were able to access the online survey. Partners completed the
survey separately and were asked not to discuss their responses
with each other. Once both members of the couple completed
the survey, they were debriefed and each compensated $10
CAD with an Amazon gift card.

Measures

Sexual Communal Motivation

Sexual communal strength was assessed with the Sexual
Communal Strength Scale (SCSS; Muise et al., 2013), which
included six items (e.g., “How far would you be willing to go to
meet your partner’s sexual needs?;” M =3.18, SD = .48; a = .67,
w =.66), rated on a 5-point scale (0 = not at all, 4 = extremely).
Unmitigated sexual communion was assessed with the
Unmitigated Sexual Communion Scale (USCS; Hogue et al.,
2019), which included seven items (e.g., “I always place my
partner’s sexual needs above my own.;” M =3.16, SD =.71; a
=.72, w =.73) rated on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5
= strongly agree).

"The sample sizes used for sensitivity analyses were corrected for non-
independence in the data to determine the number of independent observa-
tions. Effective sample size=N/(1+[n-11*ICC, where N=total number of observa-
tions, n=cluster size (e.g., number of partners within a couple and/or number of
repeated assessments within partners), and ICC=within-cluster correlation. See
Wiley and Wiley (2019), pp. 455-456.

Self-Determined Reasons for Engaging in Sex

The Sexual Motivation Scale (SMS; Gravel et al., 2016) was
used to measure self-determined reasons for engaging in
sex with a partner. Participants rated the extent to which
they were motivated to engage in sex for autonomous
reasons (e.g., “Because sex is exciting;” 12 items; M=
5.76, SD = 1.03; a=.91, w=.91) and controlled reasons
(e.g., “To prove to myself that I am a good lover;” 12
items; M =223, SD = .98; a=.86, w=.88), on a 7-point
scale (1 =Does not correspond at all, 7= Corresponds
completely).>?

Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was measured using the Couple
Satisfaction Index (CSI; Funk & Rogge, 2007). The CSI consists
of 16 items (e.g., “In general, how often do you think that
things between you and your partner are going well?;” M =
4.26, SD = .73; a=.95, w=.96) rated on 5-point scales with
anchors tailored to specific items (e.g., 0= Never, 5=All the
time).

Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual satisfaction was measured with the Global Measure of
Sexual Satisfaction (GMSEX; Lawrance & Byers, 1995).
Participants’ sexual satisfaction with their partner was rated
with five bipolar items on a 7-point scale (e.g., My sex life is
“very bad” to “very good;” M=6.29, SD = .79, a=.92,
w=.92).

Sexual Desire

Sexual desire was measured with the partner-focused dyadic
subscale of the Sexual Desire Inventory-2 (SDI-2; Moyano
et al., 2017; Spector et al., 1996). Participants rated their sexual
desire for their partner with seven items (e.g., “When you have
sexual thoughts, how strong is your desire to engage in sexual
behavior with a partner?;” M =5.93, SD = 1.28; a = .84, w = .84)
on 9-point scales with anchors tailored to specific items (e.g., 0
= no desire, 8 = strong desire).

Data Analysis

We analyzed the data with multilevel modeling using mixed
models in SPSS 27. In line with our pre-registered analytic plan
(https://ost.io/39sxq), we first examined the descriptive statis-
tics and bivariate correlations among the primary variables (see

2Gravel et al. (2016) originally distinguished self-determined (i.e., intrinsic, identi-
fied, and integrated) from non-self-determined (i.e., introjected, external, amo-
tivation) sexual motives subscales, which we respectively refer to as
autonomous and controlled reasons for engaging in sex across studies.
Previous research has suggested that amotivation may reflect an impersonal
motivational orientation that is distinct from the introjected and external
elements of a controlled motivational orientation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
However, when analyzing our data with the amotivation items included versus
excluded from the controlled subscale, our findings largely remained the same
(see OSM).

3In addition to self-determined reasons for engaging in sex, approach and
avoidance sexual goals were also measured and examined as competing
motivational mechanisms based on previous research (Muise et al., 2013). We
re-ran our primary mediation models of self-determined reasons for engaging in
sex mediating the effects of sexual communal motivation on satisfaction while
controlling for approach and avoidance sexual goals, and largely, the findings
reported in the results remained. (see OSM).



Table 2. Correlations in Study 1.
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Sexual Communal Strength 22%%
2. Unmitigated Sexual Communion 39%** -17*
3. Autonomous Reasons 30%** .01 20%%
4. Controlled Reasons -.18%* 29%*¥ -13 I ) R
5. Relationship Satisfaction 27%** -.06 25%** -.39%** 62%%*
6. Sexual Satisfaction A3 .05 32%%% -39%** 69%** 50%**
7. Sexual Desire 39xx* 21%* S5%x* -21%* 29%¥* AT** 27%*

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

Table 2). To account for the non-independence of the dyadic
data, analyses were conducted in accordance with the Actor-
Partner Interdependence Model (APIM; Cook & Kenny, 2005).
We tested two-level indistinguishable models in which indivi-
duals were nested within dyads (Kenny et al., 2006). To test
whether sexual communal strength and unmitigated sexual
communion were associated with relationship satisfaction, sex-
ual satisfaction, and sexual desire through autonomous and
controlled reasons for engaging in sex for both partners, we
conducted multilevel mediation analyses guided by APIM
(Ledermann et al., 2011). All predictors were mean-centered.
Actors’ and partners’ sexual communal strength and unmiti-
gated sexual communion were entered simultaneously as pre-
dictors and autonomous and controlled reasons for engaging
in sex were tested as simultaneous mediators. We used the
Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation (MCMAM;
Selig & Preacher, 2008) with 20,000 resamples and 95%
Confidence Intervals (CIs). Significant indirect effects were
present if the 95% Cls did not contain zero. We also conducted
exploratory moderation analyses by gender and relationship
duration. Largely, the effects were consistent for people in
shorter and longer relationships and for men and women
(see OSM).

Results

First, we tested whether sexual communal strength and unmi-
tigated sexual communion were associated with satisfaction
and desire (see total effects in Table 3). After controlling for
unmitigated sexual communion, people higher in sexual com-
munal strength reported significantly higher relationship satis-
faction, sexual satisfaction, and sexual desire, as did their
partners. In contrast, people higher in unmitigated sexual
communion reported lower sexual desire but not lower rela-
tionship and sexual satisfaction after controlling for sexual
communal strength, and there were no significant associations
with their partner’s satisfaction and desire.

Next, consistent with our predictions, people higher in sex-
ual communal strength endorsed engaging in sex for more
autonomous reasons (see Table 3 for total effects), and in
turn, reported greater relationship satisfaction (b=.11, SE =
.05, 1(164.93) = 2.36, p = .019, 95% CI[.02, .20]), sexual satisfac-
tion (b=.14, SE = .05, #(188.70) =2.96, p =.003, 95% CI[.05,
.23]), and sexual desire (b=.52, SE = .06, #(192.61) =8.22, p
<.001, 95% CI[.40, .64]). Autonomous reasons for engaging in
sex significantly mediated the associations between sexual
communal strength and relationship satisfaction, sexual

satisfaction, and sexual desire (see direct and indirect effects
in Table 2).*

Controlled reasons for engaging in sex reported by both
partners also significantly mediated the association between
sexual communal strength and relationship satisfaction, sexual
satisfaction, and sexual desire for both partners (see total,
direct and indirect effects in Table 3). People higher in sexual
communal strength endorsed less controlled reasons for enga-
ging in sex, and in turn, reported greater relationship satisfac-
tion (b=.20, SE = .05, #(174.11) =3.88, p <.001, 95% CI[.30,
.10]), sexual satisfaction (b=.21, SE = .05, #(192.40) = 4.00, p
<.001, 95% CI[.11, .31]), and sexual desire (b= .23, SE = .07, ¢
(192.50) = 3.24, p < .001, 95% CI[.10, .37]); however, their part-
ner reported less sexual desire (b=-.17, SE = .07, #(192.50)
=-2.367, p=.019, 95% CI[-.31, -.03]) and there was a trending
positive association with a partner’s relationship satisfaction (b
=.10, SE = .05, #(174.11) = 1.90, p =.059, 95% CI[-.01, .20]).
People higher in sexual communal strength also had partners
who reported engaging in sex for less controlled reasons, and in
turn, they reported greater sexual satisfaction but lower sexual
desire whereas partners reported greater relationship satisfac-
tion, sexual satisfaction, and sexual desire.

Controlled reasons for engaging in sex also significantly
mediated the associations between unmitigated sexual com-
munion and relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and
sexual desire (see total, direct and indirect effects in Table 3).
People higher in unmitigated sexual communion reported
engaging in sex for more controlled reasons (but there was
no association with autonomous reasons), and in turn,
reported lower relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction,
and sexual desire, but these findings did not extend to partners.

In sum, the findings from Study 1, while cross-sectional,
demonstrated that people higher in sexual communal strength
and their partners reported greater satisfaction and desire because
they endorsed engaging in sex for more autonomous and less
controlled reasons whereas people higher in unmitigated sexual
communion reported lower satisfaction and desire because they
endorsed being sexually motivated for primarily more controlled
reasons. The mediating role of controlled reasons for engaging in
sex extended to partners of people higher in sexual communal

“Given that people may be motivated to have sex in the presence or absence of
sexual desire, we were interested in whether our effects on relationship and
sexual satisfaction were specific to sexual motivation and not solely driven by
desire. We reran the models examining the mediating effects of self-determined
reasons for engaging in sex on the associations between sexual communal
motivation and relationship and sexual satisfaction while controlling for sexual
desire and found no significant changes to the findings.
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Table 3. Total, direct and indirect effects in Study 1.

Actor’s Partner’s Actor’s Partner’s Actor's Partner’s
Autonomous Controlled relationship relationship sexual sexual sexual sexual
Effects reasons reasons  satisfaction satisfaction satisfaction  satisfaction desire desire
Sexual Communal Strength
(effects mediated by actor’s reasons)
Total Effect 73¥**(16)  -57***(14) .41***(.10) .35%%%(,10) 64%%*(.11) A7¥%*(11) 76%¥%*(.17) .35%(.17)
Direct Effect — — 18(.11) A7(171) 39%*%(.11) 33**%(.11) 31%(.16) .29%(.16)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous), — — [.01, .16] [-.01, .04] [.03, .20] [-.02, .03] [.22, .60] [-.02, .03]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [.04, .20] [-.00, .09] [.05, .22] [-.01, .07] [.04, .25] [-.14, -.00]
Sexual Communal Strength
(effects mediated by partner’s reasons)
Total Effect 13(.16) -.34*%(.14) A1%%%(.10) .35%%%(.10) 64%**(11) A7¥%*(11) 76%¥**(.17) .35%(.17)
Direct Effect — — .18(.11) a7(11) 39%*(.11) 33%*(.11) 31%(.16) .29°(.16)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous), — — [-.03, .11] [-.02, .06] [-.05, .01] [-.03, .08] [-.08, .11] [-.09, .24]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [-.00, .13] [.01, .14] [.02, .11] [.01, .15] [-.20 -.02] [.01, .17]
Unmitigated Sexual Communion
(effects mediated by actor’s reasons)
Total Effect -16(.11) S54%*%(10)  -.17*(.08) -.13(.08) -.07(.08) .01(.08) 16(.11) -07(.11)
Direct Effect — — -.03(.08) -.05(.08) .08(.08) .08(.08) .34%%(,10) -.14(.10)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous), — — [-.05, .01] [-.02,.02] [-.06, .01] [-.01, .04] [-.20, .03] [-.01, .02]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [-.18, -.05] [-.04, .01] [-.20, -.05] [-.03, .01] [-.22, -.04] [-.01, .07]
Unmitigated Sexual Communion
(effects mediated by partner’s reasons)
Total Effect 01(.11) 12(.10) -.17%(.08) -.13(.08) -.07(.08) .01(.08) 16(.11) -07(.11)
Direct Effect — — -.03(.08) -.05(.08) .08(.08) .08(.08) .34%%(.10) -.14(.10)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous); — — [-.03, .01] [-.02, .03] [-.03, .01] [-.03, .04] [-.03, .02] [-.10, .12]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [-.11,.00] [-.07,.01] [-.10, .02] [-.07,.01] [-.01, .07] [-.08, .02]

Numbers outside parentheses are unstandardized coefficients; numbers inside parentheses are SEs; numbers inside brackets are upper and lower limits of 95%
confidence intervals from Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation (MCMAM) mediation analyses. Dyads in these analyses are indistinguishable and actor and
partner effects are tested in the same model, therefore, the total and direct effects are the same for the actor and partner mediation models., Indirect effects of sexual
communal strength/sexual unmitigated communion — autonomous reasons for engaging in sex — relationship satisfaction/sexual satisfaction/sexual desire
oIndirect effects of sexual communal strength/sexual unmitigated communion — controlled reasons for engaging in sex — relationship satisfaction/sexual

satisfaction/sexual desire.
Significant indirect effects are bolded.
*p<.05, ** p <.01. *** p <. 001, a=.052, b=.065.

strength but not to partners of people higher in unmitigated
sexual communion. People higher in sexual communal strength
had partners who endorsed less controlled reasons for engaging in
sex, which was associated with greater satisfaction for both part-
ners and greater sexual desire for the partner; however, controlled
reasons reported by a partner was positively associated with one’s
own sexual desire, which was inconsistent with our predictions.

Study 2

In Study 2, a multi-part dyadic study, we extended the cross-
sectional findings from Study 1 using longitudinal methods to
better capture the temporal sequence of sexual communal
motivation, self-determined reasons for engaging in sex, satis-
faction, and desire among romantic couples. In particular, we
used measures captured at three different time points to deter-
mine if individual differences in sexual communal strength and
unmitigated sexual communion (measured in a baseline sur-
vey) were associated with people’s daily reports of their auton-
omous and controlled reasons for engaging in sex (measured in
a 21-day survey), and in turn, whether self-determined reasons
predicted relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and sex-
ual desire over time (measured in a 3-month follow-up survey).

Participants and Procedure

Couples were recruited using online advertisements (e.g.,
Reddit) across Canada as part of a larger study. To be eligible,
both partners had to agree to participate, be 18 years or older,

fluent in English, in a relationship with each other for at least
two years, and spend five out of seven nights together per
week. We aimed to recruit at least 150 couples to account for
attrition at the daily and follow-up stages of the study. The
final sample consisted of 294 participants at baseline (N = 147
couples), 284 participants at the daily level, and 280 partici-
pants at follow up. Participant demographics are shown in
Table 1. A sensitivity analysis using G*Power (Faul et al,
2007) indicated a sample of 140 couples accommodated the
detection of a minimum unstandardized slope of .014 for the
association between sexual communal strength at baseline
and sexual satisfaction at follow up (ICC=.22) with 80%
power and a (two-sided) = .05.

Couples were pre-screened over the phone to confirm their
eligibility. After providing their informed consent, each mem-
ber of the couple was provided with an individualized link to
complete a 60-minute baseline survey, which consisted of
demographic items and our key measures in addition to
other measures included as part of a broader research project.
Starting on the following day, each partner was sent a 15-
minute survey for 21 consecutive days, which they were
instructed to complete separately before bed each night.
Participants completed an average of 19.43 (out of 21) daily
entries. Three months after completing their final daily survey,
participants were sent a 20-minute follow up survey that
included a smaller battery of questionnaires that overlapped
with the baseline survey for our key measures over time. Each
partner was paid up to CAD $65 in Amazon.ca gift cards for
participating with payment prorated depending on the number



of daily surveys completed and the completion of the follow-up
survey.

Baseline Measures

Sexual communal strength and unmitigated sexual commu-
nion were exclusively measured at baseline using the SCSS
(M = 5.27, SD = .87; a=.70, @w=.70) and the USCS (M =
4.10,SD =1.13; a = .71, w = .73), on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Relationship satisfaction was
measured at baseline with three items from the relationship
satisfaction subscale of the Perceived Relationship Quality
Component Inventory (PRQC; Fletcher et al., 2000) on
a 7-point scale (1=mnot at all; 7=extremely M = 6.20, SD =
.82; a=.90, w = .90). Sexual satisfaction was measured at base-
line with the GMSEX (M = 5.60, SD = 1.29; a =.93, w =.93).
Sexual desire was measured with six items from the dyadic
subscale of the SDI-2 (M = 5.30, SD = 1.58; a = .90, w =.90) on
a 9-point scale (e.g., 0 = no desire, 8 = strong desire).

Daily Measures

Daily self-determined reasons for engaging in sex were mea-
sured with a shortened version of the SMS, which consisted of
five items for autonomous reasons (“Because I felt that having
sex is meaningful; M =5.01, SD = 1.12, a=.63, w=.63) and
four items for controlled reasons (“To prove to myself that
I am a good lover; M =2.22, SD = 1.39, a =.79, w =.81). The
SMS has been previously adapted and validated in a daily
context (Gravel et al., 2020). Self-determined reasons for enga-
ging in sex were only assessed on days when couples engaged in
sex. Relationship satisfaction at the daily level was measured
with a single item, “How satisfied were you with your relation-
ship today?” (M = 5.99, SD = 1.17). Sexual satisfaction at the
daily level was measured with the GMSEX (M = 4.94, SD =
1.59). Sexual desire was measured at the daily level with
a single item, “I felt a great deal of sexual desire for my partner
today” (M = 4.40, SD = 1.73).

Follow-Up Measures

The relationship satisfaction subscale from the PRQC (M =
5.93, SD = 1.12; a =.94, w = .94), the GMSEX (M = 5.58, SD =
1.36; a =.95, w =.95), and the dyadic subscale of SDI-2 (M =

Table 4. Correlations in Study 2.
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4.99, SD = 1.58; a =.90, w = .90) from baseline were reassessed
at the 3-month follow up.

Data Analysis

We analyzed the data with multilevel modeling using mixed
models in SPSS 27 based on our pre-registered analytic plan
(https://ost.io/pw5yg/). We first examined the descriptive sta-
tistics and bivariate correlations among the primary variables
(see Table 4). For the daily diary portion of the study, we ran
two-level cross-classified models in which people were nested
within dyads, and people and days were crossed to account for
both partners completing daily surveys on the same days
(Kenny et al., 2006). To avoid confounding between- and
within-person variance, daily predictor variables were aggre-
gated and person-mean centered (Raudenbush et al., 2004;
Zhang et al., 2009). As such, these analyses accounted for
between-person differences in autonomous and controlled rea-
sons for engaging in sex and assess whether day-to-day changes
from a participant’s own mean on the self-determined reasons
variables are associated with corresponding changes in daily
relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and sexual desire.
Given that self-determined reasons for engaging in sex were
only assessed on days when sexual activity occurred, the ana-
lyses only included sexual activity days (992 total days).

We then conducted multilevel mediation analyses guided by
APIM (Ledermann et al., 2011) to longitudinally test whether
sexual communal strength and unmitigated sexual communion
at baseline were associated with relationship satisfaction, sexual
satisfaction, and sexual desire three months later through auton-
omous and controlled reasons for engaging in sex aggregated
over the 21-day period for both partners. Actors’ and partners’
sexual communal strength and unmitigated sexual communion
were mean-centered and entered simultaneously as predictors.
Aggregated values of actor’s and partner’s autonomous and
controlled reasons for engaging in sex during the 21-day period
were simultaneously entered as mediators in the models. We
controlled for baseline satisfaction and desire on outcomes three
months later in the corresponding mediation models. We used
the MCMAM (Selig & Preacher, 2008) with 20,000 resamples
and 95% CIs. We conducted exploratory moderation analyses by
gender and relationship duration. Largely, the effects were con-
sistent for people in shorter and longer relationships and for
men and women (see OSM).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Baseline Sexual Communal Strength - 14%%*
2. Baseline Unmitigated Sexual Communion 56%** -.06%**
3. Baseline Relationship Satisfaction 2% Q7% 35%%*
4. Baseline Sexual Satisfaction 28*** .02 AG*** 50***
5. Baseline Sexual Desire 57 28%** 09%** ATFE* )
6. Daily Autonomous Reasons 271%* .03%* 16%** 32%** N 27%%*
7. Daily Controlled Reasons - 22%%* 2% - 5% - 25%%* - 13%% 2 33%%%
8. Follow-up Relationship Satisfaction 16%** 7%** 56%** 27%** 06%** .06%** - 25%** 50%**
9. Follow-up Sexual Satisfaction 19*** .01 ATEE* 59%** 26%** 25%** -32%** S5%** ) ki
10. Follow-up Sexual Desire A5*** 23*x* 5%** 37xx* TJ4EEE 38*** - 10%** 26%** ABFEE 36%*%

*p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001. Correlations between partners are bolded on the diagonal. Daily variables are aggregate values across the 21-day period.
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Results
Daily Associations

Our main goal in the daily analyses was to test whether daily
changes (within-person fluctuations) in autonomous and con-
trolled reasons for engaging in sex were associated with our key
outcomes. However, we first examined whether sexual com-
munal strength and unmitigated sexual communion at baseline
were associated with autonomous and controlled reasons for
engaging in sex during the 21-day period. People higher in
sexual communal strength at baseline endorsed more autono-
mous (b =.30, SE = .08, #(227.42) =3.76, p <.001, 95% CI[.14,
.46]) and less controlled reasons (b =-.60, SE = .10, #(235.89)
=-5.95, p <.001, 95% CI[-.80, -.40]) for engaging in sex during
the 21-day period and their partner reported less daily con-
trolled reasons (b=-.22, SE = .10, #(238.11) =-2.16, p=.032,
95% CI[-.42, -.19]). In contrast, people higher in unmitigated
sexual communion at baseline reported more controlled rea-
sons for engaging in sex (b=.37, SE = .07, #(238.15) =491, p
<.001, 95% CI[.22, .53]) during the 21-day period and their
partner did as well (b =.18, SE = .07, #(238.35) =2.39, p = .018,
95% CI[.03, .33]).

We then examined the within-person effects of self-
determined reasons for engaging in sex on satisfaction and
desire during the 21-day period. On days when people reported
more autonomous reasons for engaging in sex during the 21-
day period, they reported greater relationship satisfaction (b
=20, SE = .04, £(610.60) = 5.53, p<.001, 95% CI[.13, .27]),
sexual satisfaction (b=.40, SE = .03, #(567.86) =12.25, p
<.001, 95% CI[.33, .46]), and sexual desire (b =.37, SE = .04,
1(634.71) = 8.29, p <.001, 95% CI[.29. .46]), and their partner
reported marginally greater sexual satisfaction (b=.06, SE =
.03, #(567.86) = 1.88, p =.060, 95% CI[-.00, .12]). In contrast,
on days when people reported more controlled reasons for
engaging in sex during the 21-day period, they reported
lower daily relationship satisfaction (b=-.12, SE = .04, ¢
(587.14) =-2.91, p =.004, 95% CI[-.20, -.04]), sexual satisfac-
tion (b =-.24, SE = .04, #(551.47) = -6.33, p < .001, 95% CI[-.31,
-.16]), and sexual desire (b =-.22, SE = .05, #(646.40) =-4.39, p
<.001, 95% CI[-.32, -.12]); however, partners reported greater
sexual desire (b=.11, SE = .05, #(647.21) =2.19, p =.029, 95%
CI[.01, .21]).

Mediation Analyses

To best test our key mediation models, we used the longitudi-
nal data and tested whether sexual communal motivation at
baseline was associated with the aggregates of self-determined
reasons for engaging in sex during the 21-day daily experience
study, and in turn sexual satisfaction, relationship satisfaction
and sexual desire at the three-month follow-up, accounting for
the corresponding outcomes at baseline (see Table 5 for total
effects). After controlling for satisfaction and desire at baseline,
the positive association between a person’s sexual communal
strength and relationship satisfaction at follow-up was trending
in the expected direction (p=.09), and partners of people
higher in sexual communal strength reported higher sexual
satisfaction three months later.

Next, as predicted, people higher in sexual communal
strength at baseline reported being sexually motivated for
more autonomous reasons during the 21-day period, and in
turn, reported higher sexual satisfaction (b=.15, SE = .07, ¢
(231.25) =2.01, p = .046, 95% CI[.00, .30]) and sexual desire (b
=.16, SE = .08, #(233.00) =2.05, p=.042, 95% CI[.01, .32])
three months later. Autonomous reasons for engaging in sex
during the 21-day period significantly mediated the effect of
sexual communal strength at baseline on sexual satisfaction
and desire at follow up (see Table 5 for total, direct, and
indirect effects).

Controlled reasons for engaging in sex during the 21-day
period also significantly mediated the associations between
baseline sexual communal strength and satisfaction at follow-
up for both partners (see Table 5 for total, direct, and indirect
effects). People higher in sexual communal strength and their
partners reported less controlled reasons for engaging in sex,
and in turn reported greater relationship satisfaction (b =.14,
SE = .05, (231.60) = 2.60, p = .010, 95% CI[.03, .25]) and sexual
satisfaction (b = .22, SE = .06, #(230.29) = 3.73, p < .001, 95% CI
[.11, .34]), but not sexual desire three months later. Partners
who endorsed engaging in sex for less controlled reasons across
the 21-day period reported greater relationship satisfaction (b
=.12, SE = .08, t(233.76) = 2.29, p = .023, 95% CI[.02, .22]), but
not sexual desire or sexual satisfaction at follow-up, although
this latter effect trended in a positive direction (b=.11, SE =
.06, 1(238.93) = 1.95, p =.052, 95% CI[.00, .23]), but not sexual
desire at follow-up.

Controlled reasons for engaging in sex during the 21-day
period also significantly accounted for the associations
between unmitigated sexual communion and satisfaction at
follow-up for both partners (see Table 5 for total, direct, and
indirect effects). People higher in unmitigated sexual com-
munion endorsed more controlled reasons for engaging in sex
across the three weeks and, in turn, reported lower sexual
satisfaction and both partners reported lower relationship
satisfaction, but not sexual desire three months later.
Partners who endorsed engaging in sex for more controlled
reasons during the daily period reported lower sexual satis-
faction and both partners reported lower relationship satis-
faction at follow-up.

In sum, Study 2 replicated and extended the cross-
sectional and dyadic findings from Study 1 to show that
people higher in sexual communal strength and their
partners reported greater satisfaction and desire over
time because they endorsed engaging in sex for more
autonomous and less controlled reasons during the 21-
day-period, whereas people higher in unmitigated sexual
communion and their partners reported lower satisfaction
over time because they reported being sexually motivated
for more controlled reasons. The mediating role of con-
trolled reasons for engaging in sex on satisfaction
extended to partners of those higher in sexual communal
and partners higher in unmitigated sexual communion
over time. Consistent with Study 1, on days when partners
endorsed more controlled reasons for engaging in sex,
they reported greater daily sexual desire; however, this
effect did not replicate over time.



Table 5. Total, direct and indirect effects in Study 2.
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Actor’s Partner's Actor’s Partner’s Actor’s Partner’s
Daily Daily follow-up follow-up follow-up follow-up Follow-up follow-up
autonomous  controlled  relationship  relationship sexual sexual sexual sexual
Effects reasons reasons satisfaction  satisfaction  satisfaction  satisfaction desire desire
Sexual Communal Strength
(effects mediated by actor’s reasons)
Total Effect 32%%%(08)  -.58***(.10) .14%(.08) .13(.08) .11(.10) .26¥*(.10) 11(11) .01(.10)
Direct Effect — — .07(.19) .04(.10) .00(.11) 12(.11) .04(.12) -.04(.11)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous); — — [-.04, .04] [-.02, .01] [.00, .11] [-.03, .02] [.00, .12] [-.02, .01]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [.02, .15] [.00, .07] [.06, .22] [-.00, .07] [-.04, .10] [-.02, .05]
Sexual Communal Strength
(effects mediated by partner’s reasons)
Total Effect -.05(.08) -22*(.10) .14%(.08) .13(.08) .11(.10) .26¥*(.10) 11(11) .01(.10)
Direct Effect — — .07(.19) .04(.10) .00(.11) A2(11) .04(.12) -.04(.11)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous), — — [-.02, .06] [-.01, .01] [-.01, .09] [-.04, .02] [-.04, .06] [-.04, .02]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [.01, .14] [.00, .08] [.00, .14] [.01, .11] [-.04, .11] [-.02, .05]
Unmitigated Sexual Communion
(effects mediated by actor’s reasons)
Total Effect -.09(.06) 37%%%(.08) -.01(.06) -.05(.06) -.04(.07) -.08(.07) -.01(.07) -.00(.07)
Direct Effect — — .06(.07) .02(.07) .07(.08) .05(.08) .05(.08) .02(.08)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous), — — [-.02,.02] [-.01,.03] [-.04, .01] [-.00, .05] [-.05, .01] [-.02, .03]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [-.10,-.01] [-.05,-.00] [-.14, -.03] [-.05, .00] [-.07, .03] [-.04, -.10]
Unmitigated Sexual Communion
(effects mediated by partner’s reasons)
Total Effect 13(.06) .18%(.08) -.01(.06) -.05(.06) -.04(.07) -.08(.07) -.01(.07) -.00(.07)
Direct Effect — — .06(.07) .02(.07) .07(.08) .05(.08) .05(.08) .02(.08)
Indirect Effect (Autonomous); — — [-.03, .01] [-.02,.02] [-.04, .01] [-.00, .05] [-.02, .02] [-.00, .06]
Indirect Effect (Controlled), — — [-.09,-.01] [-.06,-.00] [-09,.00] [-.08, -.00] [-.07, .02] [-.04,.01]

Numbers outside parentheses are unstandardized coefficients; numbers inside parentheses are SEs; numbers inside brackets are upper and lower limits of 95%
confidence intervals from Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation (MCMAM) mediation analyses. Dyads in these analyses are indistinguishable and actor and
partner effects are tested in the same model; therefore, the total and direct effects are the same for the actor and partner mediation models. Baseline relationship
satisfaction, sexual satisfaction and sexual desire are controlled for in the mediation models.;Indirect effects of baseline sexual communal strength/sexual unmitigated
communion — daily autonomous reasons for engaging in sex — follow-up relationship satisfaction/sexual satisfaction/sexual desire. ,Indirect effects of sexual
communal strength/sexual unmitigated communion — daily controlled reasons for engaging in sex — follow-up relationship satisfaction/sexual satisfaction/sexual

desire.
Significant indirect effects are bolded.
*p <.05, ** p<.01. *** p<. 001. a=.09.

General Discussion

Being motivated to meet a partner’s needs is central to main-
taining satisfaction and desire in relationships - especially in
the sexual domain in which partners are more likely to rely on
each other for sexual need fulfillment - but only when partner
responsiveness does not come at the expense of attending to
one’s own needs. In two dyadic studies, we tested whether
engaging in sex for self-determined reasons explains why peo-
ple higher in sexual communal strength and unmitigated sex-
ual communion and their partners fundamentally differ in
their satisfaction and desire. We found that people higher in
sexual communal strength endorsed more autonomous and
less controlled reasons for engaging in sex and, in turn,
reported greater overall satisfaction and desire, in addition to
reporting greater satisfaction and desire three months later. In
contrast, people higher in unmitigated sexual communion who
endorsed engaging in sex for more controlled reasons, in turn,
reported lower overall satisfaction and desire, and felt less
satisfied over time.

The findings extended to partners as well in both studies.
People higher in sexual communal strength had partners who
felt less pressured or obligated to have sex, which accounted for
both partners feeling more satisfied overall and over time.
Unique to Study 2, partners of people higher in unmitigated
sexual communion also endorsed more controlled reasons for
engaging in sex across the 21-day period and, in turn, experi-
enced lower satisfaction three months later.

Interestingly, people higher in sexual communal strength
whose partners endorsed engaging in sex for less controlled
reasons reported lower sexual desire overall in Study 1, which
was the opposite of our predicted direction. The daily diary
analyses in Study 2 further revealed that on days when partners
endorsed being sexually motivated for more controlled rea-
sons, people reported greater sexual desire during the 21-day-
period. It is possible these potential indirect effects could be
construed in the opposite direction instead; if one partner has
lower desire, the other partner may feel less pressured to
engage in sex, drawing on their communal motivation to
meet their partner’s sexual needs despite their lack of interest.
It may be equally possible if one partner has higher sexual
desire, the other partner feels more sexual pressure or obliga-
tion and, in turn, is less motivated to meet a partner’s sexual
needs. The longitudinal analyses in Study 2, which provided
more appropriate tests of directionality, suggested that the
mediating effect of a partners’ controlled reasons on sexual
desire did not replicate over time, but did for satisfaction,
which appears to more robust across both studies.

Theoretical Contributions and Implications

The current research is the first to our knowledge to integrate
theories of communal motivation (Clark & Mills, 2012;
Helgeson & Fritz, 1999) and self-determination theory (Ryan
& Deci, 2017) in the context of romantic relationships and
sexuality. Although both sexual communal strength and
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unmitigated sexual communion involve being motivated to
meet a partner’s sexual needs, a distinguishing feature between
the two forms of sexual motivation is the extent to which
people balance being responsive with asserting their own sex-
ual needs in the relationship (Muise & Impett, 2016). The
current findings suggest that self-determination theory pro-
vides a useful framework for explaining how partner respon-
siveness can be integrated with personal need fulfillment in the
sexual domain. People higher in sexual communal strength
experienced greater satisfaction and desire because they genu-
inely chose to engage in sex with their partner rather than
feeling compelled to engage in sex. Being motivated to meet
a partner’s sexual needs is internalized among those higher in
sexual communal strength as their responsiveness more closely
aligns with their “true” sense of self (Deci et al., 1994). In
contrast, people higher in unmitigated sexual communion
experienced poorer sexual and relationship quality because
they felt pressured and obligated to have sex. Responsiveness
that entails self-sacrificing is more inauthentic and externalized
as people higher in unmitigated communion have their self-
worth contingent on whether their partner’s expectations are
met (Knee et al., 2013).

The current studies further replicated and extended the
existing literatures on sexual communal motivation and self-
determined reasons for engaging in sex. Although previous
work on sexual communal motivation has examined sexual
goals and attentional cues during sex as mechanisms in daily
experiences of couples (Le et al., 2018; Muise et al., 2013), these
are the first studies to identify the motivational processes
distinguishing sexual communal strength and unmitigated sex-
ual communion over time in a longitudinal design, which is
more suitable for testing mediation (Preacher, 2015).
Additionally, the existing research on self-determined reasons
for engaging in sex has primarily drawn on cross-sectional and
undergraduate samples of people in dating relationships
(Gravel et al., 2016), whereas the current work applied dyadic
and longitudinal methods to generalize these findings to com-
munity couples in long-term and committed relationships.
Another unique contribution of the current research is that
the mediating effects of self-determined reasons for engaging
in sex extended to partners.

Although past work has demonstrated that partners of peo-
ple higher in sexual communal strength experience greater
satisfaction and desire (Impett et al., 2020), our studies are
the first to show sexual communal strength influences
a partner’s motivational processes as well. Partners of people
higher in sexual communal strength found the lack of pressure
or obligation to have sex to be particularly satisfying and
experienced more desire because they felt encouraged to pur-
sue sex for pleasure and meaning. These findings align with
previous research showing that people higher in sexual com-
munal strength are perceived as more responsive by their
partners and, in turn, the partner reports greater satisfaction
(Muise & Impett, 2015). One central aspect of partner respon-
siveness involves encouraging self-expression in a relationship
through understanding, validating, and caring for a partner
(Reis et al.,, 2004). In this sense, sexual communal strength
may draw on elements of autonomy support in romantic

relationships (Deci et al., 2006; Knee et al., 2013). In the context
of sexuality, people with partners who are communally moti-
vated to meet their sexual needs may feel more self-determined
because their opinions and values related to sex are respected
and their sense of sexual agency and choice is encouraged by
their partner.

Partners of people higher in unmitigated sexual communion,
in contrast, experienced more pressure and obligation to engage
in sex, which left both partners feeling less satisfied. This may
stem from partners being unsure of how to meet the needs of
people higher in unmitigated communion who are known to be
uncomfortable with self-disclosure and receiving support from
others (Helgeson & Fritz, 1999). The resistance to being cared for
by a partner could be construed as a way people higher in
unmitigated communion exercise control in their relationship
by allowing their partner to depend on them but not allowing
themselves to depend on their partner (Helgeson & Fritz, 1999).
Despite being motivated to meet a partner’s sexual needs, people
higher in unmitigated sexual communion restrict a partner from
being responsive in return, which undermines rather than sup-
ports a partner’s sense of autonomy.

Limitations and Future Directions

The present research is not without its limitations. First, the
studies relied on self-report measures and people may be
motivated to present their relationship and sex lives in
a positive light, wanting to appear more sexually communal
and autonomous rather than unmitigated and controlled. To
account for this concern, we simultaneously controlled for
sexual communal strength and unmitigated sexual commu-
nion as well as autonomous and controlled reasons for enga-
ging in sex across all the mediational models tested. Doing so
accounts for the shared variance and distinguishes the unique
effects of both positively and negatively salient aspects of sexual
motivation in relationships. These concerns can be further
addressed by experimentally manipulating sexual communal
motivation and self-determined reasons for engaging in sex to
account for confounding factors and establish causal conclu-
sions. Past experimental work has demonstrated that it is
possible to increase sexual communal strength in hypothetical
scenarios (Day et al, 2015) and perceive a partner as more
sexually responsive (Balzarini et al., 2021), as well as foster
greater autonomous motivation to help and accommodate in
relationships (Kluwer et al., 2020; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010).
Although non-contingent responsiveness (i.e., meeting
a partner’s needs without the expectation of direct reciproca-
tion) is an aspect of communal giving (Clark & Mills, 2012), the
measure of sexual communal strength used in the current
study does not fully capture this aspect and instead assesses
a person’s motivation to be responsive to their partner’s sexual
needs. Future research may want to consider a multifaceted
measure of sexual communal strength that fully captures the
non-contingent aspect of communal giving to better test its
role in shaping sexual and relationship satisfaction. In addition,
the current research was focused on contrasting different types



of motivations for sexual responsiveness (sexual communal
strength and unmitigated sexual communion) and did not
consider more self-focused sexual motivation. In their original
theorizing of general and unmitigated forms of communion,
Helgeson and Fritz (1999) contrasted communion with agency,
suggesting that agency could also be unmitigated. Existing
work on self-focused sexual motives demonstrates that agentic
motivations can have divergent associations with sexual and
relationship satisfaction, with high sexual assertiveness being
associated with higher sexual and relationship quality (e.g.,
Greene & Faulkner, 2005; Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 1997),
whereas sexual narcissism, which also taps into high sexual
agency, is largely associated with lower satisfaction (e.g.,
Widman & McNulty, 2010). However, to our knowledge agen-
tic and communal motivation in the sexual domain have not
been compared. Future research may explore how motivations
related to sexual responsiveness and sexual agency are differ-
entially associated with sexual and relationship satisfaction.

Another important consideration with the current work is
the generalizability of the findings as the studies predominantly
consisted of White and cisgender participants in mixed-gender
relationships. Given that the phenomenological experience of
sexual motivation can be expressed differently for racial and
sexual minorities (Frost et al., 2014), future research should
aim to extend these findings with more diverse samples of
couples. Participants also reported being in fairly satisfied
relationships and their experiences may differ from couples
who are less satisfied or those coping with a sexual issue.
Building on previous work demonstrating the costs and bene-
fits of sexual communal motivation among couples in which
a woman experiences clinically low levels of sexual desire or
pain during sex (Bockaj et al., 2019; Hogue et al., 2019; Muise
et al.,, 2018, 2019), future research could examine self-
determined reasons for engaging in sex in the context of
couples coping with sexual dysfunction who may particularly
struggle to derive pleasure and value from having sex and
instead feel sexually pressured and obligated. Sexual motiva-
tion is a major catalyst for change that can be targeted in
couples and sex therapy (Hall & Binik, 2020; Hawton &
Catalan, 1986), such that partners can experience benefits by
drawing on their motivation to be responsive to each other’s
sexual needs while navigating a sexual issue. Clinical interven-
tions might draw on cognitive-behavioral techniques promot-
ing more autonomous and less controlled reasons for engaging
in sex to bolster sexual communal strength while keeping
unmitigated sexual communion in check to help couples foster
greater relationship and sexual quality.

The replication of these results across different relationship
types and contexts is another avenue for future research.
Although the current studies examined sexual motivation
among primarily monogamous couples, past work has shown
that people in consensually non-monogamous relationships
also experience greater sexual need fulfillment as well as rela-
tionship and sexual satisfaction with their primary and second-
ary partners when they are more sexually communal (Muise
et al.,, 2019) and self-determined (Wood et al., 2018, 2021).
Future work could examine whether having a primary partner
who is higher in sexual communal strength or unmitigated
sexual communion influences the extent to which one feels
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sexually autonomous or controlled in another, concurrent
relationship, and in turn, the corresponding associations with
relational and sexual outcomes across relationships. In addi-
tion, given that our samples primarily consisted of long-term
couples, it would also be worthwhile to apply this work to the
early stages of a romantic relationship and determine how
communal and self-determined forms of sexual motivation
develop or evolve over the course of a relationship, with impli-
cations for the trajectories of their sexual and relationship well-
being. Lastly, the dynamic between sexual communal motiva-
tion and self-determined reasons for engaging in sex may also
be particularly salient during common situations in relation-
ships that elicit sexual compliance (Impett & Peplau, 2003),
such as rejecting a partner’s sexual advances (Kim et al., 2020;
Muise et al., 2017) or engaging in sex with a partner despite not
being in the mood (Day et al., 2015).

Conclusion

By integrating communal and self-determined theories of sex-
ual motivation in romantic relationships, the current research
identified autonomous and controlled reasons for engaging in
sex as mechanisms accounting for the divergent associations
between sexual communal strength and unmitigated sexual
communion with satisfaction and desire. The findings high-
light that genuinely choosing to be responsive to a partner’s
sexual needs offers relationship and sexual benefits for both
partners, whereas feeling compelled to be responsive to
a partner’s sexual needs by sacrificing one’s own needs can
backfire with costs to both partner’s relationship and sexual
well-being
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