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We consider the importance of sexual satisfaction in the first years of
marriage. First, we examine how husbands’ and wives’ feelings of
affirmation and tension in their marriage relate to levels of sexual
satisfaction. Further, we explore the relationship between sexual satis-
faction and four dimensions of marital well-being: competence,
control, equity and happiness. Data from a longitudinal study of black
and white couples were analysed separately by race and gender. in
both the first and third years of marriage, feelings of affirmation and
tension were associated with sexual satisfaction for all race and
gender groups. Sexual satisfaction was related to several dimensions
of marital well-being, though not always in the expected direction, and
the patterns differed across race and gender groups. Sexual satisfac-
tion is at least as important to wives as to husbands, but it is important
to conduct separate analyses for race and gender groups.

The present research considers the role of sexual satisfaction and
dissatisfaction in the first years of marriage. First, it examines the
association between the theoretically critical affective experience
in the relationship and sexual feelings in marriage. Specifically, do
feelings of being affirmed in the relationship and, by contrast,
feelings of marital tension have any bearing on the sexual experi-
ence? Secondly, the research goes on to examine the relationship
between sexuality and overall marital well-being. Specifically,
after controlling for feelings of affirmation and tension, is a
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person’s level of sexual satisfaction or dissatisfaction associated
with marital well-being?

In the research to be presented we examine the connection
between partners’ feelings about their sexual relationship and two
types of evaluations: affective experiences in the relationship, over
and above those associated with sexual life; and overall evalu-
ations of the marriage. The first type of evaluation focuses on
more specific feelings. There are many such feelings that could be
assessed: jealousy, competitiveness, admiration, caring for one’s
spouse, feeling affirmed by one’s spouse and experiencing tension.
We selected the last two, primarily because adequate assessments
of these feelings were available for couples in the study, but also
because they are important polar opposites of affective experi-
ences in the relationship that have been found to be important in
understanding marital harmony in general; see, in particular,
Askham (1984) on feelings of affirmation, and Schaap, et al.
(1988) on experiencing tension from conflicts. The second type of
evaluation focuses on general evaluations of the marriage, which
we think of as overall measures of marital well-being. These two
levels of evaluation are not unrelated. Indeed, one would expect
that the specific feelings would feed into the more general feelings.

Figure 1 is presented as a speculative overview of the way in
which we see these variables operating. In general, we envision the
relationship among affectional and sexual variables as reciprocal.
Further, although we generally see the more specific affectional
and sexual variables as feeding into marital well-being, we pre-
sume that over time marital well-being would also have some
effect on the affectional and sexual climate of a marriage.

Feelings of affirmation and tension are important polar
opposites of affective experience in marriage. A substantial body
of research findings points to the importance of polar opposites in
studying affect; people generally make independent evaluations of
positive and negative affective experiences (e.g. Andrews &
Withey, 1976; Bryant & Veroff, 1984). Positive and negative
aspects of the marital relationship, in particular, are also evaluated
independently (Argyle & Furnham, 1983; Braiker & Kelly, 1979;
Orden & Bradburn, 1968); hence it is important to consider not
just positive feelings of affirmation, but also the negative affective
experience of tension. Further, in regard to feelings about the
sexual aspect of their relationship, we wanted to tap not just posi-
tive feelings, but also any negative feelings, about marital sex;
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FIGURE 1
Speculative view of causal relationships among variables
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therefore, we considered both sexual satisfaction and sexual dis-
satisfaction.

We are also alerted to considering multiple aspects of marital
well-being. Examining the same group of newlyweds who will be
the subjects of the present study, Crohan & Veroff (1989) found
evidence for four different dimensions of marital well-being which
ought to be considered separately. Furthermore, Crohan & Veroff
(1992) replicated the factor structure used as the basis of this
differentiation in these same newlyweds two years later. Marital
happiness refers to satisfaction and happiness with being married,
as well as the sense of stability about the relationship. Marital
equity, as the label suggests, concerns perceptions of fairness
within the relationship. However, it includes both a person’s
assessment of equity in the marriage and impressions of how equi-
table the partner views the marriage to be. Marital competence
refers to a person’s sense of adequacy as a spouse and to feelings of
guilt about any inequalities in the relationship. Finally, marital
control refers to a sense of being able to do or say things to make
the relationship better when things are not going well or especially
pleasant when there are no problems. Particularly in the case of
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marital equity, marital competence and marital control, these
dimensions are perceptions, rather than observed equity, com-
petence or control. Crohan & Veroff (1989) conclude that these
dimensions of marital well-being are interrelated but distinct in
their study, and that they are differentially related to other charac-
teristics of their respondents.

The emergence of particular factors depends, of course, upon
the variables which are included in the factor analysis. Other
dimensions of marital well-being with different measures are cer-
tainly possible. For example, Crohan & Veroff (1989) posited a
separate dimension of perceived stability or commitment in mar-
riage, but found no evidence for it in either the first or third year of
marriage. They conclude that commitment just for the sake of
having a stable marriage may not emerge until couples have an
extensive history together. However, perhaps a stability factor
would have been seen even in the analyses of the early years of
marriage, had there been more specific items related to marital
commitment built into the factor analysis.

Although research on the sexual aspect of marriage has been
criticized for its nearly singular focus on the frequency of sexual
relations and physical acts (Perlman & Abramson, 1982), the
literature has been slow to abandon that focus. Even when sexual
satisfaction within the relationship is addressed, it is often
measured in terms of, and viewed synonymously with, the fre-
quency of sexual intercourse or orgasm, despite a demonstrated
weak or non-existent relationship between frequency and satisfac-
tion. The frequency of sexual relations, and even marked changes
in frequency over time, may mean different things to different
couples (Greenblat, 1983). It seems important, therefore, when
trying to understand affective experiences in the marital relation-
ship or overall feelings of marital well-being, to look beyond
simple frequency toward sexual satisfaction as a predictor vari-
able.

We would expect to find that sexual satisfaction within marriage
would be positively related to overall marital satisfaction. Not
surprisingly, researchers who have looked beyond frequency and
have asked respondents about their feelings about sex have found
evidence of a significant, positive relationship between sexual
satisfaction and measures of overall marital satisfaction. Cupach &
Comstock (1990), Hudson et al. (1981) and Snyder (1979) have
found correlations ranging from .59 to .68 between the two. In a
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sample of married and cohabiting couples, Perlman & Abramson
(1982) found that overall relationship satisfaction correlated with
sexual satisfaction and with the absence of sexual anxiety. We
should expect, therefore, to find a positive relationship of both
specific and general evaluations of the marriage to sexual satisfac-
tion, and a negative relationship of both kinds of evaluation to
experiencing problems or difficulties in marital sex.

Concerning determinants of marital evaluations, Frank &
Anderson (cited in Greenberg et al., 1986) have suggested that
individuals’ perceptions of the quality of sexual performance is less
important than the quality of feelings that accompany sexual
activity. Perhaps feelings of being affirmed by one’s spouse might
be more important than sexual satisfaction as a determinant of
marital happiness. Indeed, when correlational studies of marital
satisfaction have included expressions of affection as a variable,
affection has been at least as highly correlated as sexual satisfac-
tion with marital well-being (Cupach & Comstock, 1990; Snyder,
1979). Furthermore, it may be that feelings of affirmation help set
the stage for a satisfying sexual relationship. This research is
designed to consider whether feelings of affirmation can predict
sexual satisfaction, and further, once those feelings of affirmation
are taken into account, whether sexual satisfaction itself is predic-
tive of marital satisfaction.

There is a popular notion that, at least for women if not for
men, feeling loved and cared for matters more in a relationship
than does sexual satisfaction. In fact, there is some evidence that
feelings of love and affection are tied more closely to sex for
wives than for husbands. For example, Patton & Waring (1985),
in examining several aspects of marital evaluations, found a
single, general factor for wives, but two separate factors for hus-
bands, one for marital evaluations in general, and another pri-
marily for feelings about the sexual aspect of marriage. For wives,
it appears that sex is more closely associated with other aspects of
marital evaluation such as affection and compatibility than it is for
husbands. Rubin’s (1976, 1983) interviews also include evidence
of women’s greater tendency to link love and sexual relationships.
However, while some of the men in her samples spoke with much
ambivalence about their emotional experiences within their sex-
ual relationships, and spoke of sometimes preferring to keep the
two separate, not all of them divorced the two. However, since
there is some evidence that emotional and physical intimacy are
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more strongly associated for women, we expected that feelings of
affirmation would be especially important predictors of sexual
satisfaction for women. Furthermore, it was expected that, after
controlling for affirmation, sexual satisfaction would be an im-
portant predictor of marital well-being for men but not for
women.

If feelings of affirmation do indeed set the stage for romance and
sex, then we might expect feelings of tension to do just the
opposite. When arguments are frequent or spouses are often irrit-
able and at odds with each other, this is likely to be reflected in a
less than joyful sexual relationship. Rubin’s (1976) findings sug-
gested that women, in particular, do not move quickly from argu-
ments to sexual relations. Both women and men spoke of women’s
need for a period of emotional, rather than physical, intimacy
following an argument.

The relationship between feelings about sex and marital well-
being might well differ depending on which aspect of well-being is
considered. For example, sexual satisfaction and general marital
competence may be highly related, since personal feelings of ade-
quacy or inadequacy as marriage partners may be a function of the
way people perceive themselves as sexual partners. Feelings of
dissatisfaction with one’s sex life might be reflected in low personal
assessments of competence within the relationship, just as sexual
satisfaction might contribute to higher levels of competence.
Rubin (1976) suggests that although much attention has been paid
to sexual performance pressures placed on males, changing social
mores and expectations regarding female sexuality are now taking
their toll on women’s feelings of sexual adequacy as well.
Heightened awareness of the potential of female sexuality and a
focus on the importance of orgasms may have led to greater sexual
enjoyment for women; however, this awareness also adds ad-
ditional pressure to be more sexual and establishes a new set of
criteria by which a woman may both judge herself and be judged in
terms of marital competence.

In terms of control in marriage, sex might come into play as one
of the things that spouses feel they can rely on to improve negative
situations or to make time spent together especially pleasant, es-
pecially for men. Rubin (1976) describes how men may attempt to
end an argument by making love, whereas women are more likely
to seek emotional intimacy before engaging in sex. Moreover,
perceptions of control may be derived from the sexual relationship
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itself. If the sexual relationship is not satisfying, for example, a
wife or husband may feel there is little that can be done to improve
the situation. Unhappiness with the sexual relationship and a sense
of futility about making it better may serve to diminish a person’s
overall sense of control in the marriage.

In a rather dated view of marital equity, sex was seen as one of a
wife’s duties in return for material support. While this view may
not accurately reflect the experience of many married women and
men, past or present, it is very likely that what happens in the
bedrooms of married couples will be linked to their feelings about
equity in the marriage. Husbands, in particular, since they are still
more likely to initiate sex (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983) and are
therefore more likely to have their advances rejected, may be
especially vulnerable to feeling sexually under-benefited. How-
ever, either spouse may feel that they put more into their sexual
relationship than they get in return and, if sex is important to
them, this discrepancy will probably be reflected in their general
reports of marital equity.

The fourth measure of marital well-being, marital happiness,
may encompass so many aspects of the marital relationship that,
unless sex is central to a wife or husband, its contribution to
overall happiness will be relatively minor. Furthermore, if there is
a gender difference in the importance placed upon marital sex, this
may be reflected in a corresponding difference between husbands
and wives in the strength of the relationship between sexual satis-
faction and marital satisfaction.

The present study examines the interrelationships among sexual
satisfaction/dissatisfaction, feelings of affirmation and tension, and
four dimensions of marital well-being. Using regression analyses it
asks whether feelings of affirmation and tension predict sexual
satisfaction within marriage. This research asks the following: con-
trolling for the effects of affirmation and tension, is sexual satisfac-
tion a predictor of each of the measures of marital well-being?
These questions are addressed separately by race and gender, in
both the first and third years of marriage.

It was expected that for both men and women, but particularly
for women, feelings of affirmation would be related positively to
sexual satisfaction and negatively to sexual dissatisfaction. Con-
versely, we expected that feelings of tension would be related
negatively to sexual satisfaction and positively to sexual dissatis-
faction.
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Of primary interest were within-spouse relationships. For
example, we expected to find positive relationships between wives’
feelings of affirmation and wives’ sexual satisfaction, and between
husbands’ feelings of affirmation and husbands’ sexual satisfac-
tion. However, we were also interested in the relationship be-
tween one spouse’s sense of affirmation and the partner’s sexual
satisfaction. While these between-spouse relationships were
expected to be less direct and, therefore, less strong, they were
expected to be in the same direction (i.e. positive relationships
between affirmation and sexual satisfaction, and negative relation-
ships between tension and sexual satisfaction). Furthermore, given
that sensitivity to others’ needs and feelings has been expected of
women as part of the female role, we might expect that husbands’
feelings about the marriage would contribute more to women’s
evaluation of the sexual part of marriage than vice versa. There-
fore, we anticipated that the spouse’s feelings of affirmation and
tension would be especially important in predicting women’s sex-
ual satisfaction.

Hypotheses concerning the role of sex in marital satisfaction
were less clear. In general, reports of sexual satisfaction were
expected to relate positively to marital competence, marital
control, marital equity and, to a lesser degree, marital happiness.
Negative relationships were expected between sexual dissatis-
faction and these four dimensions of marital well-being. Once
again, within-spouse relationships were of primary interest; how-
ever we also expected to find positive relationships between one
spouse’s reports of sexual satisfaction and the partner’s marital
well-being. Finally, given that caring and sex have been found to
be more highly related for women than for men, it was expected
that, when controlling for feelings of affirmation and tension, sex-
ual satisfaction alone might be predictive of marital satisfaction for
husbands but not for wives.

Most research in this area has focused solely on white couples. If
other ethnic and racial groups have been included in the sample,
they typically have been too few in number to run statistical
analyses separately by race. This study had a large enough sample
of black couples to allow for separate analyses by race. While we
had no reason to believe that relationships among the variables of
interest would be different for black and white couples, we felt it
was important to run separate analyses and so add to knowledge
about black marriages.
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Method

Data are from the first- and third-year waves of the Early Years of Marriage Study
(Veroff et al., 1993), a 4-year longitudinal study of newly married couples. Couples
were randomly selected from among those who had filed for marriage licenses at
the Wayne County Clerk’s Office from April through June of 1986. Of those
couples who had filed for marriage licenses, all black couples and a randomly
selected group of white couples were invited to participate. The response rate for
couples in which both spouses agreed to participate was 65 percent; of the 373
couples who agreed to participate 199 were black and 174 were white. No couples
in which the age of the wives were greater than 35 was included in the sample. At
the time of the first interview the mean age was 24.5 for wives and 26.5 for
husbands. None of the couples had been previously married. At some time be-
tween the fifth and eighth month of their marriage, spouses were interviewed
extensively, both separately and together. In both the first and third years of
marriage, they were asked to respond separately to a questionnaire that was admin-
istered by a same-race interviewer, and it is data from these questionnaires on
which the present study is based.

Oggins (1989) and Oggins & Veroff (1990) have performed factor analyses on
questionnaire items dealing with spouses’ evaluations of their sexual interactions
and the affective aspects of their marital relationship. Oggins performed such
analyses separately for men and women, and Oggins & Veroff further divided these
analyses by race. Results were somewhat divergent for the four race X gender
groups. Evaluations about the sexual relationship loaded on the same factor as
evaluations of more general affective relationship for some groups and not for all
groups; positive and negative evaluations were on distinct factors for some groups
but not for all groups. Consequently we decided to maintain a distinction between
positive and negative evaluations of sexual interactions as well as positive and
negative evaluations of relationship feelings, since for certain groups these distinc-
tions may be particularly meaningful.

Thus we used one scale that reflected the feeling that sex was joyful and exciting
(Joyful Sex); another that reflected the frequency of feeling upset about sex (Sexual
Upset); a third that reflected the feelings of affirmation in the relationship, includ-
ing feeling good about oneself in the relationship and being cared for and valued by
one’s spouse (Affirmation); and, a fourth which reflected the frequency of irritation
and tension about arguing (Tension). Indices were formed separately within the
race-gender groups for each year using standardized variables. See Table 1 for a
complete list of the items used for each scale and the associated Cronbach alpha
coefficients.

Scores for the four dimensions of marital well-being were arrived at separately
for each spouse for both the first and third years of marriage. (For a thorough
description of the scales comprising marital happiness, equity, competence and
control, see Crohan & Veroff, 1989.) The 6-item marital happiness scale seems to
tap marital commitment as well as general marital happiness. Prototypical items in
this scale ask how often in the past few months a respondent had considered leaving
their spouse, and how happy and satisfied they were with their marriage. The
marital equity scale consists of two items. One asks ‘Considering how much each of
you puts into your marriage, who would you say gets more out of being married —
you, your spouse or both about equal?” The other asks how the respondent thinks
the spouse would answer the question. Competence is measured by two items as
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TABLE 1
Items used in Affirmation, Tension, Joyful Sex and Sexual Upset indices*

Affirmation (for years one and three respectively)

(o = .80, .86 (black women); .78, .86 (black men); .70, .78 (white women): .70, .81 (white

men))

1. Feel that your (wife/husband) felt especially caring toward you?

2. Feel that your (wife/husband) was someone you could count on in times of trouble?

3. Feel that your (wife/husband) made your life especially interesting and exciting?

4. Feel that your (wife/husband) made you feel good about having your own ideas and ways
of doing things?

5. Feel pleased that you were thought of as a couple?

6. Feel your (wife/husband) made you feel good about the kind of person you are?

Tension

(o = .66, .72 (black women); .62, .72 (black men); .68, .74 (white women); .69, .65 (white
men))

1. Feel irritated or resentful about things your (wife/husband) did or didn’t do?

2. Feel tense from fighting, arguing or disagreeing with your (wife/husband)?

Joyful Sex

(o = .87, .95 (black women); .89, .92 (black men); .83, .94 (white women); .90, .96 (white
men))

1. Feel that your sexual life together was joyful and exciting?

2. Feel that your (wife/husband) felt your sexual life together was joyful and exciting?

Sexual Upset

(o = .82, .90 (black women); .81, .83 (black men); .86, .85 (white women): .90, .87 (white

men))

1. Feel upset about how you and your (wife/husband) were getting along in the sexual part of
your relationship?

2. Feel that your (wife/husband) was upset about how the two of you were getting along in
the sexual part of your relationship?

* Following the initial stem ‘During the past month how often did you .. .’, participants were
asked to respond to each of the listed items on a 4-point scale: often, sometimes, rarely or
never.

well. One asks about the frequency with which the respondents felt they were not
as good a spouse as they would like to have been, and the other asks about guilt
feelings in connection with equity within the relationship. Finally, two items are
also used to measure control. One item is as follows: ‘Everyone experiences times
when things between themselves and their spouse are not going as well as they
would like. When such times come up for you, how often do you feel that you can
do or say something to make things better?’ The other item is similar but asks how
often the respondents felt they could do something to make things especially
pleasant when there were no problems. All items, except those used to measure
marital equity, employ a 4-point scale, and final scores for each scale were com-
puted by adding scores on each item and dividing by the total number of items in
the scale. For marital equity, responses to each question were coded as either
equitable or inequitable before they were combined to form an index. Correlation
matrices for the sexual, affectional and marital well-being measures are presented
in Tables 2 through 5.

While measures such as marital happiness (which is composed of 6 items) demon-
strated strong reliabilities across both years of marriage, reliabilities for some of the
2-item scales are problematic. In particular, reliabilities fell below .50 in year one
for marital equity for black women, and marital control for black men; however,
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TABLE 2
Correlations among affectional, sexual and marital well-being measures for black women and
men, Year 1
Affirmation Tension Joyful Sexual Happiness Competence Equity Control
Sex Upset

Affirmation 1.00 —.46 .36 —-.24 N 31 .23 .28
Tension -.33 1.00 -.20 41 -.51 -.33 -.09 -.18
Joyful Sex .57 =22 1.00 -.38 29 .14 12 22
Sexual Upset =23 42 -.27 1.00 -.27 -.33 -.10 -.22
Happiness .54 —.46 .39 -.24 1.00 .27 22 .35
Competence .22 -.34 24 -.24 32 1.00 .09 .19
Equity .25 —.15 18 -.09 .32 .16 1.00 .18
Control 33 —.14 19 .02 35 1 .19 1.00

Note. Values for men are in italics in the lower half of the table; values for women are in the upper half.

TABLE 3
Correlations among affectional, sexual and marital well-being measures for white women and
men, Year 1
Affirmation Tension Joyful Sexual Happiness Competence Equity Control
Sex Upset
Affirmation 1.00 -4 42 -.24 .55 13 11 .39
Tension -.30 1.00 —-.18 .37 —.47 -.27 —-.01 -.22
Joyful Sex .46 =11 1.00 —-.54 31 .14 .06 21
Sexual Upset -.30 40 -45 1.00 -.19 -.27 .03 -.09
Happiness .53 —.43 .39 -.33 1.00 .23 .26 .36
Competence .20 -.38 17 -.26 .26 1.00 .10 .15
Equity 30 =21 .21 -.19 43 28 1.00 .18
Control .08 -.13 18 -.25 19 -.03 .07 1.00

Note. Values for men are in italics in the lower half of the table; values for women are in the upper half.

TABLE 4
Correlations among affectional, sexual and marital well-being measures for black women and
men, Year 3
Affirmation Tension Joyful Sexual Happiness Competence Equity Control
Sex Upset
Affirmation 1.00 -.56 .63 -.29 .65 .27 42 54
Tension —.49 1.00 —.40 44 —.46 -.21 -.23 -.32
Joyful Sex 54 -.28 1.00 -.62 .54 21 .15 .52
Sexual Upset -.32 45 -.51 1.00 -.36 -.12 -.16 =31
Happiness .69 -.53 37 -.31 1.00 21 .37 .56
Competence .26 -.25 17 -.17 43 1.00 13 .10
Equity .32 .13 .08 -.03 35 .25 1.00 24
Control 48 -.34 .25 -.17 55 31 12 1.00

Note. Values for men are in italics in the lower half of the table: values for women are in the upper half.
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TABLE 5
Correlations among affectional, sexual and marital well-being measures for white women and
men, Year 3

Affirmation Tension Joyful Sexual Happiness Competence Equity Control

Sex Upset
Affirmation 1.00 -.54 .46 -.31 .64 22 27 .36
Tension -.33 1.00 -.25 .36 .60 -.29 -.14 -.17
Joyful Sex 38 -.25 1.00 -.62 24 13 23 .16
Sexual Upset -.25 45 -.62 1.00 -.28 -7 -.07 -.04
Happiness 41 -.55 18 -.20 1.00 33 .26 .26
Competence .26 -.28 1 —.15 .34 100 .04 00
Equity 13 -.22 .04 -1 .26 43 1.00 .04
Control 16 -.21 .27 -.28 30 11 .00 1.00

Note. Values for men are in italics in the lower half of the table: values for women are in the upper half.

for the third year of marriage these reliabilities improved. The measure of marital
competence demonstrated weaker relabilities, with values of less than .50 in year
one for black men, and in vear three for black women and white men. We need to
be especially cautious in interpreting results involving these measures. In particu-
lar, since low reliabilities reduce the likelihood of finding significant relationships,
we should be cautious about making too much of intergroup comparisons in cases
where the lack of significant findings for one group may be due, at least in part, to
low reliabilities for that group’s measure of marital well-being. Further develop-
ment of the marital competence measure. in particular, is clearly necessary. Assess-
ments of the dimensions of marital control, competence and equity could all be
markedly improved through refinement of the current scales and the inclusion of
several additional parallel items (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). However, given the
relatively large sample sizes in this study. the reliability issue is less serious than it
might otherwise be. Thorndike et al. (1991) make the case that although dealing
with individuals or small groups may demand highly reliable measures, with groups
of this size, measures with relatively low reliability can still be useful and accurate
in drawing conclusions about such groups.

Multiple regression analyses were used to examine the relationships among pre-
dictor and dependent variables. All of these analyses also entered three demo-
graphic variables in the regression models as independent predictors — household
income, length of cohabitation prior to marriage and the presence of children in the
home. Previous research has found evidence of relationships between SES (e.g.
Rubin, 1976), the length of time that partners have been together (e.g. Greenblat,
1983) and reports of sexual attitudes and activity and, since our respondents varied
a great deal on these factors, it was important to account for their effects. We
decided not to enter these hierarchically since the latter procedure conservatively
deals with shared variance between each of these variables and the sexual satisfac-
tion, affective and well-being variables.

As for the presence of children, there are at least two reasons we might expect
this to be a factor in a couple’s sexual life. Children make demands of parents’ time
and energy, while simultaneously making inroads on their privacy, although
Greenblat (1983) found that having children per se was not significantly related to
the decline in frequency of sexual activity. However, respondents with children did
attribute their decline in activity 1o the arrival and demands of children. Therefore,
because people themselves see a relationship between parenthood and sexuality,
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we felt that the presence of children should be included as a control variable in the
examination of sexual satisfaction.

Results and discussion

Year one

Race and gender differences. In the first year of marriage there were few race-related
differences in this sample. Black couples more often had children present in the
home (F(1, 371) = 44.35, p < .001) and had cohabited for a longer period of time
than had white couples (F(1, 371) = 13.71, p < .001). Black husbands reported
higher levels of Joyful Sex than did white husbands (F(1, 370) = 6.85, p < .01).
Black wives’ reports of Joyful Sex were marginally higher than those of white wives
(F(1, 368) = 3.04, p = .08). No differences were found on spouses’ reports of
Affirmation or Tension or on any measure of well-being. There were no gender
differences on marital well-being, feelings of Affirmation or Tension, Joyful Sex or
Sexual Upset.

Predicting sexual satisfaction. We want to stress from the outset that these data are
correlational and that the direction of causation among these variables cannot be
unequivocally determined. While we use the terminology of predictor and depen-
dent variables, we do not mean to argue that the affectional aspect of marriage
causes sexual satisfaction or that sexual satisfaction causes marital well-being. The
relationship between sex and affection, in particular, would seem to be so reciprocal
that the question of causation appears futile. In fact, cross-lagged correlations
indicate that across time the direction of causation appears to flow both ways. There
is no significant difference in correlations between (a) sex at Time 1 and Affirmation
or Tension at Time 2 and (b) Affirmation or Tension at Time 1 and sex at Time 2. In
accordance with an intuitive approach to the question, this lack of statistical signifi-
cance indicates a continuous feedback loop operating between these two variables.

Regression analyses were run to examine the relationship between sexual satisfac-
tion and feelings of Affirmation and Tension. Affirmation was positively related to
Joyful Sex for black wives (B = .36, p < .001), black husbands (B = .55, p < .001),
white wives (B = .41, p < .001) and white husbands (B = .46, p < .001). Further,
Tension was positively related to levels of Sexual Upset for black wives (B = .37, p <
.001), black husbands (B = .37, p < .001), white wives (B = .36, p < .001) and white
husbands (B = .35, p < .001). In no case was Tension a significant predictor of Joyful
Sex, and only for white husbands was Affirmation negatively related to Sexual Upset
(B=-.18,p<.01).

Predictions that the connection between feelings of Affirmation and Tension and
sexual satisfaction would be especially important for women were not borne out.
The pattern of relationships among these variables is similar for wives and husbands.
If anything, the connection is even more apparent for white men, since only in their
case is there a significant link between the lack of Affirmation and Sexual Upset.

Although positive aspects of feelings about the relationship and sexuality within
marriage were highly related, as were negative aspects of feelings and sexuality,
there was little crossover between positive and negative domains. While we
expected that some crossover would occur, these results are consistent with findings
referred to earlier, that people tend to make independent evaluations of positive and
negative affective experiences.

We also expected that sexual satisfaction would be predicted by spouses’ feelings
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of Affirmation and Tension, and that this would be especially the case for women if
notions about women’s greater interpersonal sensitivity and responsiveness were
valid. In fact, we found no evidence at all of the predictive importance of spouses’
feelings, for men or women, in the first year of marriage.

Demographic variables, for the most part, were not important predictors of sexual
satisfaction in year one. However, income was associated with wives’ sexual dissatis-
faction. It operated in different ways for black and white women; for black wives,
income level was negatively related to Joy (B = —.19, p < .01), while for white
wives, income was positively related to Upset (8 = .15, p < .05). Higher income for
a family usually entails high commitment to a career for working women. It may be
that women who are in these dual career situations have higher expectations con-
cerning sexuality and sexual satisfaction. Or, perhaps the strains of earning higher
family incomes are manifested in the bedroom. If higher earnings come at the
expense of longer working hours or higher levels of stress, for one or both partners,
then the actual time and the quality of the time couples have to spend together may
be less than optimal, and this may be reflected in the level of sexual satisfaction,
especially among women for whom sexual expressiveness occurs within a general
pattern of a relaxed affectional life.

The presence of children was positively related to Sexual Upset for black wives (8
= .15, p < .05). This is hardly surprising; not only does the arrival of children mean
that couples have less privacy and freedom to engage in sex, but as well, the strains
of childcare can be more than enough to dampen the ardor of tired parents.
Furthermore, the presence of children might also affect the level of tension in the
relationship which, in turn, could lead to more frequent occurrences of sexual upset.
Why would this relationship hold only for black wives? First, many more black
women had children in the first year of marriage. For many of these women, the
children present in the home were not from the men to whom they were married.
Perhaps this created concern about sexual expressiveness in the presence of the
children, especially during this initial stage of forming a family.

Predicting marital well-being. A second set of regression analyses was run in order
to examine the relationship between sexual satisfaction and marital well-being.
Husbands’ and wives’ Joyful Sex and Sexual Upset were used as predictor variables
of the four measures of marital well-being: happiness, control, equity and com-
petence. Results from these analyses are presented for all groups in Tables 6, 7, 8
and 9, respectively.

Husbands’ and wives’ Affirmation and Tension, as well as the demographic
variables of income, children and cohabitation, were included as predictors. Coef-
ficients for these variables are included in the tables; however, since the strength of
these variables as predictors of marital well-being is not the question at hand,
discussion will be limited primarily to the relationship between well-being and
sexual satisfaction.

We expected that Joyful Sex would predict the four dimensions of marital well-
being in a positive direction, and Sexual Upset would predict those same dimensions
of marital well-being in a negative direction. There was some support for these
hypotheses. Black men’s Joyful Sex was positively related to their sense of marital
competence (Table 9); and white men’s Joyful Sex was positively related to happi-
ness (Table 6). There were also negative relationships between white and black
women’s Sexual Upset and competence (Table 9); and between white husbands’
reports of Sexual Upset and their sense of control (Table 7).
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There is also limited support for the notion that the link between sexuality and
overall marital satisfaction is stronger for men. Only for white men was there a
significant relationship between sexual satisfaction and marital happiness. Because
happiness is a global measure of marital well-being, this might indicate that in the
first year of marriage sex plays a more key role for white men than it does for other
groups. Furthermore, there are more relationships among the predictor and depen-
dent variables for white men than there are for other groups.

For women, what appears to be important in the first year of marriage is the extent
to which they perceive sex as a source of upset in their marriages. Once again, the
causal direction remains a question here. But the higher the level of Sexual Upset
reported by a woman, the less competent she feels as a wife. While feeling good
about sex does not predict how she will feel in terms of competence, feeling bad
about sex is negatively related to feelings of competence. Perhaps the experience and
provision of sexual enjoyment are so much an expectation in women’s conception of
the marital relationship that sexual satisfaction is regarded as simply normal. Sexual
difficulties or upsets, on the other hand, may be unexpected and regarded as out of
the ordinary and may, therefore, give rise to feelings of dissatisfaction. Also, if
women are socialized to be, or at least to think of themselves, as more passive and
their partners as more active during sexual interactions, then it may be that women
attribute positive sexual experiences to their partners. At the same time, they may
blame themselves for problems that arise in the bedroom, particularly if the prob-
lems or tensions that arise about sex have to do with husbands’ complaints about the
frequency of intercourse or other sexual acts. If so, we would not expect a woman’s
report of sexual enjoyment to be related to a sense of competence whereas we would
expect any negative feelings about the sexual part of marriage to be reflected in lower
feelings of competence in her role as a wife.

As for the connection between one spouse’s sexual satisfaction and the other’s
marital well-being, there was one finding which supported our expectations. For
white women, husbands’ Joyful Sex was positively related to equity (Table 8).
However, there were several findings in the opposite direction. For black women,
husbands’ reports of Sexual Upset was positively related to the wives’ perceptions of
equity (Table 8); and wives’ reports of Sexual Upset were positively related to both
happiness (Table 6) and equity for white men (Table 8).

Year three

Race and gender differences. In the third year of the study 122 black couples and 142
white couples participated. Besides the length of time spent cohabiting prior to
marriage, which obviously did not change in year three, there were no significant
differences between black and white couples on demographic variables, Joyful Sex,
Sexual Upset, Affirmation, Tension, or any of the measures of marital well-being.
Once again, there were no significant gender differences.

Predicting sexual satisfaction. Asin year one, Affirmation was positively related to
levels of Joyful Sex for black women (B = .61, p < .001), black husbands (8 = .47, p
< .001), white wives (B = .41, p < .001) and white husbands (B = .34, p < .001).
Further, Tension was positively related to levels of Sexual Upset for black wives (B =
.35, p < .001), black husbands (B = .36, p < .001), white wives (B = .32, p < .001)
and white husbands (B = .43, p < .001). For white wives Affirmation was also a
negative predictor of Sexual Upset (B = —.17, p < .05). For white husbands Tension
was a negative predictor of Joyful Sex (B = —.16, p < .05). There is a good deal of
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evidence that people tend to evaluate positive and negative aspects of their experi-
ence independently. However, our results indicate that by the third year of marriage
for both white women and white men, the distinction between positive and negative
aspects of marriage is no longer so clear. Reports of feelings and sexual satisfaction
are interdependent, at least to some extent.

For white men tension and affirmation are related to sexual satisfaction even
earlier in marriage. In the first year white men’s Affirmation was a negative predictor
of Sexual Upset. In year three this relationship was no longer significant; however,
Tension was a negative predictor of Joyful Sex. This is puzzling. Perhaps in the first
year of marriage white males feel a lack of affirmation in their relationships when
their sex lives are less than ideal. Certainly, men do talk about sex as a sign of their
partner’s love for them (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983). Rubin (1983) has also
described men’s tendency to feel that their wives would be willing to be more sexual
or to perform particular sexual acts if they truly loved and cared for their husbands.
This sort of association between love and sex may be especially important to men
early in the relationship. Perhaps once the relationship and expectations about
sexuality become established, and these men have other clear indications of love and
caring, this association weakens for them. By the third year of marriage, irritations
and tensions in their relationships, whether based on sexual issues or other everyday
problems, seem to detract from white men’s sexual enjoyment. Conversely, it may
be that a less than exciting sexual life gives rise to tensions, particularly several years
into the marriage when sexual patterns may be well established and there are low
expectations that things will improve.

Only among black couples was there a relationship between one spouse’s sexual
satisfaction and their partner’s feelings of Affirmation. In the third year of marriage
black women'’s reports of Affirmation were positively related to their husbands’
Joyful Sex (B = .17, p < .05), and negatively related to their husbands’ Sexual Upset
(B = —.17, p < .05). In other words, the more affirmation there was in the
relationship, as reported by black women, the greater were their husbands’ reports
of Joyful Sex and the lesser were their husbands’ reports of Sexual Upset. This is
notable in that it is the only case in which one partner’s experience of feelings in the
relationship is clearly reflected in the sexual experience of the other. It would be
interesting to see if other such relationships developed over time; however, to this
point there is little indication that the spouse’s feelings are important predictors, and
no evidence that they are especially important to women.

As for the demographic predictors, once again, as in year one, a higher level of
income did not bode well for wives’ Joyful Sex. Income was a significant predictor of
Joyful Sex in a negative direction for both black (8 = —.12, p < .05) and white wives
(B = —.14, p < .05). Also as in year one, the presence of children was positively
related to Sexual Upset for black wives (B = .17, p < .05); in year three the presence
of children became increasingly important for black couples, since it was also a
significant negative predictor of husbands’ Joyful Sex (8 = —.19, p < .01), and a
positive predictor of husbands’ Sexual Upset (B = .14, p < .05). For white men the
presence of children was positively related to Joyful Sex in year three (B = .15,p <
.05). It is also worth noting that for black husbands Joyful Sex in year one did not
significantly predict Joyful Sex in year three; for all other groups there was a
significant level of consistency across the first and third years of marriage. The
predictive importance of cohabitation in year three is particularly noteworthy. While
the relationship between cohabitation and sexual satisfaction was not significant in
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year one, this changed in year three. Cohabitation was positively related to sexual
satisfaction in the third year of marriage, for black wives (B = .15, p < .01) and
husbands (B = .12, p < .05) and white wives (B = .15, p < .05); this is a surprising
finding and warrants further research.

Predicting marital well-being. Regression analyses were also run to assess the
relationship between sexual satisfaction and marital well-being in year three of these
marriages. Once again, Affirmation, Tension and the demographic variables were
included as predictors.

Asinyear one, findings from the third year of marriage indicate mixed support for
our expectation that Joyful Sex would be positively related to the four dimensions of
marital well-being, while Sexual Upset would be negatively related to marital well-
being. First, black women’s Joyful Sex was positively related to their happiness
(Table 6). Regarding marital control, two findings lend support to our hypotheses.
For both black women and white men, Joyful Sex was positively related to control
(Table 7). In terms of marital equity, two additional findings support the hypotheses.
For white women, Joyful Sex was positively related to equity (Table 8); and, for
black women, Sexual Upset was negatively related to equity (Table 8). However,
counter to our expectations, black women’s Joyful Sex was negatively related to their
perceptions of marital equity (Table 8).

There was less support for our expectations when we examined the relationship
between one spouse’s sexual satisfaction and their partner’s marital well-being.
Indeed, some of the results are counter-intuitive. For example, among white
couples, wives' Joyful Sex was negatively related to men’s happiness (Table 6).
Nevertheless, several observations must be made about the set of findings con-
cerning the spouse’s sexual feelings and one’s own marital well-being. First, it is
interesting that a number of significant relationships between one spouse’s sexual
satisfaction and the other’s well-being emerge by the third year of marriage, indicat-
ing that as time passes one’s spouse’s experience may have a greater bearing on one’s
own marital experience. Second, there is virtually no support here for the idea that
women are more sensitive or responsive to their partner’s perceptions of the marital
relationship than are men. Third, the majority of significant relationships in this last
set of findings ran counter to our expectations in terms of the direction of the
relationships. While the significant within-spouse findings were generally in support
of what we expected, the between-spouse findings were just the opposite. Clearly,
something quite different is operating with the between-spouse relationships. Why
one partner’s reports of Sexual Joy should be negatively related to the other’s marital
well-being is unclear. Perhaps these unexpected findings are the outcome of interper-
sonal power dynamics being played out within the sexual arena.

Group summaries
Some of the findings from this study generalize across all race and sex groups. For
example, for all groups there was a positive relationship between each spouse’s
report of Affirmation and Joyful Sex, and similarly between Tension and Sexual
Upset. These relationships were significant in both year one and year three. While it
is correct to say that, for all race and sex groups, sexual and affective factors of
marriage are related, and that to some extent sexual satisfaction is predictive of
marital well-being, it must also be recognized that these data indicate quite different
patterns of relationships among particular variables across groups.

Findings specific to black women. For black women, Sexual Upset was negatively
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related to competence in the first year of marriage. Black women’s reports of equity
were predicted by husbands’ Sexual Upset. In the third year of marriage, all four
indices of sexual satisfaction were significant predictors of equity; however the
pattern of results concerning equity was rather puzzling. Also in the third year,
Joyful Sex was a predictor of both happiness and control. Furthermore, husbands’
Joyful Sex was negatively related to black women’s marital competence. Overall, it
appears that sexual satisfaction becomes increasingly important for black women
over time; by year three it was related to all four measures of marital well-being.

Findings specific to black men. The relationship between sexual satisfaction and
the affective component of marriage was somewhat stronger for black men in the
third year, since, beyond the set of relationships which held for all groups, wives’
Affirmation was a positive predictor of husbands’ Joyful Sex and a negative predictor
of husbands’ Sexual Upset. Overall, wives’ perceptions seem relatively important for
black men. Although it was their own sense of sexual satisfaction which was
positively related to competence in the first year of marriage, the only significant
predictors in the third year analyses were based on wives’ reports of sexual satisfac-
tion. Wives’ Sexual Upset was negatively related to happiness; and wives’ Joyful Sex
was negatively related to control and to equity.

Findings specific to white women. Besides the general relationship between Affir-
mation and Joyful Sex, among white women there was also a negative relationship
between Affirmation and Sexual Upset. In terms of marital well-being, one pattern
for white women was somewhat similar to that for black women: Sexual Upset was
negatively related to women's feelings of competence in year one analyses, though
not in year three, but we should be cautious about these results since the level of
reliability on the marital competence index was particularly low for black women. In
neither year one nor year three was sexual satisfaction related to marital happiness as
it was for other groups. In a way, this is not surprising since white women, probably
more than any other group, have been socialized to repress their sexuality and to
view the pursuit of sexual satisfaction as not a central concern either within or outside
of marriage. There were significant findings regarding sexual satisfaction and marital
equity, but the pattern is confusing. As with black women, husbands’ sexual satisfac-
tion was related to equity in year one, but in this case, husbands’ Joyful Sex was a
positive predictor of wives’ equity. In the third year analyses this latter relationship
was a negative one, indicating that for white women the connection between sex and
equity shifts from year one to year three. Joyful Sex was also related to equity
for white women in year three. The results, although confusing, do suggest that
white wives’ judgements of marital equity are very much connected to their sexual
lives.

Findings specific to white men. Beyond the general pattern of relationships con-
cerning sexual satisfaction and the affective part of marriage, for white men in the
first year of marriage, Affirmation was negatively related to Sexual Upset; and, in the
third year of marriage Tension was negatively related to Sexual Joy. On marital well-
being, white men were similar to black men insofar as the relative predictive
importance of wives’ perceptions; however, the pattern of specific relationships was
quite different in the case of white men. In the first year of marriage, wives’ Sexual
Upset was positively related to both happiness and equity for white men, and in year
three it was positively related to control. Also in year three, wives’ Joyful Sex was
negatively related to white men’s happiness. In year one, husbands’ Joyful Sex was
positively related to happiness, and Sexual Upset was negatively related to control.
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Third year analyses found one significant predictor of marital well-being for white
men among their own reports of sexual satisfaction: husbands’ Joyful Sex was
positively related to their sense of marital control.

In the first year of marriage, white husbands stood out from all other groups. First,
their marital happiness was positively predicted by both their own Joyful Sex and
their wives’ Upset, while for all other groups sexual satisfaction did not predict
happiness. That husbands’ marital happiness was positively related to their wives
being upset about sex is completely opposite from expectations. This unexpected
pattern may relate to tension about the frequency of sexual activity. Wives who
report higher levels of Upset may be referring to disagreements about the frequency
of sex; if these disagreements result in higher levels of sexual activity, as perceived by
the husbands, this may explain why both of these predictors would be related to
greater marital happiness for white men. Secondly, sexual satisfaction predicted
feelings of competence in the marriage for all groups except white men. There is little
reason to think that the link between sexuality and competence should be unimpor-
tant for white men, so why does the significance of this relationship not extend to
them? Although the low reliability of the competence index may have contributed to
the absence of significant findings in year three, this is a less likely explanation for the
lack of results in year one. In fact, if the reliability of the measure was a major factor,
then we would expect to find an absence of results in year one for black men rather
than white men. An alternative hypothesis is that for white men, sexual satisfaction
has more to do with personal enjoyment and fulfillment and less to do with learning
how to please one’s partner. The idea that white men’s sexual satisfaction may be
based more on self-interest is supported by the finding noted above that both
husbands’ Joyful Sex and wives’ Sexual Upset are positive predictors of happiness for
white husbands in the first year of marriage.

Interestingly, by the third year of marriage, the only way in which white men
clearly stand out from other groups is that for them sexual satisfaction is not linked to
equity. If white men were still operating largely from a position of self-interest in the
third year of marriage, we might expect this to be reflected in their perceptions of
marital equity. The pattern of findings related to white men may indicate that they
undergo substantial changes in the first years of marriage.

Perhaps white males, more than other groups, are socialized to think of sex in
terms of their own satisfaction, as something to pursue exclusively for their own
pleasure. Darling & Hicks (1983) found evidence that both males and females
receive messages of a double standard of sexuality. For males, this means messages
that focus on men’s greater need for sex, greater knowledge of sex, men’s use of
women for sexual purposes and sex as women’s marital duty. It may be that the first
year of marriage, even in a happy relationship, is not enough to diminish the effect of
such socialization. But perhaps over time, at least within the context of a committed
relationship, white men’s attitudes about sexuality do shift in the direction of greater
mutuality of enjoyment.

Conclusion

The first major question for this research was whether feelings of
affirmation and tension would be significant predictors of the sexual
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aspect of marriage. Our findings indicate that feelings of affirmation
and tension are, indeed, related to sexual satisfaction. This was the
case for both women and men; in addition, the findings were
consistent across race. In both the first and third years of marriage
feelings of affirmation were related to joyful sexuality, and feelings
of tension were related to reports of sexual upset. There was also
some evidence that feelings of affirmation were negatively related
to feeling sexual upset, and feelings of tension were negatively
related to joyful sexuality. However, among black couples the
positive and negative aspects of these dimensions of marital life
remained relatively independent even into the third year of mar-
riage.

The second major question was, after controlling for affirmation
and tension, is sexual satisfaction itself predictive of marital well-
being? We considered four separate dimensions of marital well-
being, and found evidence both consistent with and contrary to our
hypotheses. There was a relationship between sexual satisfaction
and feelings of marital competence for the first year of marriage,
although this did not extend to white men. There was some relation-
ship between sexual satisfaction and having a sense of control in
marriage. Although we surmised that this might be an especially
important connection for men, we found a relationship for women
as well. There was some indication that sexual satisfaction was
related to marital happiness in either year one or year three for all
groups except white women.

Marital equity emerged as a variable strongly tied to sex, particu-
larly for women. However, the significant results regarding marital
equity are inconsistent at best. There is some support for the
hypothesis that sexual satisfaction is positively related to equity for
women in both the first and third years of marriage. However, there
is also contrary evidence; in several cases there is a negative re-
lationship between sexual satisfaction and reports of marital equity.
Furthermore, relationships among the variables are inconsistent
across the years of the study. For black women the fewer significant
relationships in year one could be due, in part, to the relatively low
reliability of the equity index for the first year of marriage. How-
ever, that husbands’ Joyful Sex is related to white women’s percep-
tions of equity, but in opposite directions in years one and three, is
more difficult to account for. Results are inconsistent when con-
sidering within-spouse as well as between-spouse associations; they
differ across race; and, for example, in the case of black women,
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both Joyful Sex and Sexual Upset are negatively related to reports
of equity.

Further analyses are required to untangle the puzzle these find-
ings present. The equity measure used in the present analyses assess
only the level of equity reported in the marital relationship; when
the relationship is inequitable it is not clear which spouse is thought
to over-benefit and which to under-benefit. It is expected that, when
the direction of imbalance in inequitable relationships is also taken
into account, more consistent and understandable relationships
between sex and marital equity would be found.

While much of past research on the role of sexuality in marriage
has focused on particular physical acts, and in particular on the
frequency of those acts, this research has considered the role of
subjective sexual satisfaction. Our findings indicate that sexual
satisfaction is, indeed, important in terms of marital well-being.
This research does not support the idea that sex is more important
to men’s marital well-being than to women’s; if anything, the fact
that significant relationships between sexual satisfaction and mari-
tal well-being are more numerous for women would indicate the
opposite. Nor does it support the notion that a partner’s feelings
about the sexual and affectional aspects of marriage play a greater
role in women’s marital evaluations than those of men. Finally,
given some of the different patterns of relationships among differ-
ent race and sex groups, future research should include large
enough samples of different racial groups so that separate analyses
may be conducted. Although general themes may be similar across
sex and race, evidence from this research indicates that particular
relationships among sex and well-being measures vary considerably
depending on the group being considered.
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