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ABSTRACT

Sex is a crucial factor that impacts the quality and stability of relationships, yet
many couples report recurrent sexual issues – such as discrepancies in their
desired sexual frequency or levels of sexual desire – that detract from their
relationship quality. This article describes how applying the theory of commu
nal motivation from relationship science to the sexual domain of relationships
can shed light onto understanding how couples can maintain desire over time,
remain satisfied in the face of conflicting sexual interests, and decline one
another’s sexual advances in ways that protect their relationship. We integrate
a decade of research on communal motivation, sexual rejection, and responses
to sexual rejection to provide a better, and more holistic, understanding of how
partners can successfully balance their sexual needs to ultimately reap the
powerful rewards of a fulfiling sexual connection.
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Romantic relationships profoundly shape physical health (Holt-Lunstad
et al., 2010) and psychological well-being (Diener & Seligman, 2002) by
providing people with intimacy, support and companionship. Even with
these powerful benefits, satisfying romantic relationships are difficult to
maintain, with 40–50% of marriages in Europe (Eurostat, 2019), the United
States (Pew Research Center, 2017) and Canada (Kelly, 2015) ending in
divorce. Sexual intimacy is a core ingredient of happy, stable relationships
(e.g., Birnbaum & Finkel, 2015; Sprecher, 2002), yet many couples find it
challenging to maintain feelings of passion and desire over the course of
a long-term relationship (see reviews by Impett et al., 2014; Carswell &
Impett, under review). Sexual desire tends to decline with increased rela
tionship duration (Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999; Schmiedeberg &
Schröder, 2016), particularly when couples transition to parenthood
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(Ahlborg et al., 2005; Woolhouse et al., 2012) and older adulthood
(DeLamater, 2012; Syme, 2014). More than one-third (38%) of partners
in long-term relationships report experiencing a sexual issue (e.g., low
desire, disagreements about preferred sexual frequency; Miller et al.,
2003), and, in the majority of long-term, heterosexual relationships, one
partner has chronically lower sexual desire than the other (Davies et al.,
1999; Mark, 2015). Conflicts about sexual issues fuel interpersonal vulner
ability (Rehman et al., 2019, 2017), are more impactful than non-sexual
conflicts in predicting relationship quality (Rehman et al., 2017), and are
one of the most difficult types of conflict to resolve (Geiss & O’Leary, 1981;
Sanford, 2003).
To better understand how couples can successfully manage situations in
which their sexual interests diverge, the bulk of previous research has
examined factors that boost or reignite sexual desire to increase couples’
sexual frequency and satisfaction (Impett et al., 2015). It is certainly impor
tant for romantic couples to prioritise sex since sexual frequency is robustly
linked with increased life and relationship satisfaction (Kashdan et al., 2018;
Muise et al., 2016). However, because it is not always possible or optimal for
partners to engage in sex, especially when they have low desire (Impett &
Peplau, 2003), they may frequently be in the position of needing to decline
one another’s sexual advances. Indeed, married and cohabiting couples
report that sexual rejection occurs about once a week (Byers & Heinlein,
1989; Dobson et al., 2020), which is the same frequency with which couples
in long-term relationships report engaging in sexual activity (Muise et al.,
2016). Given this, another critical way to help couples successfully navigate
differences in their sexual interests – one that has received much less atten
tion by relationship and sexuality researchers – is to understand how people
can sensitively decline a partner’s sexual advances and respond to sexual
rejection.
In this article, we provide a synthesis of the empirical studies we have
conducted over the past decade that have taken a communal approach to the
study of sexuality (see reviews by Impett et al., 2015; Muise & Impett, 2016).
This perspective provides insight into how some couples are able to maintain
desire over time and remain satisfied during times when partners experience
differing sexual interests, as well as more successfully balance their sexual
needs. At the core of this perspective is the idea that romantic partners are
dependent on one another to meet their sexual needs given that the majority
of long-term couples are monogamous (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004) and
partners rely on one another exclusively for sexual fulfilment. This sets the
sexual realm apart from other relationship domains in which partners are
able to get their emotional and social needs (e.g., engaging in leisure activ
ities, providing or receiving emotional support) met by people outside the
relationship (Rubin et al., 2014).
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We organise this article on a communal approach to sexual need respon
siveness in four parts. First, we introduce the theory of communal motiva
tion (Clark & Mills, 2011), apply this theory to the study of sexuality, and
discuss distinctions between sexual communal motivation and other relevant
theories in relationship science. Second, we review research demonstrating
the relationship rewards of having a strong communal motivation to meet
a partner’s sexual needs, even when partners have conflicting interests,
unmet sexual ideals, or diagnosed clinical issues, as well as boundary condi
tions of these effects. Third, we discuss the navigation of situations in which
one partner is not interested in sex, specifically examining how partners can
most responsively decline one another’s advances and respond to sexual
rejection to preserve the quality of their connection. Fourth, we integrate
our work on sexual communal motivation and sexual rejection to under
stand how partners can most effectively balance their sexual needs, conclud
ing with some considerations for future research.
At the outset, we would like to define the scope of our article. First, the
research that we review focuses primarily on heterosexual individuals and
couples, and future research with more diverse samples is certainly needed to
provide evidence for the generalisability of the effects. Second, most of the
research focuses on convenience samples of couples drawn from the com
munity, although when relevant, we discuss recent studies of couples with
diagnosed clinical sexual issues. Third, many of the processes we cover apply
to both women and men in romantic relationships, but at the end of the
article, we discuss any relevant gender differences in the effects.

Applying the theory of communal motivation to the sexual
domain
In romantic relationships, partners inevitably face situations in which their
interests or preferences conflict, termed interdependence dilemmas (see
review by Rusbult & Van Lange, 2008). In these dilemmas, partners have
to decide whether they will behave in a communal fashion in which they will
try to satisfy the other person’s needs or desires (Clark & Aragón, 2013; Mills
et al., 2004), even if incurring costs for the self, or whether they will behave in
a more individualistic fashion and prioritise their own needs and desires.
According to interdependence theory, as two people in a relationship
become increasingly interdependent, a transformation of motivation occurs
in which individualistic preferences give way to communal preferences
(Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). To the extent that two partners’ preferences are
interwoven, they are each more likely to adopt goals to maintain the other
person’s well-being in addition to their own well-being.
Building on interdependence theory, the theory of communal motivation
suggests that in communal relationships – such as those we have with family
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members, romantic partners, and close friends – people provide care noncontingently; that is, they give care to each other with little concern for what
they will receive in return. In contrast, in exchange relationships, benefits are
given with the expectation of direct reciprocation, with partners tracking
benefits to keep things even (Clark & Mills, 2011). Romantic partners
indicate that following communal norms as opposed to exchange norms is
ideal in long-term relationships as doing so creates opportunities for couples
to engage in mutually enjoyable activities that meet both partners’ needs
(Clark et al., 2010). Although initial research has documented broad differ
ences between communal and exchange relationships, more recent work has
shown that across close relationships, people vary in the extent to which they
feel responsible for meeting a partner’s needs. Individual differences in the
motivation to respond non-contingently to a specific partner’s needs are
referred to as communal strength (Mills et al., 2004). People high in commu
nal strength report feeling more authentic and satisfied with their relation
ships on days when they sacrifice for the good or their partner or their
relationship (Kogan et al., 2010). In addition, people high in communal
strength give to their partner insofar as the personal costs incurred in meet
ing their partner’s needs are reasonable, and they trust that their partner will
be responsive to their own needs when they arise (Mills et al., 2004). Thus,
rather than trying to make sure a partner’s caring acts are reciprocated in
a tit-for-tat fashion, highly communal people are guided by norms in which
partners provide more balanced care in the relationship.
Individual differences in strength of sexual communal motivation
Interdependence dilemmas can take place in any domain in which partners
are dependent on one another. Perhaps no other specific relationship
domain involves more dependence between partners than the domain of
sexuality, given that the majority of couples rely on one another almost
exclusively for sexual need fulfilment. Over the past decade, we have con
ducted a body of research applying the theory of communal motivation to
understand how couples resolve common interdependence dilemmas in the
sexual domain. In particular, in situations in which partners experience
conflicting sexual interests (e.g., discrepant levels of sexual desire), partners
can transform their motivation to be more communal than individualistic in
several key ways that are the focus of this article. In situations in which one
partner is not interested in engaging in sex but their partner’s desire is high,
they could consent to engage in sex to please their partner or keep harmony
in the relationship (Impett & Peplau, 2003), or alternatively, they could
sensitively decline their partner’s advances by reassuring their partner of
their continued love and attraction (J. J. Kim et al., 2018). In situations in
which one partner is interested in engaging in sex but the other is “not in the

EUROPEAN REVIEW OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

291

mood,” they could accept their partner’s disinterest and refrain from initiat
ing sex (Muise, Kim et al., 2017), or alternatively, if they do initiate sex and
have their advances rejected, they could respond with care and understand
ing rather than resentment and hostility (Kim et al., 2019).
A common thread underlying the resolution of these different sexual
interdependence dilemmas is that when romantic partners experience differ
ing sexual needs, they aim to respond to these needs in ways that enhance
a partner’s well-being, but without the expectation that their partner will
directly reciprocate their actions. People who are high in sexual communal
strength are motivated to do just that: to be noncontingently responsive to
their partner’s sexual needs (Muise et al., 2013). In eight studies comprising
a total of 2,421 individuals (Muise & Impett, 2019), we developed a reliable
and valid self-report measure capturing individual differences in the strength
of people’s motivation to meet their partner’s sexual needs (e.g., “How far
would you be willing to go to meet your partner’s sexual needs?” and “How
likely are you to sacrifice your own sexual needs to meet the sexual needs of
your partner?” (Mean = 5.56; SD =.94; 7-point scale1). Our qualitative
research has shown that people high in sexual communal strength report
that they sometimes engage in sex with their partner when they are not
entirely in the mood, keep an open mind about their partner’s preferences,
communicate with their partner about their sexual likes and dislikes, and try
to ensure that both partner’s needs are met in sexual interactions (Muise &
Impett, 2015). We have shown that it crucial to measure people’s sexual
communal strength independent of their more general communal strength
given that these measures are only moderately correlated (r = .45; Muise &
Impett, 2015) and that all of the effects of sexual communal strength that we
have documented exist above and beyond any influence of people’s more
general tendencies to be communally oriented in their relationships (e.g.,
Muise & Impett, 2015; Muise et al., 2013).
Distinctions from other relational theories
In defining sexual communal strength, it is important to discuss distinctions
between the motivation to meet a partner’s sexual needs and other relevant
relational theories, including interdependence theory (Thibaut & Kelley,
1959), social exchange theory (see Sprecher & Sprecher, 1998 for a review)
and the broad, organising theoretical framework of perceived partner
responsiveness (Reis, 2007).
Interdependence theory fittingly highlights why situations in which part
ners’ interests diverge are commonplace and central to relationships and
their successful maintenance. However, it is less specific in prescribing the
1

Mean and standard deviation are from Study 2 reported in Muise and Impett (2019).
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ways partners may be able to best go about managing these situations.
A communal approach may be uniquely poised to understand sexual need
fulfilment between romantic partners as it is grounded in a need-based
perspective. As such, it is particularly relevant for understanding specific
situations of how people feel about and resolve interdependence dilemmas in
which meeting the needs of a specific relationship partner is often at the
forefront. A communal perspective suggests that decision-making should be
based on whosever need is the strongest, and that this can vary across people
and situations.
In theory on communal motivation more broadly, communal relation
ships have been contrasted with exchange relationships in which benefits are
given with the expectation of receiving a comparable benefit in return (or in
response to benefits received in the past) (Clark & Mills, 2011). Therefore,
communal approaches involve need-based giving whereas exchange
approaches are focused on keeping things even between partners to maintain
a sense of “fairness.” Although previous work guided by the Interpersonal
Exchange Model of Sexual Satisfaction (IEMSS; see review by Byers & Wang,
2004) has shown that people tend to be most sexually satisfied when they
perceive that both partners are relatively equal in sexual rewards and costs
(Lawrance & Byers, 1995), in our recent work we have found that endorsing
sexual exchange norms in relationships – aiming to keep things even sexually
between partners – is associated with lower sexual and relationship satisfac
tion (Raposo et al., in press). It is possible that a focus on keeping things even
makes sex feel more transactional and less intimate, whereas being commu
nal and focusing on being responsive to a partner’s specific sexual needs
fosters closeness.
Perhaps the relational construct with the most seeming overlap with
communal strength is responsiveness, defined as expressing understanding,
validation, and caring for a partner’s needs (Reis et al., 2004). Communal
strength refers to one’s motivation to be attuned to and motivated to meet
a partner’s needs (Mills et al., 2004), whereas responsiveness (most of the
relevant work in this area has looked at perceived partner responsiveness)
reflects the extent to which individuals believe their relationship partners
understand, validate, and care for them (Reis, 2007). In the domain of
sexuality, people higher in sexual communal strength are perceived as
more responsive to their partner’s needs during sex (Muise & Impett,
2015), but there is a distinction between trait level sexual communal strength
and perceived partner responsiveness. More specifically, one key reason why
having a partner who is high in sexual communal strength might be bene
ficial for relationships is because partners higher in sexual communal
strength are perceived as more responsive in general (Muise et al., 2013)
and to the person’s needs during sex specifically, and in turn, perceived
partner responsiveness is associated with higher sexual and relationship
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quality (Muise & Impett, 2015). That said, one of the key differences between
sexual communal strength and responsiveness (generally and specifically for
sex) is that sexual communal strength is the motivation to meet a partner’s
need without the expectation of direction reciprocation. Whereas respon
siveness is enacted or perceived care provided to a partner, sexual communal
strength is more of a motivation to meet a partner’s sexual needs and is less
about, although linked to, actual responsive behaviours.

Rewards of sexual communal motivation
The growing body of research on communal approaches to sexuality docu
ments the personal and relationship rewards of sexual communal motiva
tion, even when partners’ sexual interests conflict and sexual ideals are
unmet, as well as the importance of not losing sight of one’s own sexual
needs in romantic relationships. Given the highly interdependent nature of
sexual interactions in relationships, situations in which romantic partners
are tasked with fulfiling one another’s sexual needs are particularly important
to study using a dyadic approach. As such, this work is often guided by the
Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (Kenny et al., 2006) which utilises
a dyadic framework to account for the interdependence inherent in romantic
partners’ sexual lives, and provides greater understanding of the ways in
which partners can influence one other in their sexual motivations and
behaviours. The Actor-Partner Interdependence Model allows researchers
to simultaneously determine the effect of a person’s own independent vari
able on their own outcomes (known as an actor effect) as well as the effect on
their partner’s outcomes (known as a partner effect). Approaching the
benefits of sexual communal motivation through a dyadic analytical lens is
especially valuable as it contributes to an understanding of couples’ sexual
interactions as a product of their dyadic environment rather than a sum of
individual experiences.
Across a wide body of studies (see Table 1), we find consistent evidence
that sexual communal strength is associated with benefits for both partners
in a relationship. Perhaps the most intuitive finding from our research,
demonstrated in a sample of 118 couples with a 3-week follow-up and a 21day experience sampling study of 44 couples, is that people with communally
motivated partners do, in fact, report that their partners are more responsive
to their sexual needs, and in turn, report greater satisfaction and commit
ment (Muise & Impett, 2015). In another 21-day study of 101 couples, the
partners of people higher in sexual communal strength also reported high
subjective feelings of sexual satisfaction (Day et al., 2015). Additional evi
dence from related research on sexual transformations (i.e., changes made to
one’s own sexual habits such as increasing sexual frequency) suggests that
when one person makes a sexual transformation, their partner reports higher

Sample
Community sample (N = 44 couples)

Study 1: Community sample (N = 118
couples)

Study 2: Community sample (N = 44
couples)

Study 1: Individuals from Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (N = 456)

Study 2: Individuals from Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (N = 371)

Study 3: Community sample (N = 101
couples)

Article
Muise et al. (2013)

Muise and Impett
(2015)

Muise and Impett
(2015)

Day et al. (2015)

Day et al. (2015)

Day et al. (2015)

21-day daily diary

Cross-sectional
study

Greater partner relationship satisfaction at
baseline (b =.24), daily (b =.20) and
marginal increases in partner satisfaction
three weeks later (b =.13)
Greater partner commitment at baseline
(b =.12), daily (b =.27) and increases in
partner commitment three weeks later
(b =.14)
Greater partner daily relationship quality
(aggregate of satisfaction and
commitment; b =.31)
[data was not dyadic]

Partner Effects
*No significant partner effect on sexual
desire

(Continued)

Greater willingness to engage in
[data was not dyadic]
undesired sex (b =.39)
Greater relationship satisfaction
(b =.49)
Greater sexual satisfaction (b =.50)
Increased daily likelihood of engaging Greater partner daily relationship
in sex (b =.18)
satisfaction (b =.16)
Greater daily relationship
Greater partner daily sexual satisfaction
satisfaction (b =.20)
b =.16)
Greater daily sexual satisfaction
(b =.37)

21-day daily
Greater daily relationship quality
experience study
(aggregate of satisfaction and
commitment; b =.43)
Experimental study Greater relationship satisfaction
(t = 2.58)
Greater sexual satisfaction (t = 2.05)

Method
Actor Effects
21-day daily
Greater daily sexual desire (b =.90)
experience study
Sustained sexual desire over four
with 4-month
months (b =.53)
longitudinal
follow-up
Three-week
Greater baseline(b =.32) and daily
longitudinal
relationship satisfaction (b =.18)
study
Greater baseline (b =.26) and daily
commitment (b =.24)

Table 1. Actor and partner effects of sexual communal strength on relationship and sexual outcomes in eight published papers.

294
E. A. IMPETT ET AL.

Cross-sectional
study

Actor Effects

Partner Effects

Greater daily relationship satisfaction Higher partner daily sexual desire (b =.11)
(b =.10)
Greater daily sexual satisfaction
(b =.11)
Greater daily sexual desire (b =.15)
Greater sexual desire (women’s
No significant partner effects
b = 3.73, partner’s b = 5.63)
Greater sexual satisfaction (only for
women, b = 3.68)

Greater daily sexual satisfaction
Greater partner daily relationship
(women’s b =.20; partner’s b =.22)
satisfaction (partner’s SCS → women
Greater daily sexual functioning
b =.10; women’s SCS → partner b =.110)
(women’s b = 1.53; partner’s b =.93)
Greater partner daily sexual satisfaction
(partner SCS → women b =.18; women’s
SCS → partner b =.17)
Greater partner daily sexual functioning
(partner SCS → women b = 1.47;
women’s SCS → partner b = 2.44)
Lower daily sexual pain (only for
No significant partner effects
women, b = −.24)
Lower daily anxiety (only for
women, b = −.12)
Greater relationship satisfaction
[data was not dyadic]
Greater sexual satisfaction

Note: Actor effects refer to effects of a person’s own sexual communal strength on their own outcomes, controlling for the influence of their partner’s sexual communal strength;
partner effects refer to effects of a person’s sexual communal strength on their partner’s outcomes, controlling for their partner’s own sexual communal strength; all of the
coefficients are taken from the original articles; b coefficients represent unstandardised MLM coefficients; all coefficients are significant at p <.05 unless otherwise noted; * denotes
effects not tested and reported in the original paper, but effects we tested for the purposes of inclusion in this table.

Hogue et al. (2019)

Women diagnosed with Female Sexual
Interest/Arousal Disorder and their
partners (N = 97 couples)

Individuals in consensually
Cross-sectional
nonmonogamous (CNM) relationships
study
(N = 649; N = 410 from community
websites, 239 from Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk)
Community sample (N = 122 couples)
21-day daily diary
study

Muise et al. (2019)
[Study 2]

Impett et al. (2019)

52- day daily diary
study

Women diagnosed with vulvodynia and
their partners (95 couples)

Muise et al. (2018)

Method
52- day daily diary
study

Sample

Muise, Bergeron et al. Women diagnosed with vulvodynia and
(2017)
their partners (N = 95 couples)

Article

Table 1. (Continued).

EUROPEAN REVIEW OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY
295

296

E. A. IMPETT ET AL.

relationship quality (Burke & Young, 2012). Our qualitative research con
firms these findings by showing that one way that people demonstrate their
communal responsiveness is by talking about likes and dislikes with their
partners so that they can be more in tune with their partner’s preferences
(Muise & Impett, 2015). Further, responsiveness to a partner’s sexual needs is
especially beneficial for people high in attachment anxiety (i.e., individuals
who crave intimacy and fear rejection; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). In a 21day daily experience study of 121 couples, on days when people high in
attachment anxiety perceived their partner as more communally motivated
to meet their sexual needs, they maintained higher levels of relationship
satisfaction than on days when they perceived their partner as less communal
(Raposo & Muise, 2019).
The associations between sexual communal strength and sexual and
relationship satisfaction also extend to people in consensually nonmonoga
mous (CNM) relationships (Muise, Laughton et al., 2019). Specifically, across
both their primary and secondary relationships, people in CNM relation
ships who perceived their partner as more sexually communal reported
higher sexual and relationship satisfaction in that same relationship. In
some cases, there were carry-over effects to the other relationship; when
people perceived their primary partner as more sexually communal, they
reported higher sexual and relationship satisfaction with a secondary part
ner. Our research on people in CNM relationships includes the most diverse
samples in terms of gender and sexual orientation across all of the studies we
have conducted on sexual communal strength. Given that we did not find
differences across gender or sexual orientation, this works provides some
preliminary evidence that associations between sexual communal strength
and satisfaction may generalise to more diverse populations.
In addition to providing benefits for the partner, focusing on meeting
a partner’s sexual needs is also linked to increased benefits for the self. In
a sample of long-term couples, sexual communal strength was positively
associated with a person’s own sexual desire and satisfaction (Muise &
Impett, 2015; Muise et al., 2013). In a 4-month longitudinal study of 44 longterm couples who had been together for an average of 11 years, whereas
people lower in sexual communal strength experienced declines in sexual
desire, people high in sexual strength began the study with slightly higher
desire and were able to maintain sexual desire over time (Muise et al., 2013).
One key reason why individuals high in sexual communal strength experi
ence these benefits is because they are genuinely motivated to promote
positive outcomes in their relationships (i.e., approach goals) such as inti
macy and connection, and not because they are motivated to avoid negative
outcomes (i.e., avoidance goals) such as conflict, a partner’s disappointment,
or feelings of guilt (Muise et al., 2013). This research suggests that people
high in sexual communal strength engage in sex out of a genuine desire to
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promote their partner’s enjoyment rather than out of a sense of duty or
obligation, and this is one reason why they experience relationship and
sexual benefits.
When sexual interests conflict or ideals are not met
The picture painted by existing research demonstrates clear benefits of sexual
communal motivation for both partners. A particularly stringent test of the
potential benefits of sexual communal strength is whether communal people
are also willing to meet their partner’s needs in situations in which partners
have different sexual interests. In a 21-day daily experience study of 101
community couples, people high in sexual communal strength indicated that
they would be more willing to engage in sex and reported increased sexual
and relationship satisfaction, even on days when they reported having lower
sexual desire than their partner, relative to less communal people (Day et al.,
2015). In addition and as shown in Figure 1, whereas less communal people
experienced lower sexual satisfaction on days when they engaged in sex but
were not in the mood compared with days when both partners experienced
similarly high levels of sexual desire, strikingly, however, people high in
sexual communal strength felt equally sexually satisfied on days when their
desire was similar to their partner’s desire and on days when they were less
sexually enthused than their partner (Day et al., 2015). These results suggest
that communal people also benefit from responding to their partner’s sexual
needs in more challenging situations, such as when partners experience
a significant desire discrepancy.
The motivation to meet a partner’s sexual needs can also be beneficial
when couples have more chronic sexual differences or unfulfilled needs.
Across four studies using dyadic, daily experience, longitudinal and experi
mental methods (N = 1,532), when a person reported or was made to believe
that their sexual ideals (i.e., characteristics or traits that they desire in a sexual
partner) were unmet, they reported feeling less satisfied with their sex life
and relationship, as well as less committed to maintaining their relationship
over time. However, people who had partners who were higher in sexual
communal strength were buffered against the lower satisfaction and commit
ment associated with having unmet sexual ideals (Balzarini et al., in press). In
other words, people whose partners were low in sexual communal strength
reported lower sexual satisfaction and relationship quality when they had
unmet sexual ideals in the relationship, whereas people with partners high in
sexual communal strength were able to maintain sexual and relationship
quality even when they had unmet sexual ideals (see Figure 2 for the findings
for sexual satisfaction; the pattern of results was the same for relationship
satisfaction and commitment). The benefits of sexual communal strength in
a relationship are not attributed to communal people engaging in more

298

E. A. IMPETT ET AL.

Sexual satisfaction

7
6
5
4

Low sexual communal
strength

3

High sexual
communal strength

2
1
Equal desire

Lower desire than partner

Figure 1. The buffering effect of sexual communal strength on the association between
desire discrepancy and sexual satisfaction (adapted from Day et al., 2015, Study 3).

Sexual satisfaction

7
6
Low partner
sexual communal
strength

5
4

High partner
sexual communal
strength

3
2
1
Met sexual ideals

Unmet sexual ideals

Figure 2. The buffering effect of a partner’s sexual communal strength on the associa
tion between unmet sexual ideals and sexual satisfaction (adapted from Balzarini et al.,
in press, Study, 1).

frequent sex. In fact, sexual communal strength is often not associated with
sexual frequency, but instead, people high in sexual communal strength tend
to be responsive and understanding about their partner’s sexual needs and,
in turn, sex is more enjoyable for both partners.
Couples also face times in their relationships when partners are more
likely to experience differences in their sexual interests. During the transition
to parenthood, both partners, but especially women who give birth, report
changes in their sexual desire (McBride & Kwee, 2017). In one study, in
the year after the birth of their first baby, women reported lower sexual desire
compared to women who did not transition to parenthood, and compared to
their own partner (Schwenk et al., 2020). Importantly, however, in a sample
of 279 new parent couples, we found that new parents who were higher in
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sexual communal strength reported greater satisfaction with their sex lives
and relationships, as did their romantic partners (Muise, Kim et al., 2017).
The benefits of sexual communal strength also extend to couples who are
coping with clinical sexual issues. In an intensive 56-day daily experience
study of 95 couples, on days when women diagnosed with vulvodynia (i.e.,
pain during sex; Rosen & Bergeron, 2019) and their partners reported higher
sexual communal strength, both partners reported greater sexual and rela
tionship satisfaction and better sexual functioning (Muise, Bergeron et al.,
2017), and women reported less pain (Muise et al., 2018). Similarly, in
a sample of 97 women (and their partners) diagnosed with Sexual Interest
Arousal Disorder (i.e., low sexual desire or arousal accompanied by distress),
both women and their partners reported greater sexual satisfaction when the
woman was higher in sexual communal strength, and the woman herself
reported higher sexual desire (Hogue et al., 2019). Because this clinical
research focused solely on women, future research is needed to determine
if men who are more sexually communal (or have partners who are more
sexually communal) may also be better able to cope with their own sexual
challenges (e.g., erectile dysfunction).
The importance of attending to one’s own sexual needs
Of course, there are situations in which it is not possible or preferred to meet
a partner’s sexual needs (Impett & Peplau, 2003; Katz & Tirone, 2009).
People who are communally motivated not only strive to meet their partner’s
needs, but also expect that their partner will be similarly motivated to meet
their own needs when they arise (Mills et al., 2004). Although the motivation
to meet a partner’s sexual needs can be beneficial for both partners, doing so
to the exclusion of one’s own needs is unlikely to be beneficial for either
partner in the relationship. Indeed, research has shown that individuals high
in unmitigated communion (i.e., the tendency to give to others without
concern for one’s own needs; Fritz & Helgeson, 1998) experience more
negative affect and less positive affect in situations of interpersonal conflict
than those whose communal motivation is mitigated by their own sense of
agency (Nagurney, 2007). In essence, people higher in unmitigated commu
nion take the value of interpersonal connectedness to an unhealthy extreme,
prioritising the needs of others while neglecting their own psychological and
physical well-being (Fritz & Helgeson, 1998).
Applied to the domain of sexuality, we have found that although the
motivation to meet a partner’s sexual needs can be beneficial for both
partners, these benefits begin to unravel when people strive to meet their
partner’s sexual needs to the exclusion of their own needs. People who are
high in unmitigated sexual communion indicate that they focus solely on
their partner’s sexual needs, placing those needs over their own (e.g., “I put
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my partner’s sexual needs ahead of my own” and “It is impossible for me to
satisfy by own sexual needs if they conflict with my partner’s sexual needs”).
In a 21-day daily experience study of 122 couples, on days when people
reported higher sexual communal strength (M = 5.33; SD = 1.36; 7-point
scale), they attended more to positive sexual cues (e.g., partner responsive
ness) and in turn, both partners experienced greater daily sexual and rela
tionship satisfaction. In contrast, on days when people reported higher
unmitigated sexual communion (M = 3.51, SD = 1.47; 7-point scale), they
reported greater attention to negative sexual cues (e.g., feelings of distraction,
detachment, or boredom), and in turn, experienced lower relationship and
sexual satisfaction (Impett et al., 2019). Similarly, in both community sam
ples and clinical samples of couples coping with a sexual dysfunction, sexual
communal strength is associated with higher approach goals for sex, but not
higher avoidance goals (Hogue et al., 2019; Muise et al., 2013) suggesting
that, in general, being communally motivated to meet a partner’s sexual
needs is focused on the pursuit of positive relational outcomes and not to
avoid conflict or a partner’s disappointment. In contrast, people higher in
unmitigated sexual communion do not report being more approach moti
vated to engage in sex (Hogue et al., 2019), and instead, may do so out of
feelings of insecurity or obligation.
Whereas sexual communal strength may help couples more successfully
navigate a clinical sexual issue, unmitigated sexual communion may exacer
bate the challenges. In a 56-day study of 95 women diagnosed with vulvo
dynia (and their partners), on days when women reported higher sexual
communal strength, they reported lower levels of anxiety and less pain
during sex, whereas on days when women reported higher unmitigated
sexual communion, they experienced greater pain during sex and more
sexual distress and both partners reported lower satisfaction, more depres
sive symptoms, and poorer sexual functioning (Muise et al., 2018; Muise,
Bergeron et al., 2017). Taken together, these findings suggest that even
though people high in unmitigated sexual communion report being solely
focused on meeting their partner’s sexual needs, their partners do not benefit
from this hypervigilance and, in some cases, report personal and interperso
nal costs. These findings point to the importance of striking the right balance
between being responsive to a partner’s sexual needs and asserting one’s own
needs.
The importance of balancing needs in a relationship is consistent with
other theoretical and clinical approaches in psychology. For example, differ
entiation is a process by which people manage their needs for both autonomy
and connection with a partner (Schnarch & Regas, 2012). We suspect that
people higher in sexual communal strength would be more differentiated in
terms of having the capacity for connection with a partner alongside a having
solid sense of their own needs, whereas people high in unmitigated
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communion would be low in differentiation since they are challenged to
express their own needs, although we do not yet have data to test this
assertion. In thinking about potential application to clinical practice, clin
icians could consider whether partners are struggling to understand or meet
each other’s needs or if they are overly focused on their partner and not
asserting their own needs. Low responsiveness to a partner’s sexual needs or
responsiveness that involves self-neglect could be problematic for relation
ships and thinking about imbalances in relationships through a communal
lens could provide novel insights into therapeutic intervention.

When the need is to not have sex
Almost all of the existing research that has taken a communal approach to
sexuality has focused on people’s motivation to meet a partner’s needs for
sex. In contrast, very little research has examined the other side of the coin –
what happens when people do not want to have sex – and if there are
communal ways to buffer a partner against the emotional sting of sexual
rejection and ways to respond to rejection that help couples preserve inti
macy. The lack of research on sexual rejection is surprising given its pre
valence in romantic relationships (about once a week, on average; Byers &
Heinlein, 1989; Dobson et al., 2020). Many psychological theories indicate
that human beings have a fundamental need to belong and feel accepted by
others (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000), but experiencing
interpersonal rejection – the refusal of desired social connectedness –
directly violates this need (Blackhart et al., 2009). People report that rejection
by a romantic partner is one of life’s most painful experiences (Leary et al.,
1998), and the more an individual feels valued by and close to a person who
rejects them, the more the rejection tends to hurt (Leary, 2001).
Sexual rejection involves the communication – subtle or explicit – to one’s
partner the desire or need to not have sex. Compared to other types of
rejection, sexual rejection may be more emotionally painful and especially
detrimental to well-being. In a pilot, cross-sectional study of 190 individuals
in relationships, we found that people expected to feel more rejected, inse
cure, and dissatisfied when their partner rejected their advances for sex
compared to when their partner declined their request to engage in a nonsexual activity such as going to dinner or attending a work function (Impett
& Sisson, 2020). The private and often sensitive nature of sexual interactions
tends to exacerbate emotional vulnerability when sexual conflicts arise
(Rehman et al., 2019, 2017). Indeed, experiencing sexual rejection from
a partner may lead individuals to doubt their self-worth and question their
partner’s interest in the relationship (Metts et al., 1992). People in both
cohabitating and married relationships report feeling lower relationship
and sexual satisfaction when their sexual initiations are met with refusal, as
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opposed to acceptance, by their partner (Byers & Heinlein, 1989), and these
effects can linger up to two days after rejection occurs (Dobson et al., 2020).
Given the substantial impact that sexual rejection can have in romantic
relationships, our work has sought to understand if there are specific ways
that people can decline a partner’s sexual advances and communicate sexual
rejection, as well as respond to sexual rejection that can help couples sustain
relationship and sexual satisfaction.
Communicating sexual rejection
Existing research on the communication of sexual rejection has been pri
marily examined in interactions among strangers, acquaintances, or poten
tial romantic partners (e.g., Goodboy & Brann, 2010; Jouriles et al., 2014;
Metts et al., 1992). One early study which focused on romantic relationships
and relied on hypothetical scenarios showed that people expected to feel less
discomfort and threat when sexual rejection was delivered with moderate,
compared to very high or low, levels of directness, as it communicated
rejection effectively, while also buffering the rejected person against embar
rassment and shame (Metts et al., 1992).
In six studies comprising a total of 1,949 total participants, we developed the
Sexual Rejection Scale (SRS; J. J. Kim et al., 2019) to extend the research on
sexual rejection, identifying four distinct ways that people reject their partner’s
interest for sex. These included reassuring rejection (affirming attraction
towards a partner or offering other forms of affection, e.g., “I reassure my
partner that I love them”; Means = 2.78–3.51; SDs = .74–1.23; 5-point scale), as
well as assertive rejection (stating clearly the reason for rejection; e.g., “I am
clear and direct about the reason why I don’t want to have sex”;
Means = 2.85–3.35; SDs = .73–1.26), hostile rejection (expressing anger or
criticising a partner; e.g., “I display frustration toward my partner”;
Means = 1.4–2.4; SDs = .62 – .95), and deflecting behaviours (diverting
attention away from the situation; e.g., “I pretend not to notice that my partner
is interested in sex”; Means = 1.74–2.46; SDs = .79 − .96). In a 28-day
experience sampling study of 98 couples, we then found that when people
perceived their partner reject their advances in a reassuring manner,
they maintained higher relationship and sexual satisfaction; however,
when they perceived their partner reject their sexual advances in a hostile
manner, they reported lower relationship satisfaction (Kim et al., 2020).
Further, we found that perceptions of a partner’s responsiveness (i.e., the
extent to which their partner understands, validates, and cares about their
needs) accounted for both of these links. Specifically, high perceived partner
responsiveness accounted for the link between perceived reassuring behaviours
and higher relationship and sexual satisfaction, whereas low perceived partner
responsiveness explained why perceptions of a partner’s hostile rejection were
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associated with lower satisfaction (Kim et al., 2020). We have also shown that
people who score high on our trait measure of sexual communal strength are
the ones most likely to engage in reassuring rejection behaviours (Kim, Muise
et al., 2019), suggesting that communally motivated people do not invariably
engage in sex at their partner’s behest and they remain responsive even when
declining their partner’s advances. Thus, reassuring rejection is an example of
how communal care can be enacted.
Given that couples typically report higher satisfaction on days when they
engage in sex compared to days when they do not (Muise et al., 2013), one
interesting question concerns whether reassuring rejection is a viable alter
native to engaging in sex when people find themselves more motivated to
engage in sex for avoidance as opposed to approach-based reasons. In the
daily experience study described above, in combination with two experi
mental studies (between- and within-person) of 642 individuals, we found
that when people engaged in reassuring rejection, both they and their partner
reported equivalent levels of relationship satisfaction compared to days when
they engaged in sex for avoidance goals (see Figure 3 for the findings for the
actor effect from Study 3; the pattern of results was the same for the partner
effect). In contrast and as shown in Figure 4, sexual satisfaction was always
higher on days when couples engaged in sex, regardless of their levels of
avoidance motivation, suggesting that sexual satisfaction might be more
dependent than relationship satisfaction on people getting their physical
needs met (Kim et al., 2018). These finding suggest that when people find
themselves in situations in which they need to decide whether to accept or
decline a partner’s sexual advances, they might need to weigh different
factors depending on whether they are concerned with maintaining relation
ship as opposed to sexual satisfaction.
Responding to sexual rejection
An equally important and complementary aspect of understanding how
couples can maintain their connection in the absence of sexual activity
concerns how people respond to sexual rejection. Common emotions elicited
in the context of more general interpersonal rejection include hurt, jealousy,
loneliness, guilt, shame, embarrassment, anger, and sadness (Leary, 2001;
Leary et al., 2001). The few studies that focus on responses to sexual rejec
tion, just like the studies on how people reject a partner’s sexual advances,
have been conducted in the context of sexual encounters with strangers or
casual sex partners (e.g., Struckman-Johnson & Struckman-Johnson, 1991;
Wright et al., 2010) rather than with romantic partners. In our work, we
sought to expand upon this work to examine people’s emotional and beha
vioural responses to sexual rejection in the context of romantic relationships.
In doing so, we developed and validated the Responses to Sexual Rejection
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Figure 3. Actor effects of reassuring rejection (on sex days) and avoidance sexual goals
(on non-sex days) at various degrees on daily relationship satisfaction (adapted from
Kim et al., 2018, Study 2). Note: Low = one standard deviation below the mean on either
reassuring rejection or avoidance goals; High = one standard deviation above the mean
in either reassuring rejection or avoidance goals.
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Figure 4. Actor effects of reassuring rejection (on sex days) and avoidance sexual goals
(on non-sex days) at various degrees on daily sexual satisfaction (adapted from Kim
et al., 2018, Study 2). Note: Low = one standard deviation below the mean on either
reassuring rejection or avoidance goals; High = one standard deviation above the mean
on either reassuring rejection or avoidance goals.

Scale (RSRS; Kim, Horne et al., 2019) with data from a total of 1,051
individuals in relationships. This work has uncovered four distinct responses
to sexual rejection. Two of these – resentment responses (acting with anger
and resentment, e.g., “I express anger at my partner”; Mean = 1.59; SD = .76,
measured on a 5-point scale2) and insecure responses (expressing sadness
and insecurity, e.g., “I think something is wrong in the relationship”;
Mean = 2.15; SD = .99) – closely map onto responses identified in the
2

The means and standard deviations are from Study 2 reported in Kim, Horne et al. (2019).
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prior literature on sexual refusals in the context of stranger or casual sex
encounters (Wright et al., 2010). However, two of these were more unique to
the context of romantic relationships, including enticing responses (trying to
entice a partner and continuing to pursue sex; e.g., “I ask if there is anything
I can do to get my partner in the mood”; Mean = 2.31; SD = 1.03), as well as,
most commonly and of particular interest in this article, understanding
responses (showing acceptance and understanding when a partner does
want to engage in sex; e.g., “I am understanding and accepting”;
Mean = 3.27; SD = 1.06).
Consistent with our communal perspective on sexuality, we have found that
people who scored high on our trait measure of sexual communal strength
were the ones most likely to respond to rejection with understanding and the
least likely to respond with hostility or insecurity (Kim, Horne et al., 2019),
suggesting that communal people also show responsiveness to a partner’s
needs when sex does not occur. In addition, we found that, in the context of
the transition to parenthood in which new mothers often report lower sexual
desire than their partners, new mothers who were higher in sexual communal
strength had partners who expressed greater understanding about mothers’
lower interest sex (Muise, Kim et al., 2017). Insofar as communal motivated
individuals are models for maintaining sexual intimacy in relationships (e.g.,
Muise et al., 2013) and being responsive to a partner’s sexual needs both when
they engage in sex and do not engage in sex, this emerging evidence suggests
that expressing understanding in response to sexual rejection may be integral
for buffering partners from the negative experiences associated with sexual
rejection, although this possibility needs to be tested in future research.

Balancing sexual needs in relationships
Our article thus far has focused on how partners can express care and
understanding in situations in which they desire, as well as do not desire,
to engage in sex. However, we do not view these as isolated processes, and
instead, think that the ways that people pursue sexual intimacy as well as
deliver and respond to sexual rejection are intricately interwoven. In this
final part of our article, we synthesise and integrate what we have learned
from research on sexual communal motivation and sexual rejection to
discuss how partners can better balance their sexual needs in romantic
relationships and conclude this section with future research directions.
Risk regulation theory
A prominent theoretical perspective in relationship science, risk regulation
theory (Murray et al., 2006), is uniquely positioned to inform how couples
can balance their simultaneous need to experience intimacy with their need
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to avoid experiencing the pain of rejection. Risk regulation theory highlights
the importance of perceptions of a partner’s responsiveness – that is, feeling
that a partner understands, validates, and cares about one’s needs (Reis et al.,
2004) – in determining how people respond to rejection. Specifically, people
who perceive low partner responsiveness seek to guard against the pain of
rejection by minimising closeness and dependence on their partner, whereas
those who perceive high responsiveness are able to use these perceptions as
a resource to buffer them against the sting of rejection and, instead, prioritise
their needs for intimacy and connection to ultimately bolster the relationship
(Murray et al., 2006).
It is possible that either of these two core needs – the need to approach
intimacy and the need to avoid rejection – could be heightened in the context
of sexual interactions in romantic relationships. On the one hand, the need to
avoid the pain of rejection may be especially strong since people could easily
interpret a partner’s sexual rejection as a sign of their waning interest in the
relationship. At the same time, given the powerful emotional and physical
rewards of sexual activity in romantic relationships (Debrot et al., 2017;
Diamond & Huebner, 2012), the need to pursue connection may also be
heightened in this context. Risk regulation theory suggests that the way
people balance these two needs is based, at least in part, on their confidence
in a partner’s regard, as can be demonstrated through perceptions of their
partner’s responsiveness. Applying risk regulation theory to the context of
sexual rejection, when people are unsure of their partner’s regard or respon
siveness to their sexual needs (e.g., when sexual advances made towards
a partner have been frequently declined in the past), they may be motivated
to guard against the pain of sexual rejection by withdrawing from situations
that could afford intimacy and avoiding future sexual interactions with their
partner. In contrast, the receipt and experience of high levels of responsive
ness from a partner may lead people to prioritise and continue to pursue
their needs for intimacy and connection, even when their sexual advances are
declined.
Recent empirical evidence
Our own recent research provides initial support for these broad theoretical
ideas. In a 28-day experience sampling study of 98 couples (Debrot et al.,
2019), people who perceived their partner reject their interest in sex in
a reassuring manner reported increased understanding of sexual rejection
and in turn, enhanced approach motives to engage in sex, such as pursuing
intimacy or pleasing a partner. In contrast, people who perceived their
partner reject them in a hostile manner were more likely to respond with
anger, which was associated with dampened approach motives. In addition,
perceptions of hostile rejection were associated with increased insecurity in
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the rejected partner, which were in turn associated with increased motivation
to avoid negative outcomes such as conflict and a partner’s disappointment
when engaging in sex. This work is the first in the literature to demonstrate
the usefulness of risk regulation theory in strengthening our understanding
of sexual rejection dynamics in ongoing romantic relationships.
There are also certain ways of rejecting a partner’s sexual advances that
promote the motivation to engage in non-sexual affectionate behaviours
which might allow for sexual need fulfilment to occur in other ways. In the
same daily experience study of 98 couples described above, on days when
people rejected their partner’s interest in sex in a more reassuring manner,
they engaged in more frequent non-sexual affectionate behaviours (e.g.,
hugging, kissing, cuddling), and reported doing so for more partnerfocused reasons, such as to promote intimacy in the relationship. This
new empirical data linking reassuring rejection to approach sexual motiva
tion as well as affectionate touch is important because it shows that even in
the context of sexual rejection, there is still a path to intimacy and con
nection through affectionate behaviours and the pursuit of positive sexual
experiences in the future. The findings from this emerging line of research
indicate the importance of demonstrating responsiveness, even in the
absence of sex, in helping couples to express and sustain interest in sex
and affection.
Gender differences
Given the extensive literature on gender differences in sexuality in relation
ships (see review by Peplau, 2003), a natural point of interest across this body
of research concerns the extent to which the findings are influenced by
gender. Broadly, the patterns and effects of sexual responsiveness in relation
ships outlined in this article tend be largely consistent across gender.
However, certain differences do emerge. For example, we find in multiple
samples that men tend to have higher mean levels of sexual communal
strength than women, for example, in Study 1 (men = 5.69 and women = 5.42
on 7-point scale) and Study 2 (men = 3.12 and women = 2.83 on 0–4 point
scale) in Muise et al. (2013). While this contrasts with previous work showing
that women are generally more communally motivated than men in line with
their social role (Le et al., 2018), this finding is likely due to men’s tendency
to have greater sexual desire and interest (Baumeister et al., 2001). Indeed,
once accounting for men’s higher sexual desire, men and women did not
differ in sexual communal strength in any of our studies. Additionally, few
consistent gender effects emerge in terms of the role of sexual communal
motivation in shaping relationship and sexual outcomes.
We do, however, observe select gender differences in how men and
women engage in and experience sexual rejection. For example, one
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consistent finding from this work is that women tend to reject their partner’s
sexual advances more frequently than do men, in line with traditional sexual
scripts depicting men as the initiators and women as the gatekeepers in
sexual situations (Byers, 1996). For example, in our study of 98 couples’
daily sexual experiences, women reported engaging in sexual rejection on
a greater number of days (17%) compared to men (9%), χ2(1) = 68.27, p
< .001. However, when examining the specific ways that men and women
reject their partner’s advances, men tended to be more hostile (men: M
= 2.10, SD = 1.46; women: M = 1.63, SD = 1.13) and deflecting (men: M
= 2.18, SD = 1.38; women: M = 1.70, SD = 1.10) in their communication of
sexual disinterest than women. Thus, women may engage in more sexual
rejection on average, but when men do engage in sexual rejection, they do so
in more hostile and deflecting ways, perhaps because they are challenging
stereotypes that men do not decline sex.
Sexual script theory also appears to inform a gender difference in how
people respond to sexual rejection from their partner. More specifically, we
have found that men are more likely to respond to sexual rejection by
engaging in greater sexual persistence (i.e., enticing responses) whereas
women tend to exhibit greater insecure responses (such as feeling hurt or
sad). This finding is again consistent with sexual scripts which cast men as
always wanting to have sex and describe how women may be more likely to
feel surprised and interpret rejection as a reflection of their own shortcom
ings if their sexual advances are declined (de Graaf & Sandfort, 2004;
O’Sullivan & Byers, 1996). On the whole, however, we have found that the
effects of sexual responsiveness on relationship and sexual satisfaction during
situations of rejection are robust to and largely unaffected by differences in
gender.
Future research directions
The underlying focus of the body of research covered in this article has been
to examine how efforts to provide sexual need responsiveness to a partner
can directly promote higher quality sexual relationships. However, this is not
to suggest that these effects operate exclusively in this direction. To address
questions of causality and rule out alternative explanations, many of the
studies we have presented incorporate different types of methods, such as
lagged analyses in longitudinal designs, or experimental manipulations of
sexual communal motivation or perceived sexually responsive behaviours
(e.g., Day et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2018). Yet, an important point of con
sideration is that the processes by which relationship and sexual outcomes
are shaped by sexual communal motives and behaviours likely operate in the
reverse direction as well. Individuals who are more satisfied or have higher
desire may be inclined to report (or have their partners report) higher sexual
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communal strength or reassuring rejection behaviours as a direct result.
Indeed, a meta-analytic review on general communal motivation and wellbeing suggests that these links are likely bidirectional (Le et al., 2018). Thus,
a key avenue for future work consists of mapping the precise ways in which
positive sexual experiences and sexual communal motivation shape and are
shaped by one another.
Our recent research on balancing partners’ sexual needs in a relationship
highlights the importance of including both partners in research and examin
ing dyadic sexual processes over time. In particular, one person’s responses to
rejection might be informed by how their partner declined their sexual
advances, and sexual rejection (and responses to sexual rejection) on a 
particular day might influence future sexual interactions and motivations.
One notable direction for future research is to understand how sexual rejection
unfolds between partners in the moment – how sex is initiated, declined and
responded to – as well as how the accumulation of rejection behaviours and
responses influences the quality of couples’ relationship and sexual connection
over time. Future behavioural observation research in which couples discuss
an experience of sexual rejection could provide insight into how communally
motivated partners communicate about and respond to sexual rejection. The
ways that people communicate rejection to a partner in the moment might
also influence the quality and nature of their sexual experiences over time,
perhaps with more reassuring ways of rejecting a partner’s sexual advances
leading to greater approach motivation to pursue sex in the future.
Another important future direction that requires a dyadic approach
involves examining the attributions that people make for their partner’s sexual
rejection. It is possible that people higher in sexual communal strength might
make more benevolent attributions (i.e., attribute the cause of the rejection to
external rather than internal factors; see review by Bradbury & Fincham, 1990)
for their partner’s rejection. Although not in the context of sexual rejection,
recent research has shown that new mothers who reported more stable,
partner-focused attributions for postpartum sexual concerns reported feeling
less sexually satisfied (Vannier et al., 2018). Applied to the domain of sexual
rejection, it is possible that communal people might be more likely to attribute
their partner declining their sexual advances to something external (e.g., stress
from a long day at work) as opposed to something internal (e.g., a lack of
desire or interest in them), and these attributions may be a key driver of how
people feel about their sex lives and relationships.
Another important future direction is to examine the relational functions
and the underlying relational dynamics of sexual rejection. We have shown
that reassuring sexual rejection – and not more assertive, direct forms of
rejection in which people clearly communicate their reason for rejecting
a partner’s advances – communicates responsiveness to a partner’s needs
and protects the partner’s satisfaction (Kim et al., 2020). However, it is likely
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not functional for people to chronically reassure a partner when rejecting their
sexual advances, demonstrate acceptance of a partner’s low sexual desire, or
respond to sexual rejection with understanding. Indeed, engaging in some of
these behaviours habitually, especially in the face of chronic desire discrepan
cies between partners, may prevent couples from overcoming important
challenges or obstacles in their sexual relationships. For example, in the case
in which a person rejects their partner’s sexual advances because they are
“turned off” by how the partner initiates sex, it is likely more functional for
partners to openly discuss their sexual likes and dislikes than to continually
reassure a partner and express understanding. That is, reassuring rejection
behaviours or understanding responses could prevent couples from making
important changes to their sexual behaviours that could ultimately improve
the quality of their sexual connection. These ideas are consistent with findings
from the literature on partner regulation in which greater levels of directness,
even if combined with negativity, may be more effective in promoting
a partner to change undesired behaviours or characteristics underlying impor
tant relationship issues (McNulty & Russell, 2010; Overall et al., 2009).
In our work we have focused on how both partners’ levels of sexual
communal motivation are associated with sexual and relationship satisfac
tion, but future work should also consider whether correspondence between
partners’ sexual communal strength is associated with satisfaction and if,
specifically, there might be additional benefits of “matching” between part
ners in sexual communal strength. In our research, we have tested statistical
interactions between both partners’ levels of sexual communal strength to
test questions such as whether relational and sexual outcomes are even better
when both partners are highly communal. While tests of these interactions
have yielded null or inconsistent results, interactions are not the ideal
approach for testing matching effects (e.g., Edwards, 2001). Recent advances
in statistical analyses, such as response surface analysis (RSA; Humberg et al.,
2018; Schönbrodt, 2016) can provide a powerful approach to testing match
ing effects and can enable researchers to determine whether and under what
conditions correspondence between partners in sexual communal strength is
associated with sexual and relationship satisfaction. It is possible that above
and beyond associations between partners’ sexual communal strength and
sexual and relationship quality, matching on sexual communal strength
between partners might also predict satisfaction. Although we typically
find that lower sexual communal strength is associated with lower satisfac
tion, if both partners are low on sexual communal strength and perhaps both
take an exchange perspective, they may be able to maintain relationship
satisfaction. However, our recent work shows that greater matching between
partners on sexual desire is not specifically associated with satisfaction above
and beyond the effects of both partner’s level of desire (Kim et al., 2020), so
perhaps matching on sexual communal strength would not be associated
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with satisfaction and, instead, is an important factor that helps couples to
maintain satisfaction even when they are mismatched in desire. Exploring
the extent to which satisfaction in couples is impacted by discrepant patterns
in partners’ self-reported – as well as perceived – communal and exchange
motives in the sexual domain remains a promising avenue for future work.

Conclusions
Although couples certainly face many challenges to maintaining their
sexual connection over time, our research suggests that a communal
approach to sexual need responsiveness can inform how couples can
keep the spark alive, even during times when their sexual connection
may be wavering, as well as how partners can most sensitively decline
each other’s advances and respond to sexual rejection. Maintaining desire
and satisfaction, especially during challenging times in a relationship, can
be far from easy, and likely requires partners to put in effort and work to be
successful (Maxwell et al., 2017). Several ways that couples can put in this
effort – reviewed in this article – involve trying to meet a partner’s sexual
needs even when those needs are different than one’s own, declining
a partner’s advances with love and responsiveness, communicating under
standing in the face of rejection, and accepting that there will be times
when a partner is not in the mood for sex. A communal approach to
sexuality highlights that when people are willing to put in this work, they
are more likely to experience the rich rewards of a fulfiling, intimate sexual
relationship.
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