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Thesis Abstract

As engaging in good sex frequently has positive benefits for our sexual wellbeing, our
romantic relationships, and our lives as a whole, it is highly important to understand what
might impact our sex lives. The present thesis offers a novel exploration into how sexual
arousal, the physiological response to sexual stimuli, and desire, the psychological/
motivational response to sexual stimuli, can impact our wellbeing and romantic relationships
beyond the bedroom. In Study 1, we demonstrated how sexual arousal and desire work in
conjunction with other facets of sexual activation to influence sexual, relational, and personal
wellbeing. Across Studies 2-5, we demonstrated how alignment between arousal and desire at
high levels is important for sexual and relationship satisfaction. Additionally, we
demonstrated that on days when arousal-desire alignment is greater than usual, this leads to
greater than usual sexual satisfaction (Study 4). Moreover, women’s greater arousal-desire
alignment had positive impacts on their male partner’s relationship satisfaction (Study 5).
Those with greater alignment on average, also reported engaging in sexual intimacy more
frequently (Study 4). Finally, we found that a person’s beliefs about what makes a sexual
relationship satisfying might change how important arousal-desire alignment is to their sexual
satisfaction (Study 4). This thesis offers potential practical implications with suggestions for
future research and interventions that could help people bolster the benefits that we gain from
having good sex in our relationships. Moreover, it demonstrates the value that can be added
to research by taking the theoretical position that arousal and desire are separate concepts,
and by integrating concepts, theories, and methodologies from the fields of relationship and

sexuality psychology.
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Overview of Literature

Despite the importance of sex within romantic relationships (Birnbaum et al., 2006;
Diamond & Huebner, 2012; Muise, Kim, et al., 2016), and sex being what typically
distinguishes romantic relationships from aromantic ones (Connolly et al., 1999; McKeever,
2016), the two psychological fields of sexuality and relationships have remained remarkably
distinct. In 2018, a review by Muise et al. highlighted the importance of bringing together the
theories, methods, and research of the two previously distinct research areas. Importantly,
relationship science as a field is highly theory-driven (Finkel et al., 2017), whereas sexuality
research tends to lack theoretical support (Weis, 2002), primarily due to its interdisciplinary
nature (Muise et al., 2018). The research presented in this thesis draws on theoretical
contributions from both the fields of relationship and sexuality psychology, and is only
possible due to integrating concepts from both fields. Across the present thesis, the terms
‘sex’ and ‘sexual intimacy’ are frequently used. An important note to highlight is that when
such a term is used, it is referring to sexual activities with a partner, including oral, vaginal,
and anal sex (i.e. not including forms of solo sex such as solo masturbation).

Sexual arousal is the physiological or bodily response to sexual stimulus (Pfaus et al.,
2003; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), whereas sexual desire is our psychological motivation to
have sex (Laan & Both, 2008; Levine, 2003; Pfaus et al., 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999).
As good and frequent sex has positive benefits for our romantic relationships (e.g., Brezsnyak
& Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Fallis et al., 2016; Frederick et al., 2017,
Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994; Litzinger & Gordon, 2005; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise,
Schimmack, et al., 2016), and our lives as a whole (e.g., Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004;
Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Chernyavska et al., 2022; Davison et al., 2009; Flynn et al., 2016;
Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Schmiedeberg et al., 2017), it is highly important to

understand what might impact our sex lives. Arousal and desire both play integral roles in



preparing us and motivating us to engage in sexual intimacy (Levine, 2003; Regan &
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Berscheid, 1999; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), and are both independently important in driving

satisfaction and wellbeing within the relationship (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Chao et al.,

2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan, 2000). However, research has rarely

examined whether the associations between arousal and desire are additionally important to

these outcomes. Alignment, or misalignment, between arousal and desire may have important

implications beyond the impacts of arousal and desire individually. When aligned, the
coherence between mind and body states might allow a person to feel more certain of their

interpretation of a sexual situation (Biddell et al., 2024; Brown et al., 2020), but

misalignment may cause a sense of dissonance due to their mind and body being out of sync

(Dorahy et al., 2013; Price & Thompson, 2007; Simeon et al., 2003). This might impact how

positively people feel about their sexual relationship and how frequently they engage in sex

5

which might further be projected onto their feelings about the wider relationship. The aim of

the present thesis is to understand people’s experiences of the alignment between their
arousal and desire, and what implications it has for the person, and their romantic
relationship.

The present chapter will detail the importance of sexual arousal and sexual desire
beyond the bedroom, in shaping our romantic relationships and our lives as a whole.
Importantly, it will detail the reasons why the alignment between arousal and desire has
rarely been examined, and present rationale as for why understanding experiences with
(mis)alignment between arousal and desire is essential to further research on sexual health
and wellbeing in relationships. Then, it will discuss the potential importance of alignment
between arousal and desire for people’s wellbeing, and their relationships with romantic
partners. Finally, I will detail the studies conducted as part of this research project, and the

rationale behind them.
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The Benefits of Good and Frequent Sexual Intimacy

Despite its importance to our wellbeing, sex research still tends to focus on the risks
and negatives that may occur from engaging in sex (i.e., sexual assault, sexually transmitted
infections; Diamond & Huebner, 2012). However, a shift has begun towards focusing on the
benefits people can gain from engaging in good sex. Not only does sex provide the potential
to create human life, it can fulfill social and personal needs and benefit our lives positively in
many ways (Satcher, 2001). Sex enables us to build intimacy and foster closeness within our
romantic relationships (Debrot et al., 2017; Meltzer et al., 2017; Satcher, 2001), and
facilitates pair bonding through the activations of dopamine and oxytocin (Acevedo et al.,
2019; Birnbaum & Finkel, 2015; Meltzer et al., 2017; Meston & Buss, 2007; Young & Wang,
2004). It has a range of positive health outcomes, including satisfaction with mental health,
better metabolism, improved cardiovascular health, and a longer life expectancy (for a
review, see Brody, 2010). Such benefits of sex for our relationships, and our wellbeing
overall, have been identified in relationship research. The following paragraphs detail the
ways in which sex has been determined as beneficial to our romantic relationships, beyond
just being a means to reproduce.

Research suggests that people experience the most benefits from sex when it is both
frequent and satisfying. People who have more frequent sex with a romantic partner report
greater satisfaction with their sex lives and their romantic relationships (Brezsnyak &
Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Frederick et al., 2017; McNulty et al., 2016;
Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016). These benefits also extend to overall happiness and
satisfaction with life (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Muise,
Schimmack, et al., 2016; Schmiedeberg et al., 2017). However, it is important to note that the
benefits of frequent sex tend to plateau at a frequency of once per week (Loewenstein et al.,

2015; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), which also coincides with the average sexual
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frequency of couples in established relationships (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Call et al.,
1995). Importantly, sex is most satisfying when the frequency of sex aligns with a person’s
ideal sexual frequency, and this in turn boosts relationship satisfaction (Santtila et al., 2007).
This is likely because the sexual needs of the person are being met, reducing sexual
frustration and fostering feelings of closeness within the relationship.

Above and beyond having frequent sex, it is additionally important to be having
satisfying (i.e., “good”) sex (Schmiedeberg et al., 2017; Schoenfeld et al., 2017). Being
satisfied with one’s sex life is associated with greater satisfaction within the romantic
relationship (Fallis et al., 2016; Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994; Litzinger & Gordon, 2005;
McNulty et al., 2016). Moreover, sexual satisfaction is associated with satisfaction with life
overall (Schmiedeberg et al., 2017; Stephenson & Meston, 2015a), a greater quality of life
(Flynn et al., 2016), happiness (Kahneman et al., 2004), and greater psychological wellbeing
(Chernyavska et al., 2022; Davison et al., 2009). These associations may have indirect effects
due to the association between sexual and relationship satisfaction, but it has also been
theorized that satisfying sex may help to regulate negative emotions (Diamond & Huebner,
2012; Stephenson & Meston, 2015a). However, it is important to note that sexual satisfaction
can dwindle over the course of a romantic relationship (Edwards & Booth, 1994; Liu, 2003;
McNulty & Widman, 2013), with declines beginning at approximately a year into the
relationship (Schmiedeberg & Schroder, 2016). This can have negative consequences as
couples experiencing declines in sexual satisfaction are more likely to dissolve the
relationship (Sprecher, 2002). Additionally, many studies find that sexual satisfaction can
fluctuate day-to-day (for a review, see Velten et al., 2025). This might be associated with
daily fluctuations seen in relationship satisfaction (Arriaga, 2001), and such fluctuations are
related to depressive symptoms, decreased life satisfaction, increased psychological distress,

lower commitment to the relationship, and increased likelihood of dissolving the relationship,
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even after controlling for relationship satisfaction as a whole (Arriaga, 2001; Whitton et al.,
2014; Whitton & Whisman, 2010).

Theories underpinning the maintenance of long-term relationships provide insights
into why the quality of a couple’s sex life can influence their evaluations of their relationship
more broadly. Such theories highlight that close relationships are sustained through processes
that promote intimacy, bonding, and mutual rewards. For example, social exchange theories
propose that satisfaction within a relationship depends on the balance of costs and rewards
within the relationship (Rusbult, 1983; Thibault & Kelley, 1978). Positive sexual experiences
with partner can be perceived as a reward depending on the reasons why a person has chosen
to engage in sex. As demonstrated by Meston & Buss (2007), people engage in sex for a
multitude of reasons, many of which relate to perceived benefits including pleasure, stress
reduction, and to boost self-esteem. As commitment to the relationship also depends on the
quality of potential alternative partners (Investment Model; Rusbult et al., 1998), being able
to meet the sexual needs of a romantic partner means the partner will be less likely to find an
alternative partner than can better meet their needs. Indeed, theories of communal motivation
highlight that the extent to which people are motivated to be responsive to their partner’s
sexual needs is associated with greater commitment to, and satisfaction with their romantic
relationship (Muise & Impett, 2015; Muise & Impett, 2016; Muise et al., 2013). Therefore,
sex is beneficial in maintaining the relationship both by increasing commitment through
perceived benefits gained from sex, and decreasing the likelihood of the romantic partner
leaving the relationship to have sexual needs met elsewhere.

Another relevant theoretical framework to consider is approach-avoidance
motivational theory (Gable, 2006). Such theories suggest that engaging in approach sexual
goals, which involve engaging in sex to obtain positive outcomes such as pleasure, greater

intimacy in the relationship, or to deepen the relationship, are associated with better
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relationship outcomes than engaging in sex for avoidance sexual goals, which involve
pursing sex to avoid negative outcomes, such as conflict or rejection (Gable, 2006; Gable &
Impett, 2012). People feel more positively, and both themselves and their partners report
greater sexual and relationship satisfaction, when engaging in sex for approach reasons such
as to increase intimacy or express love for their partner (Impett et al., 2005, 2010; Muise et
al., 2013). On the other hand, engaging in sex for avoidance motives has been recognized as
detrimental to satisfaction and to the maintenance of relationships over time. These findings
suggest that the motivations underlying why a person is engaging in sexual activity is
important for determining whether sex enhances relationship wellbeing, or not. People who
are motivated by approach goals are more likely to sustain high levels of sexual desire for
their partner, whereas when people engage in sex for avoidance goals they feel lower sexual
desire, and so does their partner (Impett et al., 2008; Muise et al., 2013). Therefore,
experiencing high levels of desire may reflect approach-oriented motivations towards sex.
Clearly, having both frequent and satisfying sex is relationally, sexually, and
psychologically beneficial. However, our sexual frequency and satisfaction can fluctuate
daily, which can lead to declines in relational and wellbeing outcomes. Therefore, it is
important to understand what influences people to engage in frequent and satisfying sex, so
that we can find ways to help amplify the benefits that people gain from a positive sex life.
This thesis details how researching and understanding the alignment between sexual arousal
and sexual desire has important implications for how people can engage in good and frequent

sexual intimacy, and how this benefits the wider romantic relationship.

The Preparation and Motivation for Sex: Sexual Arousal and Sexual Desire

The bodily preparation for, and psychological motivations towards engaging in, sex
are captured by sexual arousal and sexual desire, two important components of the human

sexual response. Sexual arousal is the physiological response a person has towards a sexual
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stimulus, which includes autonomic changes within the body—such as increased blood flow
to the genitals, increased heart and breathing rate, as well as a neural preparedness (defined as
‘arousability’; Whalen, 1966)—to respond to sexual stimuli (Pfaus et al., 2003; Toledano &
Pfaus, 2006). Evaluations of these physiological changes can be assessed subjectively (Laan
& Both, 2008; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). Throughout this thesis, I focus on measures of
subjective sexual arousal, as subjective awareness of physiological changes within the body
can have important implications for how people interpret their sexual functioning (Dixon et
al., 2024; Handy & Meston, 2016). On the other hand, sexual desire is most often discussed
as a motivational concept, capturing a person’s willingness and ‘want’ to obtain sexual
rewards (Laan & Both, 2008; Levine, 2003; Pfaus et al., 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999).

Though originally proposed as distinct constructs there is a lack of consensus as to
whether arousal and desire are the same experience, with different names, or if they are
indeed distinct (Kleinplatz, 2011; Mark & Lasslo, 2018). This debate has culminated in the
controversial collapse of disorders of arousal and desire into one diagnosis for women in the
fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V; APA,
2013; Brotto et al., 2010; Graham, 2016). Arousal and desire often occur concurrently to one
another (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Dawson & Chivers, 2014; Goldey & van Anders, 2012),
which results in high comorbidity (Brotto et al., 2010; Brotto et al., 2009). This makes it
more difficult to distinguish between the two, as most people will experience both
simultaneously in response to a sexual stimulus. Due to this, some researchers approach
arousal and desire as the same construct.

However, others conceptualize arousal and desire as distinct. For example, widely
adopted models of human sexual response include arousal and desire as two distinct
constructs. Models from Kaplan (1995) and Lief (1977), adapted from Masters and Johnson’s

(1966) framework, proposed a linear response where arousal emerges in response to desire.
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However, subsequent research has demonstrated the bidirectionality between arousal and
desire, wherein desire may precede and/or follow sexual arousal (Basson, 2000, 2001; Both et
al., 2007; Goldey & van Anders, 2012). Further models not only proposed a cyclical pattern
between arousal and desire, but also that arousal and desire reinforce one another (e.g.,
Incentive Motivation Model; Singer & Toates, 1987; Toates, 2009). Empirical data has
shown consistency with these theoretical models. For example, a study involving people
reporting low arousal and/or desire, alongside controls, found a clear distinction between the
symptomology of arousal and desire difficulties (Sarin et al., 2013). In men, a group emerged
who had difficulties with their sexual arousal, but not their sexual desire. A similar group
appeared for women, as well as a group that experienced desire difficulties, but no difficulties
with their sexual arousal. Not only does this support the idea that disorders of arousal and
desire should remain separate to one another (Sarin et al., 2013), contradictory to the collapse
of the disorders in the DSM-V (APA, 2013; Brotto et al., 2010; Graham, 2016), but it
suggests that there are people who experience differences in the alignment between their
arousal and desire. This further supports the fact that these are two distinct concepts.
Interestingly, women diagnosed with arousal disorders have been found to be more likely to
distinguish between concepts of arousal and desire, and women without such disorders were
more likely to conflate the two (Brotto et al., 2009). Arousal and desire are usually
experienced concurrently, however for those with arousal disorders it is more likely for
arousal and desire not to be experienced concurrently which makes distinguishing between
the two easier. Therefore, as researchers, we should be distinguishing between the two
concepts of arousal and desire if this is beneficial in helping and understanding the
experiences of those who may experience the two separately.

This thesis aligns with the theoretical position that arousal and desire are distinct and

reinforce each other, as the argument that the two are the same concept is undermined by
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imprecise definitions and measurements which conflate the two experiences. Whilst arousal
and desire are often experienced concurrently (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Dawson & Chivers,
2014; Goldey & van Anders, 2012), the Incentive Motivation Model accounts for this as one
tends to trigger the other (Singer & Toates, 1987; Toates, 2009), and researchers are seldom
measuring arousal and desire in ways which allow us to disentangle to two. Alongside the
comorbidity of arousal and desire, a lack of definitional precision has not helped research to
distinguish between the two (Levine, 2003; Pfaus et al., 2003; Sachs, 2000, 2007). Moreover,
the construct of subjective sexual arousal has been operationalized multiple ways, including
‘awareness of genital change’ and ‘feelings of mental excitement’ (Sarin et al., 2013). It has
also been suggested that desire and subjective arousal may have been used interchangeably in
research (Handy et al., 2018), which makes untangling the two even more difficult. However,
when subjective sexual arousal and desire are measured in a distinct manner, the differences
between the constructs are clearer. Correlations between desire and subjective arousal have
been reported to share only 58% of variance, which although this is high enough to suggest
relatedness between the constructs, much of the variance in subjective arousal was still
unexplained by sexual desire (Althof et al., 2017). In fact, this was a lower shared variance
than that seen between the constructs of subjective sexual arousal and orgasm, which have
not been conflated as equivocal. Additionally, it has been shown that women with clinically
low sexual desire did not report significantly lower subjective arousal compared to women
without desire problems, whilst if subjective arousal and desire where the same construct, it
would be expected for those with diminished desire to also show evidence of low subjective
arousal (Althof et al., 2017). Therefore, despite there often being a lack of definitional
distinction between the two concepts, there is empirical and conceptual support for viewing
arousal and desire as related, yet distinct components of sexual response. If we use a

theoretical lens that recognizes that the bodily experience of arousal can exist alongside, yet



27

separately to, the psychological experience of desire, we can better understand these

motivators of sexual intimacy.

Arousal-Desire (Mis)Alignment

When taking the theoretical position that arousal and desire are two distinct, although
related concepts, that map onto mind and body responses to sexual stimuli, it allows us to ask
questions about the association between the two, which has rarely been examined directly
(Blumenstock et al., 2024). As research suggests that people may experience problems with
either arousal or desire, and not the other (Sarin et al., 2013), this suggests that some people
experience differences between their arousal and desire. Moreover, research has found that
the association between arousal and desire depends on the quality of the relationship with the
person which the arousal/desire is being felt towards (Blumenstock et al., 2024). These
studies suggest that a person may feel arousal, without the same level of desire, or vice versa,
and therefore people may experience differences in the alignment between their arousal and
desire. This thesis presents an examination of the association between arousal and desire to
confirm whether people do, or do not, experience differences in the alignment between their
arousal and desire, and whether (mis)alignment might have any potential implications more
broadly.

Firstly, greater alignment between arousal and desire might be beneficial to boosting
our satisfaction with our sex lives, and our romantic relationships. We know that it is
especially beneficial to ourselves and in our relationships to be engaging in satisfying sex
(Chernyavska et al., 2022; Davison et al., 2009; Fallis et al., 2016; Flynn et al., 2016;
Henderson-King & Veroff, 1994; Litzinger & Gordon, 2005; McNulty et al., 2016;
Schmiedeberg et al., 2017; Schoenfeld et al., 2017; Stephenson & Meston, 2015a), however,
our satisfaction with our sex lives and our relationships can wax and wane (Arriaga, 2001;

Edwards & Booth, 1994; Liu, 2003; McNulty & Widman, 2013; Schmiedeberg & Schroder,
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2016; Velten et al., 2025). Therefore, it is important to find what can buffer against potential
declines to be able to maximize the benefits that come from engaging in satisfying sex.
Arousal-desire alignment could be a predictor of both sexual and relational satisfaction.
Individually, sexual arousal and sexual desire are both associated with sexual satisfaction
(Chao et al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Lawless et al., 2022). Arousal and desire are also
independently associated with satisfaction with the wider romantic relationship (Brezsnyak &
Whisman, 2004; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan, 2000), but this is important to note that this is
only the case when the target of a person’s arousal/desire is their romantic partner, rather than
a non-partner (Lawless et al., 2022). Moreover, experiencing arousal or desire disorders is
associated with lower relationship and sexual satisfaction for both the person and their
romantic partner (Rosen et al., 2020; Schwenck et al., 2025), suggesting that there is a dyadic
impact of arousal and desire within the relationship. However, the associations with arousal
and desire, and relational and sexual satisfaction, have typically been examined separately to
one another (e.g., Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Chao et al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016;
Lawless et al., 2022), or conjointly (e.g., Rosen et al., 2020). Thus, there is a limited
understanding of how the interplay between sexual arousal and desire can shape our sexual
and relational satisfaction.

As arousal and desire are so important to sexual and relational satisfaction, we predict
that satisfaction will be greatest when arousal and desire are perfectly aligned. Evidence
suggests that people benefit when their mind and body experiences are in alignment, as
interventions that focus on increasing mind-body awareness, and help people to bring mind
and body experiences into alignment, improve sexual wellbeing (Brotto et al., 2016; Handy &
Meston, 2018; Korff & Geer, 1983; Velten et al., 2020; Velten et al., 2018). Additionally,
when mind and body experiences are aligned a person can feel greater certainty about their

interpretation of a situation, which can also positively benefit wellbeing (Biddell et al., 2024;
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Brown et al., 2020). Therefore, greater alignment should increase satisfaction. On the other
hand, less arousal-desire alignment might have negative outcomes for sexual and relational
satisfaction, as in other fields of psychology it is found that mismatches between mind and
body are associated with increased anger, anxiety, emotional distress, and even relational
struggles (Dorahy et al., 2013; Price & Thompson, 2007; Simeon et al., 2003). Less
alignment between arousal and desire may additionally lead to a dissonant state between the
mind and body, which could cause a state of discomfort (Festinger, 1962; Harmon-Jones &
Harmon-Jones, 2012). Usually, the mind and body work in tandem with one another to create
a coherent subjective experience (Niedenthal, 2007). However, a state of dissonance can also
exist between the mind and the body (Centerbar et al., 2008; Henning et al., 2018; Huang &
Galinsky, 2011). There are often times when the two do not portray the same experience. For
example, a team leader in a company may nod along to a presentation of ideas that they
oppose, or forcing a smile when dealing with a difficult customer (Huang & Whitson, 2020).
Experiencing less alignment between arousal and desire may therefore contribute to negative
and discomforting psychological states due to experiencing mind-body dissonance, which can
in turn impact wellbeing.

Whilst enjoying satisfying sex is very beneficial, it is additionally beneficial to be
having frequent sex (approximately once a week) for our wellbeing and our romantic
relationships (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Call et al., 1995; Cheng & Smyth, 2015;
Loewenstein et al., 2015; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016;
Schmiedeberg et al., 2017), especially when this is meeting a person’s ideal sexual frequency
(Santtila et al., 2007). But, as with sexual satisfaction, sexual frequency can also wax and
wane over time (Call et al., 1995; Karraker et al., 2011; McNulty & Fisher, 2008), and thus
exploring what can boost sexual intimacy to protect against such declines is equally

important. As arousal and desire both prepare and motivate people to engage in sexual
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intimacy (Levine, 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), when the two
are aligned they should feel the most motivated to engage in such behavior. Moreover, as
alignment between mind and body can lead to greater certainty about a situation (Biddell et
al., 2024; Brown et al., 2020), greater arousal-desire alignment might increase the certainty a
person feels about their preparedness for engaging in sex, and therefore increase the actual
likelihood of engagement. On the other hand, less alignment might cause greater uncertainty,
and therefore hinder engagement in sex. Thus, within this thesis we explore whether arousal-
desire alignment has an impact on the frequency of sexual intimacy within the relationship.
Arousal-desire alignment might additionally impact how people reflect on and discuss
their sexual experiences. As people who experience less arousal-desire alignment might
experience greater uncertainty about how they feel about their sexual experiences, discussing
these experiences might be particularly stressful as it requires evaluating conflicting feelings
that exist due to the inconsistences between mind and body states during sex. Whilst
discussing your sex life with a romantic partner can feel stressful for many people, due to the
potential for rejection or judgment (Rehman et al., 2019), a person experiencing greater
arousal-desire alignment might feel like they have the resources and self-confidence to
engage in discussion about their sex life due to feeling greater confidence about their feelings
towards their sex life. On the other hand, a discussion about sex may feel particularly
threatening to a person who experiences less alignment between their arousal and desire and
therefore may feel less clear about their sexual wants and needs due to inconsistent mind and

body signals.
Growing Together or Destined to Be? Potential Individual Differences in the Impact of
Arousal-Desire Alignment

Although we expected that most people would experience these potential impacts of

arousal-desire alignment, we wanted to take into consideration that there might be individual
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differences that could potentially influence how people would interpret (mis)alignment. This
thesis draws on theories of implicit sexual beliefs (Maxwell et al., 2017), particularly in
Chapters 3 and 4. In the media, we are often exposed to the idea that if your partner is ‘meant
for you’, then maintaining a sexual relationship should be easy and wonderful (Galician,
2004). However, sex is often not always easy or as wonderful as this media describes, and
couples often struggle to maintain having satisfying and frequent sex lives (e.g., Call et al.,
1995; Edwards & Booth, 1994; Karraker et al., 2011; Liu, 2003; McNulty & Fisher, 2008;
McNulty & Widman, 2013; Schmiedeberg et al., 2017). Whether people believe this idea that
sex is easy if your partner is ‘meant for you’, or whether they believe that struggles in a
sexual relationship are normal, could help determine how (mis)alignment in arousal and
desire are interpreted. Such beliefs are called implicit sexual beliefs; lay beliefs about what it
takes to maintain a sexually satisfying relationship (Maxwell et al., 2017). The theory of
implicit sexual beliefs is an example of a highly relevant application of a relationship science
theory used to understand sexuality, by adapting implicit theories of relationships to explain
individual differences in maintaining high quality sexual relationships (Maxwell et al., 2017).
Implicit theories of relationships state that people’s beliefs about what makes a satisfying
romantic relationship influence their motivations and behaviors within that relationship, and
can shape important relationship outcomes (for a review, see Knee & Canevello, 2006). On
the other hand, implicit theories of sexual beliefs state that people’s beliefs about what makes
sexual relationships satisfying can shape important outcomes for the sexual relationship
(Maxwell et al., 2017). Those who hold sexual destiny beliefs about the sexual relationship
view sexual satisfaction as something that should come naturally between two partners, and
will be easy if the partners are destined to be together (Maxwell et al., 2017). On the other

hand, those who hold sexual growth beliefs understand that sexual satisfaction requires work
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and effort from both partners, and that sexual struggles within the relationship are natural and
can be overcome with effort.

As people who are high in implicit sexual growth beliefs believe that maintaining a
sexually satisfying relationship takes effort, they are more likely to respond to any struggles
with a positive mindset, and the intention to work through such struggles to improve the
sexual relationship (Béthe et al., 2017; Maxwell et al., 2017). Therefore, holding sexual
growth beliefs might ‘protect’ a person from any negative consequences of arousal-desire
misalignment, as they believe that not everything can be perfect in their sexual relationship.
In contrast, as people who are high in implicit sexual destiny beliefs expect natural
compatibility in their sexual relationship, they find struggles to be more distressing (Maxwell
et al., 2017; Rossi et al., 2022). Therefore, having high alignment in arousal and desire might
be more important—and misalignment more harmful—to those who hold high sexual destiny
beliefs as they might interpret such a ‘struggle’ as a sign that the sexual relationship will fail.
Thus, we anticipate that arousal-desire (mis)alignment will have different impacts on people

depending on their endorsement of implicit sexual growth or destiny beliefs.

Overview of Thesis

Sexual arousal and sexual desire both play an important role in preparing us for, and
motivating us to engage in sexual intimacy (e.g., Laan & Both, 2008; Levine, 2003; Pfaus et
al., 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), but researchers have rarely
examined the associations between them (Blumenstock et al., 2024). Previous research
suggests that some people may experience differences in the alignment between their arousal
and desire, in that people may experience arousal, without the same level of desire, and vice
versa (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Sarin et al., 2013). As arousal and desire are both

independently integral in driving satisfaction and wellbeing within relationships (Brezsnyak
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& Whisman, 2004; Chao et al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan, 2000),
the alignment between arousal and desire might have important implications. As alignment
between mind and body states can help people experience greater certainty about their
interpretation of a situation (and in turn positively impacts wellbeing; Biddell et al., 2024;
Brown et al., 2020), we expect greater arousal-desire alignment to have positive outcomes.
Such positive outcomes might include greater sexual satisfaction and wellbeing, which also
lead to further satisfaction with the wider relationship, greater increases in sexual frequency,
and greater wellbeing overall. Conversely, having less arousal-desire alignment might have
negative consequences, as negative psychological states can occur when there is dissonance
between the mind and body (Festinger, 1962; Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 2012).

This thesis explores the association between sexual arousal and sexual desire, and
how they impact outcomes for both the individual, and their romantic relationship. Whereas
previous research has only focused on the impact of arousal and desire alone (e.g., Brezsnyak
& Whisman, 2004; Chao et al., 2011; Lawless et al., 2022), or conjointly (e.g., Rosen et al.,
2020), the present research expands upon this by examining the impact that the interplay
between arousal and desire can have. The thesis contains 5 empirical studies presented across
4 chapters. All studies were pre-registered with specific aims and hypotheses. Several
research questions are addressed across these studies. These include: 1) How do arousal and
desire impact a person and their romantic relationship? 2) Do some people experience
differences in the alignment between their sexual arousal and desire? 3) Is greater alignment
between arousal and desire associated with positive outcomes for the person, and their
romantic relationship? 4) Do individual differences in sexual implicit beliefs influence the
impact of arousal-desire alignment on outcomes? 5) Does arousal-desire alignment fluctuate
daily? 6) Does arousal-desire alignment also impact the romantic partner? 7) What are the

mechanisms behind why arousal-desire alignment is so important?
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The first study, presented in Chapter 2, aimed to understand how arousal and desire,
but additionally sexual frequency and whether this frequency was meeting one’s needs,
impacted sexual, relational, and psychological wellbeing. These facets of sexual activation
are usually tested independently to one another, or in competition with one another, and so
the aim of this study was to understand the different ways in which these facets can combine
to influence wellbeing. In this study, we expected that we would see potential profiles that
suggest that differences in arousal-desire alignment exist, however that was not the case due
to several reasons that are discussed later in the thesis. However, this study still makes an
important contribution in that it supports previous findings showing the importance of not
only arousal and desire in our wellbeing, but the importance of considering multiple facets of
sexual activation, and how it is important to consider the influence of these facets in
combination with one another.

In the second and third studies, presented in Chapter 3, we aimed to examine whether
people experience differences in the alignment between their arousal and desire, and how this
impacts relationship and sexual satisfaction. We achieved this by using polynomial regression
and response surface analysis (RSA) to model the effects of matching and mismatching
across the two predictors, avoiding the statistical limitations of other analytical methods. In
Chapter 3, we use the terms ‘matching’ and ‘mismatching’ when discussing arousal-desire
alignment, as this is in line with the terminology often used with this analytical approach.
Across both studies, matching between arousal and desire was particularly important for both
relationship and sexual satisfaction, but mismatches were not harmful. We also examined
whether (mis)matches would be impacted by the individual difference of implicit sexual
beliefs.

Chapter 4 presents a fourth study, which expanded on Chapter 3 to assess whether

daily fluctuations in arousal-desire alignment could be related to daily fluctuations in sexual
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satisfaction and frequency. We assessed whether arousal-desire (mis)alignment fluctuated
daily across an 8-day diary study, and whether such fluctuations influenced people’s daily
sexual satisfaction as well as decisions to engage in intimacy. On days when people reported
greater alignment, they also reported greater sexual satisfaction following this, however they
were not more likely to have engaged in sexual intimacy. However, people who experienced
greater alignment across the diary period engaged in sex more frequently. We also examined
the role of implicit sexual beliefs in this study, in which we saw that arousal-desire alignment
was most important for those who held high sexual destiny beliefs.

In the fifth and final study, presented in Chapter 5, we tested whether arousal-desire
alignment might be beneficial when navigating the stressful situation of discussing sexual
wants and needs with a romantic partner. Discussions about sex require being confident about
sexual needs and being mutually responsive to your partner’s needs. We expected that
alignment between arousal and desire could increase whether people feel like they have the
resources to respond to their partner’s requests, due to the consonance of mind and body
states, leading to the more adaptive stress response of challenge. Conversely, we expected
that less alignment could lead to a lack of perceived resources, due to the dissonance between
mind and body states, leading to greater threat which is a negative form of stress. Applying
the biopsychosocial model of challenge and threat (BPS-CT), we tested whether greater
arousal-desire alignment would lead to greater experiences of challenge during discussions
about sex with their partner, and with dissonance mediating this association. However, our
hypotheses were not fully supported. However, based on our secondary aim for this study, we
did find further support that arousal-desire alignment predicted greater sexual and
relationship satisfaction in both men and women. Additionally, we found that women’s
alignment was important for men’s relationship satisfaction, extending our knowledge of the

potential effects of arousal-desire alignment for the partner.
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Overall, this thesis offers a novel exploration of how sexual arousal and desire can
impact a range of personal and relational wellbeing outcomes. In particular, by exploring the
association between arousal and desire, and how their alignment can have positive
implications, it offers a new approach to researching arousal and desire and calls for a shift in
the theoretical approach for examining the two. Moreover, it provides support for, and
evidence that, applying relationship psychology theories and methods to study sexuality is
beneficial for both fields. Finally, this thesis offers potential practical implications with
suggestions for future research and interventions that could help people bolster the benefits

that we gain from having good sex in our relationships.
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Chapter 2 - Taking a “Person-Centered” Approach in the Bedroom: Constellations of
Sexual Activation, and their Association with Typologies of Sexual, Relational, and

Psychological Wellbeing
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Author’s Note

This chapter details Study 1, in which we tested whether different facets of sexual

activation combine to influence sexual, relational, and psychological wellbeing.

When using latent profile analysis to look at different profiles of sexual activation, we
expected we would see profiles wherein people had reported high levels of both arousal and
desire, or low levels of both. However, we also anticipated potentially finding profiles with
high desire and low arousal, and low desire with high arousal. Unfortunately, we did not find
these expected profiles, and all profiles only included aligned arousal and desire, whether this
was high or low. Therefore, this chapter is different from the other chapters presented in this
thesis as it the only one to not discuss the alignment between arousal and desire.
Nevertheless, it still makes valuable contributions to the field by demonstrating that different

profiles of sexual activation are differentially associated with wellbeing outcomes.

The pre-registered hypotheses and analysis plans can be found at the following link:

https://osf.io/g3wSt/overview?view_only=404eab71a07a4739be71799086027f46.

This chapter will be submitted for publication:

Tasker, C., & Lamarche, V.M., Taking a “Person-Centered” Approach in the Bedroom:
Constellations of Sexual Fulfilment, and their Association with Typologies of Sexual,

Relationship, and Psychological Wellbeing.


https://osf.io/g3w5f/overview?view_only=404eab71a07a4739be71799086027f46

39

Abstract

The links between sex and wellbeing are well documented. However, despite people’s
experiences with sex being multifaceted, the facets that underlie people’s evaluations of their
sex lives—such as their arousal and desire, how frequently they have sex, or whether or not
they are having sex as often as they would ideally like—have historically been tested
independently or in competition with each other. Consequently, the different ways in which
these facets can combine to influence sexual, relational and psychological wellbeing have
been ignored. The current study (n = 705) of adults in committed relationships aimed to take
a person-centered, rather than variable-centered, approach to understanding the different
constellations of sexual activation and how they related to different typologies of relational,
sexual, and psychological wellbeing. Latent profile analysis suggested four profiles of sexual
activation (disengaged, apathetic, unsatiated, satiated), in addition to three typologies for each
domain of wellbeing. Using loglinear modelling, we tested the likelihood of constellation
membership predicting typologies membership. These findings suggest different profiles of
sexual activation were differentially associated with wellbeing typologies. For example,
profiles with marked deficits in arousal and desire, but who were still having frequent sex that
met their needs, showed deficits in their relational wellbeing. However, the same was not true
for profiles with deficits in sexual frequency, where people thrived in their relational
wellbeing, but experienced deficits in their sexual wellbeing. Overall, our findings point to
unique vulnerabilities and experiences with sexual activation and highlight the value of

conceptualizing sexual activation as a multifaceted construct.
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Introduction

Sex is a fundamental part of human life (Satcher, 2001). It promotes bonding and
intimacy, fulfils social and personal needs, and is connected to our physical and mental health
(Bancroft, 2002; Satcher, 2001, 2013). The activation of our sexual systems can be monitored
in several ways, be it psychological through desire and whether our sexual needs are being
met, physiological through arousal, or behavioral through frequency. Research has frequently
documented how each of these facets of sexual activation are independently associated with
sexual, relational, and psychological wellbeing. For example, people who have experience
more desire or arousal are happier with their sex lives and their relationships (Brezsnyak &
Whisman, 2004; Chao et al., 2011; Heiman, Long, et al., 2011; Impett et al., 2015; Lawless et
al., 2022; Mark & Lasslo, 2018). Similarly having sex more often is associated with greater
sexual, relational, and psychological wellbeing (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak &
Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Frederick et al., 2017;
McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), especially when that frequency meets
ideals and needs (Santtila et al., 2007).

However, due to data-centered approaches which test these facets independently, or in
models which put them in competition to account for the most variance above and beyond
their counterparts, there is limited understanding of how these facets of sexual activation
work in combination to influence wellbeing. This is an important limitation because people
do not always experience the different facets of sexual activation in isolation from each other.
For example, desire and arousal sometimes precede each other, or can co-occur (Basson,
2000; Both et al., 2007; Goldey & van Anders, 2012; Graham et al., 2004; Laan & Both,
2008; Lief, 1977; Masters & Johnson, 1966). People may equally engage in sex without

feeling arousal or desire, but instead to achieve other benefits such as increased intimacy and
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closeness in their relationships (Impett et al., 2015; Impett et al., 2019; Leigh, 1989; Meston
& Buss, 2007; Muise & Impett, 2016; Watson et al., 2017).

By contrast, person-centered approaches such as latent profile analysis (LPA) allow
us to identify distinct patterns of a combination of responses, unlike variable-centered
approaches which do not allow for identification of associations that exist in combination
(Mathew & Doorenbos, 2022). Furthermore, this approach makes it possible to examine
whether membership in certain combinations of facets predict membership in others.
Consequently, this approach allowed us to first test whether there are different constellations
of sexual activation, and subsequently whether these constellations are more likely to be
represented among different typologies across the domains of sexual, relational, and

psychological wellbeing.

Facets of Sexual Activation

The activation of people’s sexual systems can be monitored in several ways: from the
psychological and physiological drives which motivate sexual behavior, to the frequency with
which people engage in sexual acts, and the evaluations of whether this is in alignment with
expectations. These facets of sexual activation can be experienced in a combination of
meaningful ways. Desire captures the psychological motivations behind sexual behavior
(Laan & Both, 2008; Levine, 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999). By contrast, subjective sexual
arousal captures a person’s awareness of the physiological changes in their body in response
to stimuli (Laan & Both, 2008; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). Whilst arousal and desire are often
co-occur (Brotto et al., 2010; Brotto et al., 2009), they are distinct components of sexual
activation. Clinical evidence shows that arousal and desire dysfunctions are differentiated in
terms of their symptomology (Sarin et al., 2013). For example, someone can experience
dysfunctions in genital arousal, despite still reporting normal desire. Likewise, people who

report problems with desire do not always suffer with genital arousal dysfunction.
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Furthermore, the strength of the association between arousal and desire is context-dependent
and varies based on factors including the quality of the relationship with the partner
(Blumenstock et al., 2024). These findings support longstanding models of sexual response
that conceptualize arousal and desire as separate processes (e.g., Basson, 2000; Kaplan, 1974;
Laan & Both, 2008; Lief, 1977).

Similarly, being aroused or feeling desire, does not guarantee that sex will occur. On
average, couples in established romantic relationship report having sex once a week
(Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Call et al., 1995). However, there is considerable variability
across couples, with some couples having sex a lot more or a lot less than the once-per-week
average (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004). For some, this variability is a function of personal
preferences. For others, it is due to compounding factors due to age (Call et al., 1995;
Karraker et al., 2011), relationship length (Call et al., 1995; McNulty et al., 2016), competing
demands (Ahlborg et al., 2005; Jawed-Wessel & Sevick, 2017), and health (Basson, 2010;
Bodenmann et al., 2010; Shen, 2019). And while some people may be having sex less often
than preferred, others may be engaging in sex on days where they experience low desire and
arousal in order to meet their partners’ needs (Impett et al., 2015; Impett et al., 2019).
Consequently, ideal preferences, actual behavior, and internal desires and arousal may not
always align. Thus, limiting our understanding to these different representations of sexual
activation to which individual facet is most strongly associated with wellbeing presents an

incomplete picture of a person’s sex life.

Sexual Activation and Wellbeing

There is extensive research demonstrating arousal, desire, sexual frequency, and
ideals’ independent associations with sexual, relational, and psychological wellbeing. Firstly,
people who have greater desire for their partners are more satisfied with their relationships

(Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Impett et al., 2015; Mark & Lasslo, 2018), and their sex lives
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(Chao et al., 2011; Heiman, Long, et al., 2011), and are less likely to consider infidelity or
consider ending their relationship (Regan, 2000). Independently, sexual arousal is also
associated with greater relationship and sexual wellbeing, specifically when the partner is the
target of arousal (Heiman, Long, et al., 2011; Lawless et al., 2022). Greater arousal and desire
are also associated with better psychological health (Dosch et al., 2016; Vasconcelos et al.,
2024).

Greater sexual frequency is associated with greater relationship satisfaction
(Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Muise, Schimmack, et al.,
2016), greater sexual satisfaction (Frederick et al., 2017; McNulty et al., 2016), and greater
happiness and life satisfaction (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Cheng & Smyth, 2015;
Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016). However, more frequent sex is not always better.
Associations between frequency and satisfaction plateau when sexual frequency is above one
a week on average (Loewenstein et al., 2015; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), and
increasing sexual frequency is not always beneficial (Loewenstein et al., 2015). This suggests
frequency alone is not an absolute determinant of wellbeing.

The relationship between one’s ideal and actual sexual frequency is also important for
determining wellbeing. As a partner’s ideals also determine the frequency of sex within the
relationship, and people in happy and satisfying relationships often report occasions in which
they have had consensual sex, without desire, in order to meet their partner’s sexual needs
(Impett et al., 2015; Impett et al., 2019; Muise & Impett, 2016), there are often times when
actual and desired sexual frequency is discrepant. A lack of discrepancy between desired and
actual sexual frequency leads to greater relationship satisfaction (Santtila et al., 2007). Thus,
it is equally important for different domains of wellbeing that sexual frequency aligns with

personal ideals and expectations as it is for couples to be having “averagely” frequent sex.
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Furthermore, different patterns of sexual activation may be associated with different
patterns of wellbeing. Just as sexual activation is multifaceted, so too is wellbeing (Hallerod
& Seldén, 2013; Merwin & Rosen, 2020; Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Wellbeing in
each domain is often correlated. Experiencing positive relationships can lead to greater
psychological wellbeing (Gomez-Lopez et al., 2019; Londero-Santos et al., 2021; Resand et
al., 2012; Ross, 1995; Stack & Eshleman, 1998; Till et al., 2016), positive psychological
wellbeing and being free from stress and depression is associated with sexual wellbeing
(Arcos-Romero & Calvillo, 2023; Lapping-Carr et al., 2023; Tavares et al., 2019), and people
who are happier in their sex lives are also happier in their relationships (Fallis et al., 2016;
Park et al., 2023; Sprecher, 2002). However, the latent factors contributing to differences in
wellbeing also differ depending on the domain (Merwin & Rosen, 2020). For example, both
sexual satisfaction and relationship satisfaction can be predicted by different variables. An
example is that declines in sexual satisfaction can be predicted by age (Buczak-Stec et al.,
2021; Quinn-Nilas, 2020), but relationship satisfaction is not (Biihler et al., 2021; Quinn-
Nilas, 2020). People can also report being sexually satisfied but not necessarily satisfied in
their relationships (Impett et al., 2014; McNulty et al., 2016; Montesi et al., 2011). Similarly,
someone may be really dissatisfied with their life overall, but very satisfied with their
relationship (Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995).

Not only does wellbeing vary across domains, but the individual facets that contribute
to domain-level wellbeing are equally diverse (Impett et al., 2014; McNulty et al., 2016;
Montesi et al., 2011). For instance, sexual wellbeing can include an evaluation of sexual self-
efficacy, sexual confidence and self-esteem, and sexual satisfaction (Martin & Woodgate,
2020). Due to the subjectivity and variability of wellbeing, which are influenced by social
and cultural contexts (Lorimer et al., 2019; Mitchell et al., 2021), these domains may differ

from one another. For example, one might be satisfied with their own sexual capabilities,
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however may be unsatisfied with their sex lives as a whole due to reasons relating to the
sexual partner. Similarly, relational wellbeing and psychological wellbeing are similarly
multi-faceted, with highs on one facet not precluding lows on another (Adler et al., 2017;
Fincham & Rogge, 2010; Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Thus, in order to understand how
different experiences with sexual activation influence wellbeing, it is equally important to

consider wellbeing across domains and across typologies within those domains.

Taking a ‘Person-Centered’ Approach

Despite the recognition that sexual activation and wellbeing are multifaceted
experiences, most prior research has used variable and data-centered approaches to examine
the influence of one on the other. These variable-centered approaches, which test how facets
of sexual activation contribute to wellbeing above and beyond the others, by design obfuscate
the facets’ combined influence. This is an important limitation in our understanding of how
sexual activation contributes to wellbeing because people do not experience these facets in a
vacuum—rather they experience the presence or absence of each aspect of sexual activation
alongside the others, and how this leads to different types of experiences of wellbeing.

Rather than relying on variable-centered approaches like regression, latent profile
analysis (LPA) is a person-centered technique to examine hidden groups in the data, by
finding the probability that each individual belongs to that group (Ferguson et al., 2020). It
allows for the identification of distinct patterns of a combination of responses (Mathew &
Doorenbos, 2022), unlike variable-centered approaches which do not allow for identification
of associations that exist in combination. Thus, LPA makes it possible to test whether there
are different constellations of sexual activation (e.g., a profile with high arousal, high desire,
but low sexual frequency that doesn’t meet one’s ideals), as well as different typologies of
sexual, relational and psychological wellbeing. Additionally, loglinear modelling

(Asparouhov & Muthén, 2020; Hagenaars, 1993) can be used to predict whether the
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belonging to a certain constellation of sexual activation leads to a higher probability of

belonging to a specific wellbeing typology across domains.

Study 1 Overview

People monitor the activation of their sexual systems through subjective experiences
of arousal, desire, sexual frequency, and whether this frequency is aligned with their ideal
preferences. Independently, each of these facets contribute to sexual, relational, and
psychological wellbeing (e.g., Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004;
Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Chao et al., 2011; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Dosch et al., 2016;
Frederick et al., 2017; Heiman, Long, et al., 2011; Impett et al., 2015; Lawless et al., 2022;
McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Santtila et al., 2007). However, this
variable-centered approach is reductive and unrealistic as we know that people do not
experience these dimensions of sexual activation in isolation, and they each influence one
another (Basson, 2000; Both et al., 2007; Goldey & van Anders, 2012; Graham et al., 2004;
Laan & Both, 2008; Lief, 1977; Masters & Johnson, 1966; Meston & Buss, 2007). Instead,
person-centered analysis such as LPA allows for the identification of outcomes as a result of
different combinations of sexual activation facets (Mathew & Doorenbos, 2022).

Our aim for this study was to look at four aspects of sexual activation, that are usually
examined in isolation to one another, but have all been used as proxies to measure a person’s
sexual activation. We wanted to examine a person’s internal motivations for having sex (i.e.
sexual arousal and sexual desire) alongside their sexual frequency, as arousal and desire drive
how frequently a person is engaging in sex. Including both arousal and desire allowed for the
indexing of activation of the sexual system across both the body (i.e., subjective awareness of
physiological arousal), and the mind (i.e., subjective desire). However, people may
experience a presence of arousal and/or desire without the opportunity to act on such

motivations, or are motivated to have sex with a partner despite low arousal and/or desire
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(e.g., Impett & Peplau, 2003). Thus, including a measure of how often people have sex with
their partners on average provides insight into how opportunity may meaningfully interact
with experiences of arousal and desire. Finally, frequency alone may belie meaningful
differences in personal ideals. Frequency is not determined only by internal motivations to
engage in sex, but also by external factors, for example how often the sexual partner wishes
to engage in sex. Whilst having sex more often than the population average is associated with
positive outcomes (e.g., McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), it does not
speak to individual preferences. Someone who has high desire, arousal, and is having sex
more often than average, and yet feels like it is less often than they prefer, may have different
associations with wellbeing than those who are having sex less often than the population
average, and yet as often as their ideal. Therefore, discrepancies between ideal and actual
sexual frequency are also important in determining wellbeing, and are interrelated with
sexual frequency, and internal motivations to engage in sex. Thus, the constellation of sexual
activation allows for profiles to emerge across all possible combinations of sexual motivation
from the body and mind, sexual opportunity, and sexual ideals. Furthermore, there is a
limited understanding of how different constellations of sexual activation contribute to
wellbeing, and whether these associations are uniform or different across wellbeing domains.
Study 1 takes a person-centered approach to understand different experiences with
sexual activation, and extends beyond this to test whether sexual activation constellations are
associated with different typologies of relational, sexual and psychological wellbeing. First,
we tested whether the LPA could identify different constellations of sexual activation as
measured by subjective arousal, desire, sexual frequency, and whether the frequency aligned
with a person’s ideals. These facets were selected based on the extensive literature
demonstrating their independent associations with wellbeing across domains (e.g.,

Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995;
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Chao et al., 2011; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Dosch et al., 2016; Frederick et al., 2017; Heiman,
Long, et al., 2011; Impett et al., 2015; Lawless et al., 2022; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise,
Schimmack, et al., 2016; Santtila et al., 2007).

Next, we used loglinear modelling to test whether profiles of sexual activation could
predict membership likelihood for typologies of relational, sexual, and psychological
wellbeing. To build typologies of relational wellbeing, we included measures of relationship
satisfaction, perceived partner responsiveness, relationship flourishing, and relationship
strain. These measures aligned with previous arguments which state that it is important to
capture both negative and positive evaluations of the relationship due to their conceptual
distinctness (Fincham & Linfield, 1997; Fincham & Rogge, 2010). Consequently, the
selected measures captured both positive (e.g., satisfaction; perceived partner responsiveness;
flourishing) and negative experiences within the relationship (e.g., strain). These measures
also differed as a function of eudaimonic evaluations of the relationship (i.e. flourishing;
perceived partner responsiveness) which represent meaning, purpose, growth, realized
potential, and feeling understood and cared for within the relationship (Fowers et al., 2016;
Pancheva et al., 2021; Ryff, 1989), and hedonic evaluations which capture positive (vs
negative) experiences (i.e. satisfaction; strain). Therefore, the four measures chosen represent
both positive and negative relationship experiences, as well as eudaimonic and hedonic
evaluations of these experiences, representing four conceptually distinct components that
summarize relationship wellbeing. To build typologies of sexual wellbeing, we included
measures of satisfaction with psychological responsiveness, harmonious sexual passion,
sexual esteem, and sexual depression. This is consistent with past work which conceptualizes
sexual wellbeing as more than just the absence of dysfunctions (Laumann et al., 2006; Martin
& Woodgate, 2020) and includes both positive and negative evaluations of sexual

experiences. Therefore, our selected measures captured both positive (e.g., sexual response
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satisfaction; harmonious sexual passion; sexual esteem) and negative experiences within the
sexual relationship (e.g., sexual depression). We also wanted to ensure our measure of sexual
wellbeing included evaluations of one’s own performance during sex, rather than just the
sexual relationship as a whole. Therefore, our measure of physiological responsiveness
captured how satisfied participants were with their body’s performance during sex, and the
sexual esteem measure captured how good one believes themselves to be as a sexual partner.
Finally, to measure typologies of psychological wellbeing we included measures of life
satisfaction, flourishing, anxiety and depression, and perceived stress. These measures
aligned with the multidimensional nature of psychological wellbeing (Ryff, 1989; Ryff &
Keyes, 1995), as well as definitions that emphasize that psychological wellbeing is more than
just the absence of psychological disorders (Adler et al., 2017), and instead reflect the
positive (i.e., satisfaction, flourishing) and negative (i.e., anxiety, depression, stress)
experiences people encounter in their everyday lives.

Study materials, raw data, and codebooks are available on the project’s OSF

repository: https://osf.io/g3w5f/?view_only=404eab71a07a4739be71799086027{46.

Methods

Participants

One thousand, one hundred and thirty-six participants were originally recruited for the
study. Participants were recruited through posters distributed across the lead author’s
university campus, through the departmental student recruitment platform, in addition to
being shared on social media. Students received course credit (if eligible), and all other
participants were entered into a drawing for one of four £50 Amazon vouchers. Participants
had to be at least 18 years of age, in a committed relationship, sexually active within the past

12 months, and affirmed that they would give their best answers on an integrity check


https://osf.io/g3w5f/?view_only=404eab71a07a4739be71799086027f46

50

question (Geisen, 2022) to be eligible to participate. Of the eligible participants, 410
participants were dropped for not completing the full survey, 7 participants were dropped for
identifying as asexual', and 23 participants were dropped for not answering more than one
question for each of the target variables for LPA analysis®. This left 696 participants, which is
a similar sample size to that of studies using a similar analytic plan (Spurk et al., 2020), and
is above the suggested minimum of 500 from a previous simulation study (Nylund et al.,
2007). Participants (75% women; 22% men; 3% another gender category) were between the
ages of 18 and 71 (Mage = 27.07, SD = 7.88), and the majority identified as heterosexual
(68%; 21% bisexual; 5% homosexual; 4% pansexual; and less than 1% identified as queer or
another unlisted sexual orientation), British (73%; 15% any other White background; 4%
White and Asian; 3% White and Black African; 2% Indian; 2% White and Black Caribbean;
2% Irish; 2% any other mixed or multiple ethnic background), monogamous (94%; 6%
consensually non-monogamous/polyamorous/another relationship style), and in an
exclusively or committed dating relationship (71%; 18% married/in a civil union or common-
law partnership; 11% engaged). The relationship length of participants spanned between 1

month and 54 years (Miength = 4.75years, SD = 6.25).

Procedure

Participants were invited to participate in an online study. Following informed
consent, completed a series of pre-screening questions to assess their eligibility prior to
starting the main experiment. Eligible participants (i.e., 18 years of age or older; in a

romantic relationship; had sex with their partner in the past 12 months) next answered

! The decision to exclude asexual participants prior to analysis was made because as we decided it could have
unknown effects on measures of arousal, desire, sexual frequency, and sexual wellbeing, that were not within
the scope of Study 1.

2 As a large number of participants were excluded from Study 1, analyses were conducted to compare
demographic differences between retained and excluded participants to test for any potential bias. There were no
significant demographic differences between participants who were retained and those who discontinued before
reaching the end of the study, or were excluded from the analyses (see Appendix Al).
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demographic questions (e.g., age, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, relationship status,
relationship style, and relationship length) followed by the measures of sexual activation, and
then the measures of relational, sexual and psychological wellbeing (questions were
counterbalanced within domains). Participants were then debriefed, thanked for their time,

and invited to enter a prize draw for one of four £20 Amazon vouchers.

Measures

Sexual Activation: We identified four measures to capture sexual activation: sexual
arousal, sexual desire, sexual frequency, and sexual frequency discrepancy. These facets of
sexual activation have each been independently associated with wellbeing across domains
(Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Frederick et al., 2017; Heiman,
Long, et al., 2011; Lawless et al., 2022; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al.,
2016; Regan, 2000; Santtila et al., 2007), and can vary across people and situations (Basson,
2000; Both et al., 2007; Goldey & van Anders, 2012; Graham et al., 2004; Impett et al., 2015;
Impett et al., 2019; Laan & Both, 2008; Lief, 1977; Masters & Johnson, 1966; Meston &
Buss, 2007).

Arousal and Desire. Two subscales adapted from the Sexual Arousal and Desire
Inventory (Toledano & Pfaus, 2006) were created to uniquely capture sexual arousal versus
sexual desire. These subscales were psychometrically validated via confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA)>. The arousal scale included the items: tingly all over, sensitive to touch,
flushed, breathe faster/pant, quivering sensations, genitals reddish, throbs in genital area,
warm all over, tingling genital area, and heart beats faster. Reliability for this scale was good
(a =.89). The desire scale included the items: urge to satisfy, driven, enthusiastic, tempted,

passionate, fantasize about sex, sensual, seductive, naughty, and horny. Reliability for this

3 The confirmatory factor analysis and selection decisions for the items used in the subscales are described in
detail in Appendix A2.
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scale was good (a = .90). The items for each subscale were averaged, with higher scores
reflecting greater arousal/desire (1 = does not describe at all, 5 = completely describes).

Sexual Frequency. Sexual frequency was measured using a single-item question
(How often do you have sex with your/a partner; 1 = never, 7 = more than once a day).

Sexual Frequency Discrepancy. Sexual frequency discrepancy was measured using a
single-item question (Would you say that how often you have sex with your/a partner is less
than, greater than or equal to your ideal; 1 = very much less than ideal, 7 = very much more
than ideal).

Relational Wellbeing: We identified four measures to operationalize relationship
wellbeing: relationship satisfaction, perceived partner responsiveness, relationship
flourishing, and relationship strain.

Relationship Satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was measured using Rusbult’s
Relationship Satisfaction Level Subscale (Rusbult et al., 1998), a 5-item measure that aims to
measure satisfaction within the relationship (e.g., ‘My partner fulfils my needs for intimacy’)
(1 =don’t agree at all, 4 = agree completely). Reliability for this measure was high (a = .89).

Perceived Partner Responsiveness. Perceived partner responsiveness was measured
using the 12-item version of the Perceived Partner Responsiveness Scale (Reis et al., 2017)
that measures what an individual’s perceived responsiveness of their romantic partner is (e.g.,
‘My partner usually really listens to me’) (1 = not at all true, 5 = completely true). Reliability
for this measure was high (a = .95).

Relationship Flourishing. Relationship flourishing was measured using the
Relationship Flourishing Scale (Fowers et al., 2016), a 12-item scale which aims to measure
personal growth, relational giving, and goal sharing (e.g, ‘I have more success in my

important goals because of my partner’s help’, ‘Talking with my partner helps me to see
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things in new ways’; 1 = strongly disagree/never, 5 = strongly agree/always). Reliability for
this measure was high (a = .90).

Relationship Strain. Relationship strain was measured using the Relationship Strain
subscale from the Indicators of Social Support and Strain Measure (Walen & Lachman,
2000), which is a 4-item subscale which aims to measure strain in the relationship (e.g. ‘How
often do they criticize you?’; 1 = often, 4 = never). Reliability for this measure was high (a =
7).

Sexual Wellbeing: We identified four measures to operationalize sexual wellbeing:
satisfaction with psychological responsiveness, harmonious sexual passion, sexual esteem,
and sexual depression.

Satisfaction with Physiological Responsiveness. The Sexual Response Satisfaction
measure comprised three questions to ascertain information about the participant’s
satisfaction with their own physiological sexual response: ‘How satisfied are you with how
often you feel physically aroused before or during sexual activity?’, ‘How satisfied are you
with how your body physically responds to sex or sexual intimacy?’, and ‘How satisfied are
you with how you physically feel during sex?’. Reliability for this measure was high (a =
81).

Harmonious Passion. The Harmonious Sexual Passion Scale (Philippe et al., 2017) is
a 3-item scale that measures whether sex is in harmony with other things in an individual's
life (e.g., ‘Sex is harmony with the other things that are a part of me’; 1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree). Reliability for this measure was high (a = .91).

Sexual Esteem. The Sexual-Esteem Subscale is a 10-item scale from the Sexuality
Scale (Snell Jr & Papini, 1989) that measures an individual’s self-esteem regarding their
sexual ability on a 7-point scale (e.g., ‘I am a good sexual partner’; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 =

strongly agree). Reliability for this measure was high (a = .93).
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Sexual Depression. The Sexual-Depression Subscale is also a 10-item subscale from
the Sexuality Scale (Snell Jr & Papini, 1989) which measures an individual’s depression
regarding their sexuality (e.g. ‘I am depressed about the sexual aspects of my life’; 1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Reliability for this measure was high (a = .89).

Psychological Wellbeing: The psychological wellbeing typology consisted of four
measures; life satisfaction, flourishing, anxiety and depression, and perceived stress.

Life Satisfaction. Life satisfaction was measured using the Abbreviated Satisfaction
with Life Scale (Kjell & Diener, 2021), a 3-item scale that measures an individual's
satisfaction with their life (e.g., ‘I am satisfied with my life’; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree). Reliability for this measure was high (a = .87).

Flourishing. Flourishing was measured using The Flourishing Scale (Diener et al.,
2009), an 8-item measure that assesses an individual’s self-perceived self-esteem, purpose,
and optimism (e.g., ‘I lead a purposeful and meaningful life’; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree). Reliability for this measure was high (a = .89).

Perceived Stress. Perceived stress was measured using the Perceived Stress Scale
(Cohen et al., 1983) which aims to measure a participant’s perceived stress over the past
month (e.g., ‘In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the
important things in your life?’; 0 = never, 4 = very often). Reliability for this measure was
high (a = .85).

Anxiety and Depression. Anxiety and depression was measured using the anxiety and
depression subscales from the DSM-5 Cross Cutting Symptom Assessment (Narrow et al.,
2013) which will assess the participant’s anxiety and depression symptoms (e.g., ‘During the
past two weeks, how much have you been bothered by the following problems... little interest
or pleasure in doing things?’; 0 = not at all, 4 = severely (nearly every day)). Reliability for

this measure was high (a = .86).
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Results

Analytic Strategy

Before proceeding with the main data analysis, data from participants who met the exclusion
criteria (those who self-identified as asexual, those who did not complete the full survey,
those who did not answer more than one question for each of the target variables for LPA
analysis) was removed. RStudio was used to re-code variables, and to create averages for
each scale, for each participant. The main analytic plan followed that of Xia and Hudac
(2023). Descriptive statistics and correlations between items are listed in Table 2.1. The
analyses were conducted in MPlus version 8.10 (Muthén & Muthén, 2023) in three steps.
Step 1 was to use latent profile analysis (LPA) to identify the latent profiles of sexual
activation. Arousal, desire, sexual frequency, and sexual frequency discrepancy, were used as
indicators to categorize the sample into separate subgroups, with the profile memberships
represented as latent variables in LPA. Model estimation was checked with 7000 random sets
of initial start values, with 200 iterations for each start, and the best 200 solutions were
retained for final stage optimization in each tested model as recommended by Hipp and Bauer
(2006). Model selection was evaluated by examining the model fit indices, profile stability,
and theoretical interpretability (Yu & Park, 2014). Several model fit indices were used to
evaluate each model. A significant Lo-Mendell-Rubin test (LMR; Lo et al., 2001) or a
significant bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT; McLachlan & Peel, 2000) indicated that
the model fit significantly better than that of a model with one less profile. Lower values in
the Akaike information criterion (AIC; Akaike, 1974), Bayesian information criterion (BIC;
Schwarz, 1978) and sample-size adjusted Bayesian information criterion (a-BIC; Sclove,
1987) indicated that the model had a better fit. A higher level of entropy indicated the model
had better classification utility (Celeux & Soromenho, 1996). It is important to note that

entropy should not be used alone to determine the optimal number of profiles (Lubke &
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Table 2.1.

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations for Sexual Arousal, Sexual Desire, Sexual Frequency, Satisfaction with Sexual Response, Harmonious Sexual
Passion, Sexual Esteem, Sexual Depression, Relationship Satisfaction, Perceived Partner Responsiveness, Relationship Flourishing, Relationship Strain, Life
Satisfaction, Flourishing, Perceived Stress, and Anxiety & Depression

1 Sexual Arousal -

2 Sexual Desire 0.68%%* -

3 Sexual 0 25 0.30%%% i

Frequency ’ ’

4 Sexual

Frequency 0.13%%* 0.16%%*  (.52%%*%* -
Discrepancy

5 Satisfaction
with Sexual 0.42%%* 0.53%** 0.29%%* 0.15%%** -
Response

6 Harmonious

EEE 0.48%%x* 0.5%%* (0.34%%% 0.53%%x*
Sexual Passion ’ ’ ’ ’ ’

7 Sexual Esteem 0.26%**  0.36%*¥*  0.26%** 0.09* 0.38***  (.43%** -

8 Sexual

. -0.36%**  Q.52%F* (. 43%FF  _(25%FkF  _(.66%FF  -0.62%FF  (.47FF* -
Depression ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’
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9 Relationship 0.28%%% 0.33%%x 0.23%%% 0.1 %% 0.4%%% 0.4 %%% 0.23%%k% () 54%%% _
Satisfaction ' ’ ' ’ ’ ’ ’ ’
10 Perceived
Partner 0.3%** 0.35%** (. 16*** (. 14%** (0 42%** (0 39%kx () 23kkx () 48*k** () 83*** -
Responsiveness
11 Relationship 0.33%%% (0.39%%% 0.17%%* 0.15%%* .42 %% .42 %% 0.24%%k% () 4TH¥% () TTHE* (). gk -
Flourishing . . . . . . . . . .
12 Relationship
Strain -0.07* -0.14%%* -0.06 -0.03 S0.27%%%  LQ21%%k 0, ]1%** 0.38%** (. 53%kk () 57HkK () 43%k* -
13 Life 0.15%%* 0.2] %%+ 0.13%%* 0.15%%* 0.28% % 0.36%%* 0.23%%% () 33%kk (0. 4k (.38 %k 0.39%%%  _() D3k _
Satisfaction ' ’ ' ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’
14 Flourishing 0.26%%%  27%%*  (.16%** 0.1%* 0.34%*%* (0 38%*k* () 37k -0.4%%* 0.39%** (0 41%**  (44%** () ]9FF*  (,64%** -
éfr;esrce‘ved 20.05 003 L013%KE 0,07 -0.18%KF 024k 03kek (Q7Rx 0 3kx (QFRRE QQ4Mkx (R () 5pkx 0 5]%k -
16 Anxiety &
) -0.01 -0.11%* -0, ] %% -0.02 -0.18%** Q. 16%**k  -Q.33%Fk (0 27HFF  (Q22%Fk  _Q2kk¥ () [THEE () 2]F* -0.4%¥% (0 41%FF*  (,68%** -
Depression
Mean 3.24 3.55 4.30 -0.56 5.63 4.99 4.52 2.66 5.89 5.95 5.77 1.91 4.85 5.41 2.96 3.95
SD 0.89 0.86 1.62 1.41 1.37 1.51 1.26 1.16 1.15 1.01 0.89 0.67 1.28 0.91 0.63 1.45

Note. *p < .05, *¥*p <.01, ***p < .001.
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Muthén, 2007; Tein et al., 2013), and thus greater importance was placed on the other model
fit indices. The optimal model was further chosen based on the latent profile membership
probabilities of which we wanted a value of above .80, as recommended by Rost (2006), and

interpreted using the mean levels of each item within the identified profile.

In Step 2, three LPAs were conducted to identify the latent profiles for the typologies
of relationship wellbeing, sexual wellbeing, and psychological wellbeing. For relationship
wellbeing, the four indicators were relationship satisfaction, perceived partner
responsiveness, relationship flourishing, and relationship strain. For sexual wellbeing, the
four indicators of sexual passion, sexual esteem, sexual depression, and satisfaction with
sexual activation were used to categorize the sample into latent profiles. For psychological
wellbeing, the four indicators were life satisfaction, sense of purpose, anxiety and depression,
and perceived stress. The analyses were conducted in the same manner as Step 1, with the
same model identification procedure, model fit criteria, and the same parameters for optimal
model interpretation.

In Step 3, the association between sexual activation profiles and wellbeing profiles
was tested using loglinear modelling with latent variables (Hagenaars, 1993). This method
provides us with the probabilities of wellbeing profile membership, conditional on the sexual
activation profile membership, which allows us to better understand the connection between
the sexual activation constellations and the wellbeing typologies for each type of wellbeing.
Latent profile memberships were saved as Bolck-Croon-Hagenaars (BCH) weights in each
optimal model, as recommended by Bakk and Vermunt (2016) to reduce bias when analyzing
latent categorical variables. The saved BCH weights from the optimal sexual activation
model and each wellbeing model were combined to provide training data for the loglinear
model, where the wellbeing profiles were regression on the sexual activation profiles

(Asparouhov & Muthén, 2020). The probabilities of being in each wellbeing profile,
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conditional on each sexual activation profile were presented. Pairwise significance tests were
conducted to examine the difference in conditional probabilities within each wellbeing
profile. Odds ratios were calculated for significant pairwise comparisons to help describe the

differences (Bray et al., 2010).

Latent Profile Analyses: Identifying the Constellations of Sexual Activation and

Wellbeing Typologies

In Steps 1 and 2, we used latent profile analysis to identify constellations of sexual
activation, and the typologies of relational, sexual, and psychological wellbeing. These
analyses suggested a 4-profile solution for sexual activation, and 3-profile solutions for
relationship wellbeing, sexual wellbeing, and psychological wellbeing.

Constellations of Sexual Activation. Profiles of sexual activation cluster participants
according to whether they are above, below or at mean the sample means on each facet in the
constellation. However, it was decided that the point of comparison for mean frequency
ideals would be the scale midpoint (3.50 = ideal sexual frequency, vs. 1 = much less than
ideal or 7 = much more than ideal), rather than the sample mean (M = 3.93), as it had greater
theoretical interpretability.

When considering models for model selection, we checked that there were no model
identification errors, that the lowest log-likelihood values was replicated, and that each
profile contains above N = 25 as recommended by Lubke and Neale (2006). Among the LPA
models of sexual activation, models with 1- to 5- profiles were well-identified and considered
for model selection. Models with more than 5 profiles contained profiles that had less than
the recommended sample size of 25. Table 2.2 presents the model fit information for sexual
activation, with entropy ranging from 0.718 (3-profile model) to 0.836 (5-profile model).
LMR was significant in models with 2- to 4- profiles, and BLRT was significant in models

with 2- to 5- profiles. Of models where the LMR was significant, the AIC, BIC, and a-BIC



60

were lowest in the 4-profile model. In the 4-profile model, all identified profiles were
theoretically distinct from each other, and thus the 4-profile model was selected as the

optimal model for further interpretation and analysis®.

Table 2.2.
Model Fit Information for Sexual Activation

One-Profile Two-Profile Three-Profile = Four-Profile  Five-Profile
No. of Profiles

Model Model Model Model Model
Free Parameters 8 13 18 23 28
Log-Likelihood -4338.459 -4113.616 -4056.968 -3998.025 -3958.053
AIC 8692.919 8253.232 8149.936 8042.051 7972.105
BIC 8729.282 8312.321 8231.752 8146.594 8099.375
a-BIC 8703.880 8271.044 8174.599 8073.565 8010.470
Entropy - 0.752 0.718 0.746 0.836
LMR - p <.001 p<.010 p=.012 p=.261
BLRT - p<.001 p<.001 p<.001 p <.001

Profile Counts (Fit Probabilities)

P1 - 229 (.91) 126 (.88) 115 (.89) 77 (91)
P2 - 467 (.94) 307 (.85) 146 (.80) 334 (.91)
P3 - - 263 (.89) 232 (.89) 149 (.87)
P4 - - - 203 (.86) 59 (.98)
P5 - - - - 77 (.83)

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; a-BIC =
sample size adjusted BIC; LMR = Lo-Mendell-Rubin test; BLRT = bootstrapped likelihood
ratio test; P = profile number. Dashes indicate criterion is not applicable; gray column indicates
selected model.
Table 2.3 presents the factor means for each profile in the 4-profile model of sexual
activation. The first constellation, the disengaged, represented 17% of the sample. The
disengaged were characterized by arousal and desire that was below the sample mean. They

were having sex less often than the sample mean, and they also felt this was less often than

their ideal sexual frequency. The second constellation, the apathetic, represented 21% of the

4 As the rest of the thesis is primarily concerned with arousal-desire alignment, and not the amount of sex people
are having and whether this is meeting our needs, we ran a latent profile analysis with just arousal and desire to
see if similar profiles would exist. The 3-profile model was selected as the optimal model. More details can be
found in Appendix A3.
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Table 2.3.
Parameter Estimates for the Four Profile Model of Sexual Activation
P1 P2 P3 P4
Disengaged Apathetic Satiated Unsatiated
Latent Profile Size
(Membership Probability) N=115 N =146 N=1232 N =203
17% 21% 33% 29%

Overall Profile
Sample Specific Item

Means Means
(SD)
Sexual 3.243 2.193° 2.695° 3.868% 3.551*%
Arousal (0.891)
Sexual 3.547 2.393° 3.072° 4.199% 3.827%
Desire (0.862)
Sexual 4.302 2.688° 5.044% 5.748? 2.984°
Frequency (1.616)
Sexual -0.559 -1.598° -0.134 0.175 -1.135°
Frequency (1.408)

Discrepancy

Note. P1 ~ P4 = Profile 1 ~ Profile 4 of Sexual Activation.

 Value is statistically significantly higher than the overall sample mean value at p <
.05.0ther than for sexual frequency discrepancy, wherein * represents that the value is
statistically significantly higher than the scale midpoint of 3.5, which represents an
individual’s ideal sexual frequency.

® Value is statistically significantly lower than the overall sample mean value at p < .05.
Other than for sexual frequency discrepancy, wherein ° represents that the value is
statistically significantly higher than the scale midpoint of 3.5, which represents an
individual’s ideal sexual frequency.

sample. The apathetic were characterized by arousal and desire that was below the sample
mean. However, these people were having sex regularly (i.e., as often as the sample mean)
and felt this was their ideal sexual frequency. The third constellation, the satiated,
represented 33% of the sample. This satiated were characterized with above average arousal
and desire. They were having sex more often than the sample mean and felt this was slightly

more than their ideal sexual frequency. The fourth constellation, the unsatiated, represented

29% of the sample. This unsatiated were also characterized by arousal and desire above the



sample mean. However, the unsatiated were having sex less often than the sample mean,

which was also less often than their ideal sexual frequency. Profiles did not significantly

differ by age or gender”.

Typologies of Relationship Wellbeing. Among the LPA models of relationship

wellbeing, models with 2- to 4- profiles were well-identified and considered for model

selection. Models with more than 4 profiles contained profiles that had less than the

recommended size of 25. Table 2.4 presents the model fit information for relationship

wellbeing, with entropy ranging from 0.852 (4-profile model) to 0.933 (2-profile model).

LMR was significant in 2- and 3-profile models, and BLRT was significant in models with 2-

to 4- profiles. Of models where the LMR was significant, the AIC, BIC, and a-BIC were

lowest in the 3-profile model. Thus, the 3-profile solution was considered as optimal.

Table 2.4.

Model Fit Information for Relationship Wellbeing

No. of Profiles

One-Profile

Two-Profile

Three-Profile

Four-Profile

Model Model Model Model
Free Parameters 8 13 18 23
Log-Likelihood -3692.260 -3021.769 -2761.771 -2663.936
AIC 7400.520 6069.538 5559.541 5373.872
BIC 7436.883 6128.627 5641.358 5478.415
a-BIC 7411.481 6087.350 5584.204 5405.386
Entropy - 0.933 0.892 0.852
LMR - p <.001 p <.001 p=.095
BLRT - p <.001 p <.001 p <.001

Profile Counts (Fit Probabilities)

P1 - 144 (.96) 68 (.98) 50 (.98)
P2 - 552 (.99) 209 (.92) 319 (.93)
P3 - - 419 (.96) 224 (.88)
P4 - - - 103 (.92)

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; a-BIC =
sample size adjusted BIC; LMR = Lo-Mendell-Rubin test; BLRT = bootstrapped likelihood

ratio test; P = profile number. Dashes indicate criterion is not applicable; gray column indicates

selected model.

5 Full analysis of gender and age distributions can be found in Appendix A4.
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Table 2.5.
Parameter Estimates for the Three Profile Model of Relationship Wellbeing
P1 P2 P3
Distressed Stagnating Thriving
Latent Profile Size
(Membership Probability) N=63 N =209 N=419
10% 30% 60%
Overall Sample Profile Specific Item Means
Means
(SD)
Relationship 5.890 3.365° 5.381° 6.558"
Satisfaction (0.892)
Perceived 5.950 3.719° 5.462° 6.559°
Partner (0.862)
Responsiveness
Relationship 5.775 4.122° 5.264° 6.301?
Flourishing (1.617)
Relationship 1.910 2.719° 2.198* 1.633°
Strain (1.407)

Note. P1 ~ P3 = Profile 1 ~ Profile 3 of Relationship Wellbeing.
* Value i1s statistically significantly higher than the overall sample mean value at p <.05.
® Value is statistically significantly lower than the overall sample mean value at p < .05.

Table 2.5 presents the profile-specific item means for the 3-profile solution of
relationship wellbeing. The first typology, the distressed, represented 10% of the sample. The
distressed were characterized by their very low (-2SD below the sample mean) relationship
satisfaction and perceived partner responsiveness. This typology were also experiencing more
strain and were flourishing in their relationships less than the sample means. The second
typology, the stagnating, represented 30% of the sample. The stagnating were characterized
by relationship satisfaction and perceived partner responsiveness that was below the sample
mean. They were also experiencing more strain and were flourishing less than the sample
means. Although the distressed and stagnating profiles have a similar pattern of relationship
dysfunction, it is notable that the distressed are experiencing extreme dysfunction in their

relationships relative to the stagnating who are hovering closer to sample means (albeit
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significantly). The third typology, the thriving, represented the majority of the sample at

60%. The thriving were characterized by relationship satisfaction, perceived partner

responsiveness, and flourishing that was above the sample mean. They also reported less

strain than the sample mean. Profiles did not significantly differ by age or gender (see

Appendix A4).

Typologies of Sexual Wellbeing. Among the LPA models of sexual wellbeing,

models with 1- to 3- profiles were well-identified and considered for model selection. Models

with more than 3 profiles contained profiles with less than the recommended size of 25. Table

2.6 presents the model fit information for sexual wellbeing, with entropy ranging from 0.810

(3-profile model) to 0.844 (2-profile model). LMR and BLRT was significant in 2- to 3-

profile models. The 3-profile model of psychological wellbeing, which had the lowest AIC,

BIC, and a-BIC values, was considered as optimal for further interpretation and analysis.

Table 2.6.

Model Fit Information for Sexual Wellbeing

No. of Profiles

One-Profile Model

Two-Profile Model

Three-Profile Model

Free Parameters 8 13 18
Log-Likelihood -4660.172 -4250.595 -4130.343
AIC 9336.343 8527.190 8296.685
BIC 9372.706 8586.279 8378.502
a-BIC 9347.305 8545.002 8321.348
Entropy - 0.844 0.810
LMR - p <.001 p <.001
BLRT - p <.001 p <.001
Profile Counts (Fit Probabilities)
P1 - 192 (.95) 92 (.91)
P2 - 504 (.96) 240 (.87)
P3 - - 364 (.94)
P4 - - -

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; a-BIC =
sample size adjusted BIC; LMR = Lo-Mendell-Rubin test; BLRT = bootstrapped likelihood
ratio test; P = profile number. Dashes indicate criterion is not applicable; gray column indicates

selected model.
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Table 2.7.
Parameter Estimates for the Three Profile Model of Sexual Wellbeing
P1 P2 P3
Struggling Disassociated Actualized
Latent Profile Size
(Membership Probability) N=9 N =240 N =364
13% 34% 52%
Overall Sample Profile Specific Item Means
Means
(SD)

Satisfaction 5.627 3.251° 5.410 6.367°
with (1.265)
Physiological
Responses
Harmonious 4.990 2.979° 4.418° 5.8712
Passion (1.508)
Sexual Self- 4.519 3.546° 4.026° 5.087%
Esteem (1.258)
Sexual 2.656 4.360° 3.286% 1.813°
Depression (1.156)

Note. P1 ~ P3 = Profile 1 ~ Profile 3 of Sexual Wellbeing.

? Value is statistically significantly higher than the overall sample mean value at p <.05.
® Value is statistically significantly lower than the overall sample mean value at p < .05.

Table 2.7 presents the profile-specific item means for the 3-profile solution of sexual

wellbeing. The first typology, the struggling, represented 13% of the sample. The struggling

were characterized by dissatisfaction with how their bodies respond physiologically during

sex, as well as having poor self-esteem about their abilities as a sexual partner and feeling

like their passion was out of harmony with other parts of their life. The struggling also felt

depressed about their sex life. The second typology, the disassociated, represented 34% of

the sample. The disassociated were characterized by low sexual self-esteem, feeling like their

passion was out of harmony, and greater feelings of sexual depression. However, the

disassociated experienced average satisfaction with how their bodies responded

physiologically during sex, suggesting a potential disconnection between their psychological
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experiences with sex and their physical experiences. The third typology, the actualized,

represented 52% of the sample. The actualized were characterized by reporting satisfaction

with how their bodies responded physiologically during sex that was above the mean, as well

as self-esteem as a sexual partner, and feeling that their passion was in harmony with other

parts of their life, that was above the sample mean. They also reported sexual depression that

was below the sample mean. Profiles did not significantly differ by age or gender (see

Appendix A4).

Typologies of Psychological Wellbeing. Among the LPA models of psychological

wellbeing, models with 1- to 6- profiles were well-identified and considered for model

Table 2.8.
Model Fit Information for Psychological Wellbeing

One- Two- Three- Four- Five- Six-
No. of Profiles Profile Profile Profile Profile Profile Profile

Model Model Model Model Model Model
f,;izme ors 8 13 18 23 28 33
II:?kge_lihood -3994.446  -3660.274 -3516.729 -3479.774 -3438.790 -3411.517
AIC 8004.892  7346.548  7069.459  7005.548  6933.580  6889.035
BIC 8041.255  7405.637  7151.275  7110.091 7060.850  7039.031
a-BIC 8015.853  7364.360  7094.122  7037.062  6971.945  6934.250
Entropy - 0.742 0.772 0.735 0.767 0.740
LMR - p=.081 p <.001 p=.437 p=.016 p=.076
BLRT - p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001

Profile Counts (Fit Probabilities)

P1 - 362 (.92) 104 (.90) 152 (.79) 51(.82) 45 (.89)
P2 - 334 (.93) 360 (.88) 236 (.91) 59 (.88) 32 (.80)
P3 - - 232 (.91) 50 (.88) 243 (.83) 239 (.80)
P4 - - - 258 (.82) 250 (.87) 107 (.86)
P5 - - - - 93 (.84) 174 (.80)
P6 - - - - - 99 (.75)

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; a-BIC =
sample size adjusted BIC; LMR = Lo-Mendell-Rubin test; BLRT = bootstrapped likelihood
ratio test; P = profile number. Dashes indicate criterion is not applicable; gray column indicates

selected model.
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selection. Models with more than 6 profiles produced errors of model nonidentification due to
a profile containing only 1 individual. Table 2.8 presents the model fit information for
psychological wellbeing, with entropy ranging from 0.735 (6-profile model) to 0.772 (3-
profile model). LMR was significant in 3- and 5-profile models, and BLRT was significant in
models with 2- to 6-profiles. Of the models where the LMR was significant, the AIC, BIC,
and a-BIC were lowest in the 5-profile model, however the 5-profile contained profiles that
were theoretically indistinguishable and had latent profile membership probabilities on the
main diagonal that were not above .80, as discussed by Rost (2006). Therefore, the 3-profile
model of psychological wellbeing was considered as cautiously optimal for further

interpretation and analysis.

Table 2.9.
Parameter Estimates for the Three Profile Model of Psychological Wellbeing
P1 P2 P3
Unfulfilled Burdened Euthymic
Latent Profile Size
(Membership Probability) N=104 N =360 N=132
15% 52% 33%
Overall Sample Profile Specific Item Means
Means
(SD)
Life Satisfaction 4.853 3.029° 4.819 5.746
(1.270)
Flourishing 5.405 3.977° 5414 6.053%
(1.512)
Perceived Stress 2.963 3.608* 3.164% 2.370°
(1.254)
Anxiety & 3.954 5.155% 4.510° 2.585°
Depression (1.154)

Note. P1 ~ P3 = Profile 1 ~ Profile 3 of Psychological Wellbeing.
? Value is statistically significantly higher than the overall sample mean value at p < .05.
® Value is statistically significantly lower than the overall sample mean value at p < .05.
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Table 2.9 presents the profile-specific item means for the 3-profile solution of
psychological wellbeing. The first typology, the unfulfilled, represented 15% of the sample.
The unfulfilled were characterized by being less satisfied with their lives and feeling a lack of
flourishing in their lives. The unfulfilled also reported more stress and more anxiety and
depression than the sample mean. The second typology, the burdened, represented 52% of the
sample. The burdened were characterized by life satisfaction and flourishing that was above
the sample mean. However, they also reported being more stressed, and anxious and
depressed than the sample mean. The third typology, the euthymic, represented 33% of the
sample. The euthymic were characterized by feeling more satisfied in life and like they were
flourishing in their lives. They also experienced less stress, and anxiety and depression than

the sample men. Profiles did not significantly differ by age or gender (see Appendix A4).

Loglinear Probabilities of Constellations’ Typographic Membership

In Step 3 we used loglinear modelling with latent variables (Hagenaars, 1993) to test
the probability of each constellation of sexual activation’s membership in each typology of
relationship, sexual and psychological wellbeing. This allowed us to investigate whether
different profiles of sexual activation are differentially associated with different profiles of
wellbeing across domains.

Constellation Membership in Relationship Wellbeing Typologies. Table 2.10
presents the probabilities for relationship wellbeing profile membership condition on sexual
activation profile membership. Entries sum to 1 in each row (each sexual activation
constellation). Table 2.10 depicts the highest conditional probabilities of each wellbeing
typology in bold. The last row in Table 2.10 summarizes the findings of pairwise significance
tests conducted on the difference in conditional probabilities on each sexual activation
constellation (also depicted in Figure 2.1). These results are further illustrated in odds ratios

(calculation procedures refer to Bray et al., 2010), which are also depicted in Table 2.10.
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Figure 2.1.
Greatest probability associations between sexual activation constellations and wellbeing typologies.
Sexual Activation Relationship Wellbeing Sexual Wellbeing Psychological Wellbeing
Constellations Typologies Typologies Typologies

Unfulfilled

Disengaged Struggling

Distressed

33%

1 life satisfact.
1 flourishing
T perceived stress

T anxiety depression

1 response satisfact.
1 harmonious passion
1 esteem

1 arousal
1 desire
1 frequency
| discrepancy

1 | satisfaction
1 | responsiveness
| flourishing

T strain

T depression

Apathetic

—_——

4 arousal
| desire

Burdened

T frequency Stagnating Disassociated -
~ discrepancy 25%
1 satisfaction ~ response satisfact. \\ ~ life satisfact.
| responsiveness 1 harmonious passion ~ flourishing
L flourishing . | esteem I’ T perceived stress
Satiated T strain 4% T depression Il T anxiety depression
T arousal [I
T desire /
T frequency /I
T discrepancy /
32%
/
/
/

Euthymic

Actualized

Thriving

Unsatiated

T arousal T satisfaction T response satisfact. // T life satisfact.

« & . . o .

1 desire T responsiveness T harmonious passion // T flourishing
T esteem / | perceived stress

T flourishing
1 strain

| frequency . .
| anxiety depression

| discrepancy

| depression

—_—— ———

Note. Within each latent profile, || = two standard deviations lower than its sample mean; | = lower than its sample mean; 1 = higher than its
sample mean; ~ = not significantly different from its sample mean. Only the highest conditional probabilities on each wellbeing typology are
listed in this figure; full information of conditional probabilities are listed in Tables 2.10, 2.11, and 2.12. Dashed lines show that despite being
the highest likelihood membership, it was not significantly different than membership in the other typologies.
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Table 2.10.
Probabilities for Relationship Wellbeing Typology Membership Conditional on Sexual Activation
Constellation Membership

Relationship Wellbeing Typologies

Constellations of

Sexual Activation Distressed Stagnating Thriving Pairwise
(RW1) (RW2) (RW3) Comparison
RW1 >RW2,
Disengaged (SA1) 0.41 0.21 0.11 RW3; RW2 >
RW3
) RW1 >RW3;
Apathetic (SA2) 0.42 0.27 0.16 RW2 > RW3
RW2 >RWI;
Satiated (SA3) 0.02 0.24 0.43 RW3 >RWI1,
RW2
Unsatiated (SA4) 0.15 0.28 0.31 RW3 >RWI1

Note. Table entries are row conditional, they sum to 1.0 across columns. RW1 ~ RW3 = three well-
being profiles, SA1 ~ SA4 = four sexual activation profiles. The highest conditional probabilities of
typology membership for each constellation are bold.
Odds ratio information (of success) for each relationship wellbeing typology is listed below:
(SAT) RW1 =2.74 times RW2, 5.84 times RW3. RW2 =2.13 times RW3.
(SA2) RW1 = 3.89 times RW3. RW2 =2.02 times RW3.
(SA3) RW2 =19.53 times RW1. RW3 =46.39 times RW1, 2.38 times RW2.
(SA4) RW3 =2.48 times RW1.
Forty-one percent of people belonging to the disengaged sexual activation
constellation also belonged to the distressed relationship wellbeing typology; 2.74 times more
likely than stagnating, and 5.84 times more likely than thriving. Similarly, 42% of
those in the apathetic sexual activation constellation were also distressed; 3.89 times more
likely than thriving. However, the likelihood of being distressed or stagnating relationship
wellbeing did not differ for those who were apathetic in their sexual activation. People in the

satiated constellation had a very clear pattern of membership across the relationship

wellbeing typologies. They were 2.38 times more likely to be thriving (43%) than stagnating
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(24%), and 46.39 times more likely to be thriving than distressed (2%). Finally, people
belonging to the unsatiated constellation were 2.48 times more likely to

belong to the thriving (31%) than distressed (15%), but the likelihood of belonging to
thriving was not more than belonging to stagnating (28%).

Constellation Membership in Sexual Wellbeing Typologies. Table 2.11 presents the
probabilities for sexual wellbeing profile membership conditional on sexual activation profile
membership. The table depicts the highest conditional probabilities of each sexual wellbeing
typology in bold (also presented in Figure 2.1), and pairwise significance tests and odds ratios
in the last row.

Table 2.11.

Probabilities for Sexual Wellbeing Typology Membership Conditional on Sexual Activation
Constellation Membership

Sexual Wellbeing Typologies

Constellations of

Sexual Activation Struggling Disassociated Actualized Pairwise
(SW1) (SW2) (SW3) Comparison
SW1>SW2,
Disengaged (SA1) 0.63 0.21 0.02 SW3; SW2 >
SW3
Apathetic (SA2) 0.28 0.24 0.19 No differences
SW2>SW1;
Satiated (SA3) 0.00 0.13 0.56 SW3>SW1,
SwW2
SW2>SW1,
Unsatiated (SA4) 0.08 0.43 0.24 SW3; SW3 >
SW1

Note. Table entries are row conditional, they sum to 1.0 across columns. SW1 ~ SW3 = three well-
being profiles, SA1 ~ SA4 = four sexual activation profiles. The highest conditional probabilities of
typology membership for each constellation are bold.

Odds ratio information (of success) for each relationship wellbeing typology is listed below:
(SA1) SW1 = 6.46 times SW2, 99.31 times SW3. SW2 = 15.37 times SW3.

(SA3) SW2 = oo times SW1. SW3 = oo times SW1, 8.71 times SW2.

(SA4) SW2 =8.20 times SW1, 2.38 times SW3. SW3 = 3.45 times SW1.
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The majority (63%) of people belonging to the disengaged sexual activation
constellation also belonged to the struggling sexual wellbeing typology; 6.46 times more
likely than disassociated, and 99.31 times more likely than actualized. Those in the apathetic
sexual activation constellation were most likely to be struggling (28%), although this was not
significantly more likely than belonging to the other sexual wellbeing typologies. Once again,
those in the satiated constellation had a very clear pattern of membership across the sexual
wellbeing typologies. They were infinitely greater odds more likely to be actualized (56%)
than struggling (0%) because no one appeared in the struggling typology from this
constellation and were also 8.71 times more likely to be actualized than disassociated (13%).
People belonging to the unsatiated constellation were 8.20 times more likely to belong to the
disassociated (43%) than struggling (8%), and 2.38 times more likely than actualized (24%).

Constellation Membership in Psychological Wellbeing Typologies. Table 2.12
presents the probabilities for psychological wellbeing profile membership condition on sexual
activation profile membership. The table depicts the highest conditional probabilities of each
psychological wellbeing typology in bold (also presented in Figure 2.1), and pairwise
significance tests and odds ratios in the last row.

The majority (33%) of people belonging to the disengaged sexual activation
constellation belonged to the unfulfilled psychological wellbeing typology; 3.66 times more
likely than burdened, and 2.56 times more likely than euthymic. Those in the apathetic sexual
activation constellation were most likely to be burdened (25%), although this was not
significantly more likely than belonging to the other psychological wellbeing typologies.
Those in the satiated constellation were 2.90 times more likely to be euthymic (42%) than
unfulfilled (20%) but were not more likely to be euthymic than burdened (31%). People

belonging to the unsatiated constellation were most likely to have an unfulfilled (31%)
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psychological wellbeing typology, although this was not significantly more likely than
belonging to the other psychological wellbeing typologies.
Table 2.12.

Probabilities for Psychological Wellbeing Typology Membership Conditional on Sexual Activation
Constellation Membership

Psychological Wellbeing Typologies

Constellations of

Sexual Activation Unfulfilled Burdened Euthymic Pairwise
(PW1) (PW2) (PW3) Comparison
Disengaged (SA1) 0.33 0.12 0.16 PWIP;VI;WL
Apathetic (SA2) 0.16 0.25 0.20 No differences
Satiated (SA3) 0.20 0.31 0.42 PW3>PWI1
Unsatiated (SA4) 0.31 0.32 0.22 No differences

Note. Table entries are row conditional, they sum to 1.0 across columns. PW1 ~ PW3 = three well-
being profiles, SA1 ~ SA4 = four sexual activation profiles. The highest conditional probabilities of
typology membership for each constellation are bold.

Odds ratio information (of success) for each relationship wellbeing typology is listed below:

(SA1) PW1 =3.66 times PW2, 2.56 times PW3.
(SA3) PW3 =2.90 times PW1.

General Discussion

Sexual intimacy has many different personal and interpersonal benefits (Bancroft,
2002; Brody, 2010; Diamond & Huebner, 2012; Mollaioli et al., 2021; Satcher, 2001, 2013).
The activation of the sexual system is similarly multifaceted. Consequently, people monitor
their sexual activation through different mechanisms, including feelings of subjective arousal
and desire, how often one has sex, and the extent to which that frequency is discrepant from

one’s ideal frequency. Previous research has shown how each of these facets of sexual
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activation independently contribute to wellbeing (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak
& Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Chao et al., 2011; Cheng & Smyth, 2015;
Frederick et al., 2017; Heiman, Long, et al., 2011; Impett et al., 2015; Lawless et al., 2022;
McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Santtila et al., 2007). However, each
element of sexual activation is seldom experienced in isolation (Basson, 2000; Both et al.,
2007; Goldey & van Anders, 2012; Graham et al., 2004; Laan & Both, 2008; Lief, 1977,
Masters & Johnson, 1966; Meston & Buss, 2007). Nonetheless, reliance on traditional
variable-centered modelling has meant that the ways in which different combinations of the
facets of sexual activation have been overlooked, as have their associations with experiences
of sexual, relational and psychological wellbeing. This study took a novel person-centered
approach to testing this question through latent profile analysis (LPA). This approach not
only provided important insight into the ways in which different facets of a person’s sexual
experiences can combine in unique and meaningful ways, but it also allowed us to examine
how these different constellations of sexual activation are associated with different typologies
of wellbeing across domains. By identifying four distinct constellations of sexual activation,
we move beyond traditional variable-centered approaches to reveal how combinations of
sexual activation facets can interact in meaningful ways that are not apparent when these
facets are considered in isolation. Our study offers a timely and novel perspective on the
complex interplay of sexual experiences, revealing distinct patterns of activation that hold
meaningful implications for understanding and promoting sexual, relational, and

psychological wellbeing.

The Constellations of Sexual Activation & Associations with Wellbeing Typologies

The LPA identified four constellations of sexual activation. Over two-thirds (62%) of
our sample belonged to the two profiles characterized by above average arousal and desire.

This is unsurprising given the low prevalence rates of arousal and desire disorders (estimated
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between 5-39%; Laumann et al., 1999; Rosen et al., 2009). However, while the largest
proportion (33%) of the sample belonged to the satiated constellation, who’s above average
frequency of sex exceeded their ideals, those in the unsatiated constellation (29%) were
having not only less sex on average, but also sex less often than they would prefer. The
remaining participants belonged to apathetic (21%) and disengaged (17%) constellations.
Both of these constellations were characterized by below average arousal and desire, but
again were differentiated by their frequency and how this met their expectations. Notably,
despite low arousal and desire, those in the apathetic profile were having sex often than
average, but actually felt this met this was consistent with their ideal preferences. By contrast,
the disengaged were having sex less often than average, and less than their ideals.

To understand the implications of these differentiated experiences of sexual
activation, we again used LPA to identify typologies of sexual, relational, and psychological
wellbeing, and then used loglinear modelling to examine whether being in one constellation
of sexual activation was associated with membership in a typology. These analyses provided
important insights. First, a third of our sample belonged to the satiated sexual activation
constellation (33%), and the majority of these people and found themselves in wellbeing
typologies associated with more positive outcomes (43% thriving relationally; 42%
actualized sexually; 56% euthymic psychologically). This inclusion in the positive typologies
was often by orders of magnitude greater odds when compared to the less positive wellbeing
typologies (2.38 - oo times higher likelihoods). A noteworthy finding is that none of the
people in the satiated sexual activation constellation belonged to the struggling sexual
wellbeing typology. Thus, people who were characterized by high levels of arousal and
desire, and frequent sex that exceeded their ideals, were perhaps unsurprisingly unrepresented
among those who had dysfunctional sexual wellbeing. Similarly, while the disengaged sexual

activation constellation represented a minority of people across constellations (17%), they
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were most likely to belong to typologies associated with more dysfunction (41% distressed
relationally; 63% struggling sexually; 33% unfulfilled psychologically). Notably, being
disengaged was 99 times more likely to be struggling sexually than actualized. Again, those
who were experiencing low desire and arousal, having sex infrequently despite a preference
to have it more often, were less likely to be feel as though their wellbeing was thriving across
domains. These patterns are consistent with past work which shows that, independently,
greater arousal and desire, having sex at least once-per-week, and having sex at a frequency
that is not discrepant from what is personally ideal, is associated with better relational,
sexual, and psychological wellbeing (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak & Whisman,
2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Chao et al., 2011; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Frederick et
al., 2017; Heiman, Long, et al., 2011; Impett et al., 2015; Lawless et al., 2022; McNulty et
al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Santtila et al., 2007).

However, the other two sexual activation constellations — unsatiated and
disassociated — provide more nuanced understandings of how sexual activation is associated
with wellbeing across domains. For instance, those belonging to the unsatiated sexual
activation constellation were most likely to belong to the thriving relational wellbeing
typology (31%) compared to the other relational wellbeing typologies, which may capture the
importance of arousal and desire for relational outcomes in particular (Brezsnyak &
Whisman, 2004; Chao et al., 2011; Heiman, Long, et al., 2011; Impett et al., 2015; Lawless et
al., 2022; Mark & Lasslo, 2018). However, the picture for their sexual wellbeing was not as
rosy. People who were unsatiated were significantly more likely to belong to the
disassociated sexual wellbeing typology (43%), which was marked by particularly low
passion and sexual self-esteem, and higher rates of depression. As engagement in consensual
sexual intimacy requires both members of the relationship to wish to engage, a partners’ ideal

sexual frequency will also determine the frequency of sex in the relationship, which can often
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cause discrepancies in how frequently each person wishes to engage in sex (Girard, 2019;
Mark, 2015). Thus, consistent with past research, having sex less often than average and less
than ideal preferences appears particularly harmful for sexual wellbeing (Blanchflower &
Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Cheng & Smyth,
2015; Frederick et al., 2017; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Santtila
et al., 2007). Psychologically, they were equally represented across typologies, suggesting a
weaker link between being unsatiated in your sexual activation and psychological outcomes.
By contrast, people who were apathetic in the sexual activation constellation showed
specific deficits in their relationship wellbeing as they were most likely to be distressed
(42%), but showed no differences in likelihood membership across sexual and psychological
wellbeing typologies. This constellation represents people who have a lack of arousal and
desire, but are continuing to have sex at an above average frequency that was not discrepant
from their ideals. In past research, having low desire/arousal sex is associated with positive
relational outcomes if the underlying motivation is to meet a partners’ sexual needs (Impett et
al., 2015; Impett et al., 2019; Muise & Impett, 2016), increase emotional connection and
positive affect within the relationship (Leigh, 1989; Meston & Buss, 2007), or to boost one’s
self-esteem (Meston & Buss, 2007; Watson et al., 2017). However, the opposite pattern was
observed here. Thus, the apathetic constellation may represent individuals who are engaging
in sex for avoidance motivations, including avoiding disappointing a partner, which can lead

to reduced relationship satisfaction (Muise et al., 2017; Muise et al., 2013).

Implications

Building on past work, the current findings provide compelling support for the
benefits of an active sex life (i.e., satiated constellation) and the costs of an inhibited one
(i.e., disengaged constellation). These findings mirror those the studies which show that—

when measured on their own—strong feelings of arousal and desire, having the opportunities
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to be intimate, and engaging in sex at a frequency that meets ideals, are associated with
wellbeing (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call
et al., 1995; Chao et al., 2011; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Frederick et al., 2017; Heiman, Long,
etal., 2011; Impett et al., 2015; Lawless et al., 2022; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise,
Schimmack, et al., 2016; Santtila et al., 2007). Equally, it supports research which highlights
how deficits across aspects of a person’s sex life can be detrimental (McCabe, 1997; Rosen et
al., 2019; Stephenson & Meston, 2015b; Stephenson et al., 2018; Willoughby et al., 2014).
Nonetheless, our findings also underscore the value of conceptualizing sexual activation as a
multifaceted construct. For example, despite past work evidencing the benefits of frequent
sexual activity (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005;
Call et al., 1995; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Frederick et al., 2017; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise,
Schimmack, et al., 2016), our findings highlight that its positive influences are predicated on
other factors in a person’s sex life, such as their arousal, desire and preferences (e.g., see
apathetic constellation). Thus, this work highlights the value and need to engage in more
person-centered approaches to investigating the nuanced and complex interplay between sex
and wellbeing.

The findings of this research also have important implications for practitioners and
therapists interested in sexual health and wellbeing. Our findings suggest that targeting
certain facets of sexual activation may be more important for improving some wellbeing
deficits than others. For example, asking couples to have sex more often in an attempt to
boost feelings of intimacy and closeness may be effective for improving their relationship
wellbeing, but may not address deficits in their sexual wellbeing. Similarly, improving a
couple’s arousal and desire may counterproductively harm a patient’s sexual wellbeing if it is
not accompanied by increases in frequency (see for example the association between the

unsatiated constellation and disassociated sexual wellbeing typology). Considering the four
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facets of sexual activation in this study would help practitioners understand in which ways an
individual may be struggling. Moreover, identifying the profile of a client could be useful for
identifying more targeted treatments. For example, as those who fit the profile of unsatiated
report high arousal and desire but a below average sexual frequency that is less than they
prefer, they may benefit from interventions aimed at increasing sexual frequency. However,
this may not work for somebody who fits the profile of disengaged as interventions would
also need to factor in their low arousal and desire. Additionally, those who fit the profile of
apathetic may require treatments aimed to increase low arousal and desire, including

mindfulness and cognitive behavioral therapies (Brotto, 2017; Mize, 2015).

Limitations and Future Directions

Despite the strengths of Study 1, it is not without limitations. First, despite the
importance of identifying the likelihood associations between constellations of sexual
activation and typologies of wellbeing, we cannot make any causal claims about the findings.
The current findings therefore cannot speak to whether it is a person’s sexual activation
constellation that drives wellbeing, or vice versa, or whether their associations become
reciprocal over time. For example, previous research has shown that a lack of sexual arousal
and desire is a symptom of depression and anxiety (Mathew & Weinman, 1982; Meisler &
Carey, 1991), suggesting that poorer psychological wellbeing may lead to deficits in arousal
and desire. Similarly, marital happiness has been found to be an important predictor of the
frequency of sexual intimacy (Call et al., 1995). By contrast, other work has shown that
engaging in sex more regularly contributes to sexual and relational satisfaction (Brezsnyak &
Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), and people
who feel more arousal and desire experience better psychological health (Dosch et al., 2016;

Vasconcelos et al., 2024). Our findings do not help identify the latent causes of either sexual
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activation or wellbeing. Thus, future research should consider the longitudinal patterns and
changes over time to better pinpoint causal directionality.

A further potential limitation of this study is that the LPA-derived profiles may not be
replicable, and this study did not attempt to replicate the findings across different samples. As
recommended by Spurk et al. (2020), the entropy values for all analyses were in an
appropriate range (between 0.6 and 0.8), suggesting reasonable accuracy that participants
were classified into their true profile. However, not all values met the cut-off of 0.8
recommended by Clark & Muthén (2009). Therefore, these profiles may not be suitably
robust. Moreover, we chose not to conduct LPA on split samples as there would not be
enough power to accurately predict profiles as there would be less than the suggested
minimum of 500 participants in each split sample (Nylund et al., 2007). Thus, future research
should cross-validate these findings to assess whether the same profiles emerge in a new
sample, and make use of replication in split samples to further validate findings.

Third, this research relied on retrospective reflections of arousal and desire during a
recent intimate experience with their partner, as well as retrospective self-reports of their
sexual frequency. This approach was taken due to practical barriers to monitoring actual
sexual behavior and experiences. However, despite the evidence that evaluations of sexual
experiences can be biased (Birnbaum et al., 2016; Dewitte et al., 2018), retrospective
assessments of subjective arousal and desire are quite common (Cartagena-Ramos et al.,
2018; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006) and research also suggests that self-reported sexual frequency
is often quite accurate (Call et al., 1995; Ochs & Binik, 1999). Nonetheless, future research
would benefit from measuring arousal, desire, and sexual frequency closer to the point of
actual sexual intimacy using methods such as experience sampling paradigms or daily diaries.

Furthermore, sexual intimacy in relationships is inherently dyadic. Interpretations of

this research are therefore constrained by being restricted to only one partner's reports of
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sexual activation and wellbeing. For example, consider the people in the unsatiated sexual
activation constellation who express high desire and arousal for their partner. The reason they
may be having sex less often than average and less often than their ideal may therefore lie in
their partner's interest in being intimate (e.g., they have partners who fall into

the disengaged or apathetic constellations who experience low desire and arousal). It could
therefore be this mismatch between the partners' arousal and desire which is affecting their
relationship satisfaction (Mark, 2015). Future research should therefore investigate how
strongly correlated partners' sexual activation constellations are, and the potential
implications for each partner's wellbeing.

Finally, another limitation of our research is a lack of equal gender representation. A
large proportion of our participants self-identified as women, despite efforts to recruit both
men and women. It is a common issue for sex and relationship research that men are harder to
recruit (Senn & Desmarais, 2001). Thus, a limitation of our research is that potential sexual
activation and wellbeing profiles that are unique to men may have not been revealed upon
conducting the LPAs. Men typically report greater and more frequent sexual desire and
arousal than women (Baumeister et al., 2001; Chivers et al., 2004; Regan & Atkins, 2006),
which may have changed the modelling of the sexual activation constellations. As LPA is a
data-driven approach, the underrepresentation of men may have suppressed profiles that
reflect more male-typical experiences or cause them to merge with profiles that reflect more
female-typical experiences. Thus, men could be disproportionately represented in certain
constellations (e.g., satiated or unsatiated which are characterized by high arousal and
desire), or may fit into a different constellation of sexual activation that is captured in the
current sample because we had insufficient participants for the profile to robustly emerge.

Future research should aim to replicate the current findings with greater gender diversity to
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examine whether the constellations change with an increased proportion of men in the

sample.

Conclusion

Despite people’s experiences with sexual activation being multifaceted, data-centered
approaches have made it impossible to understand the unique ways in which aspects of sexual
activation contribute to wellbeing. The current findings suggest that people experience sexual
activation differently, and that different constellations of sexual activation are associated with
typologies of relational, sexual, and psychological wellbeing in meaningfully different ways.
Furthermore, some constellations were more strongly associated with domains of wellbeing
than others. These findings highlight the value of conceptualizing sexual activation as a
multifaceted construct and show that we can learn more about how sexual experiences are
associated with wellbeing across different domains when we consider the influence of these

facets in conjunction with one another.
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Author’s Note

This chapter details Studies 2 and 3, in which we tested whether alignment between
arousal and desire was associated with sexual and relationship satisfaction, both through
modelling the effects of matches and mismatches in self-reported arousal and desire, but
additionally via a measure of perceived self-reported ‘overlap’ between arousal and desire. In
this chapter only, we use the terms ‘matching’ and ‘mismatching’ to discuss (mis)alignment
between arousal and desire. This change was made to suit terminology more frequently used
in research reporting response surface analyses (RSA), which is how we tested for alignment

within this chapter.

The pre-registered hypotheses and analysis plans can be found here:

https://aspredicted.org/ey9qh6.pdf and here: https://aspredicted.org/k8h9nv.pdf.

This chapter will be submitted for publication:

Tasker, C., & Lamarche, V.M., A Match Made in Heaven? The Impact of Arousal-Desire

(Mis)Matches on Relationship & Sexual Satisfaction.


https://aspredicted.org/ey9qh6.pdf
https://aspredicted.org/k8h9nv.pdf
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Abstract

Arousal and desire represent the “body” and “mind” motivations to engage in
intimacy. However, while their individual contributions to relational wellbeing are well
documented, the ways in which they work together—specifically when they align or
misalign—to shape intimacy in established romantic relationships are poorly understood.
This is partly due to inconsistencies in how arousal and desire are conceptualized across the
literature, as well as statistical limitations in the linear models which have been extensively
used in the past. The current research directly tested whether (mis)matching self-reported
arousal and desire was associated with sexual and relational satisfaction using polynomial
regression with response surface analysis which are better suited for modelling the effects of
similarities and differences across predictors compared to other analytic methods (e.g., linear
regression; difference scores). Across two studies (70 = 1146) with adults in established
relationships, matching at higher, relative to lower, levels of subjective arousal and desire
was more strongly associated with both sexual and relational satisfaction. However, contrary
to expectations, mismatching was not. Furthermore, we found no evidence that the
association between (mis)matching and satisfaction was moderated by implicit beliefs around
sexual compatibility. Thus, matching when arousal and desire are high is particularly
important for how people feel about their intimate partnerships, but that mismatching may be
less informative, irrespective of an individual’s underlying beliefs about their sexual

relationship.
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Introduction

Sex plays an important role in many romantic relationships. Healthy and responsive
sex lives are associated with greater general wellbeing and are mutually satisfying for both
partners (Anderson, 2013; Muise et al., 2023). However, not everyone experiences the same
motivational cues to engage in intimacy. There are different ways in which people can assess
their readiness and interest in pursuing intimacy in their relationships. These include arousal
(i.e., the physiological or bodily response to a sexual stimulus; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), and
desire (i.e., the psychological response to a sexual stimulus; Levine, 2003; Regan &
Berscheid, 1999). Despite often co-occurring in intimate contexts (Blumenstock et al., 2024;
Sarin et al., 2013), arousal and desire are distinct, yet both equally integral, components of
the human sexual response that typically precipitate consensual sexual intimacy (Basson,
2000; Masters & Johnson, 1966).

Individually, there is extensive research highlighting how arousal and desire
independently benefit relational and sexual satisfaction (e.g., Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004;
Chao et al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan, 2000). However, the ways
in which they work together to shape satisfaction is less clear. This is partly due to
inconsistencies in how subjective arousal and desire are conceptualized across the literature,
as well as statistical limitations in the linear models which have been extensively used in the
past.

First, despite the seminal models of sexual response clearly differentiating between
arousal and desire (e.g., Basson, 2000; Kaplan, 1974; Laan & Both, 2008; Lief, 1977),
researchers have more recently used these constructs interchangeably (Handy et al., 2018), or
assumed they co-occur (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Goldey & van Anders, 2012). However,
experimental and clinical research, including research on sexual disorders, point to the

possibility for arousal and desire to at times differ (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Sarin et al.,
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2013). Additionally, evidence suggests that misalignment of the body and mind can lead to
emotional distress, increased anxiety and anger, and relational difficulties (Dorahy et al.,
2013; Price & Thompson, 2007; Simeon et al., 2003; Stein et al., 1997). However, it is not
known whether the same is true for mismatching arousal and desire, whether the presence of
one can subvert the negative consequences of the missing other, or whether people benefit
from a combined presence of both.

Second, the use of traditional linear modelling and difference scores in past research
would have made it challenging to model the outcome of (mis)matching arousal and desire.
For example, the linear modelling of arousal and desire cannot speak to whether “matching”
when arousal and desire are both very high is experientially similar to “matching” when both
are low. Similarly, difference scores have limited interpretability as collapsing two values
into a single index can lose information about the individual predictors (Shanock et al.,
2010). By contrast, polynomial regression models with response surface analysis specifically
models how the (mis)matching of two predictors relate to the outcome whilst avoiding
potentially confounding the effects of the predictors (Barranti et al., 2017).

Notably, some people are more sensitive to the need for sexual compatibility in their
relationships (e.g., high sexual destiny beliefs) whereas others see struggles as opportunities
for the relationship to improve (e.g., high sexual growth beliefs; Maxwell et al., 2017). It is
therefore possible that the impact of (mis)matching arousal and desire on relationship/sexual
satisfaction may manifest differently depending on whether such (mis)matches are interpreted
as something that can be overcome or something that spells doom for the relationship. The
aim of the current research was to examine whether greater matching or mismatching
between a person’s subjective sexual arousal and their desire is associated with sexual and
relationship satisfaction, and whether these associations differed as a function of expectations

of sexual compatibility.
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Sexual and Relational Harmony: How Sexual Intimacy Shapes Satisfaction

Sexual intimacy is often considered a defining feature of what differentiates romantic
partnerships from aromantic relationships (Connolly et al., 1999; McKeever, 2016). It fosters
closeness and affection between partners (Debrot et al., 2017), and is very strongly associated
with both sexual satisfaction (McNulty et al., 2016; Roels & Janssen, 2020; Smith et al.,
2011; Sprecher et al., 2004), and relationship satisfaction (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004;
Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016). Sexual and relationship
satisfaction are closely intertwined. Those who are the most satisfied with their sex lives are
also most satisfied in their romantic relationships (Byers, 2005; Fallis et al., 2016; McNulty
et al., 2016; Muise et al., 2013; Muise, Kim, et al., 2016; Sprecher & Regan, 2002). People
who pursue sex as a means to enhance intimacy and meet a partner’s needs are the most
likely to experience greater sexual and relationship satisfaction (Impett et al., 2015; Impett et
al., 2008; Muise et al., 2013). Sexual satisfaction is therefore important to the maintenance of
relationships, and satisfying romantic relationships inform our overall wellbeing and
satisfaction with life (Bucher et al., 2019; Diamond & Huebner, 2012; Pateraki & Roussi,
2012; Shek, 1995).

Arousal and desire are commonly cited as motivators for sexual intimacy (Meston &
Buss, 2007), and have each been independently associated with greater relationship
satisfaction (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan, 2000), as well as
sexual satisfaction (Chao et al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Lawless et al., 2022). This is
particularly true in established romantic partnerships (Lawless et al., 2022). The
consequences of dyadic discrepancies in sexual interest have been well documented (e.g.,
Davies et al., 1999; Mark & Murray, 2012; Rosen et al., 2018; Santtila et al., 2007;
Zilbergeld, 1980), with couples often reporting lower relational and sexual satisfaction when

they experience large discrepancies in their sexual interest. However, this focus on dyadic
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discrepancies ignores variability within each partner, and how it shapes their own feelings
about their relationship. Experiences with sexual desire and arousal disorders is commonly
associated with lower relationship and sexual satisfaction for both partners (Rosen et al.,
2020; Schwenck et al., 2025). However, the associations between high/low desire and
arousal, and relational and sexual satisfaction have typically been considered separately
(Blumenstock et al., 2024), or conjointly (e.g., Rosen et al., 2020). Consequently, limited
understanding of the interplay between arousal and desire in shaping relational and sexual
satisfaction. More specifically, it is unclear whether in non-clinical samples, low arousal or
desire undermines or is bolstered by high levels of its counterpart, or whether there is a

combined benefit to having high arousal and high desire.

Arousal and Desire: Apples to Apples, or Apples to Oranges?

Humans have two ways of tracking their reaction to, or intention to pursue, sexual
intimacy. The first is through arousal, which is the physiological response to a sexual
stimulus, and includes parasympathetic changes such as increased blood flow to the genitals
and increased heart and breathing rate, as well as neural preparedness to respond to sexual
stimuli (Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). Subjective sexual arousal represents the awareness of
these bodily changes (Laan & Both, 2008; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). People do differ in their
ability to perceive such internal changes (Craig, 2002). Subjective awareness of bodily
signals shape experiences with mood and emotions (Poerio et al., 2024; Seth, 2013), as well
sexual functioning, including orgasm satisfaction and genital arousal (Dixon et al., 2024;
Handy & Meston, 2016). The second way of tracking responses and intentions is through
desire. Whereas arousal focuses on physiological and biological experiences (i.e., the body)
of sexual stimulation, desire reflects the psychological and reflective experiences (i.e., the
mind). Sexual desire is the goal-driven motivational force that pushes people toward sexual

behaviors (Laan & Both, 2008; Levine, 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999). Perhaps because it
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is easier to measure than arousal, desire has traditionally received more empirical attention
(Levine, 2002). Consequently, the ways in which they work in tandem to shape experiences
with satisfaction have been often overlooked. Because of their high co-occurrence (Brotto et
al., 2010; Brotto et al., 2009), people often report experiencing physiological stimulation
following the desire to being intimate with a partner, or for their physiological arousal to
move them to a state of desire (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Goldey & van Anders, 2012). The
strength of this association is often dependent on who people are thinking about (e.g., a
partner versus a stranger), and the quality of the relationship with that person (Blumenstock
et al., 2024). Nonetheless, building from seminal models of sexual response (e.g., Basson,
2000; Kaplan, 1974; Laan & Both, 2008; Lief, 1977), there is evidence to support that arousal
and desire are clearly distinct, despite often occurring concurrently. Arousal and desire
difficulties are differentiated in terms of symptomology (Sarin et al., 2013), for example
those who experienced genital arousal dysfunction in the study reported normal levels of
sexual desire, whereas those who experienced low sexual desire did not necessarily suffer
with difficulties with genital arousal.

Due to other work suggesting that broadly speaking, mismatches between experiences
embedded in both the “body” and “mind” are associated with anxiety, anger, emotional
distress and relational difficulties (Dorahy et al., 2013; Price & Thompson, 2007; Simeon et
al., 2003; Stein et al., 1997), it is likely that people would experience negative consequences
when their arousal and desire diverge. Similarly, there is evidence to suggest that people
benefit from their arousal and desire being in alignment. Notably, many interventions aimed
at improving sexual wellbeing often specifically focus on increase mind-body awareness that
allow people to bring mind and body experiences into alignment (Brotto et al., 2016; Handy
& Meston, 2018; Korff & Geer, 1983; Velten et al., 2020; Velten et al., 2018). Thus,

experimental and clinical evidence suggests that not only are arousal and desire distinct, and



91

uniquely impact sexual and relationship satisfaction (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Chao et
al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan, 2000), but the extent to which they

(mis)match should also inform satisfaction.

Reconsidering the Modelling of Arousal-Desire (Mis)Matching

Another barrier to understanding how (mis)matching arousal and desire influence
satisfaction in relationships is due to how people have historically modelled similarities and
differences between constructs. Traditional linear modelling and difference scores would
have made it challenging to model the outcomes of arousal-desire (mis)matches. These
traditional approaches have several important limitations. Linear regression analysis can
signal whether predictors are significant above and beyond other predictors, but it is not able
to capture whether similarity across those predictors matters (Barranti et al., 2017).
Furthermore, linear models assume linear associations, which means that it is not possible to
test whether (mis)matching at different levels of predictors produce different outcomes
(Shanock et al., 2010). The use of difference scores to address these limitations present
similar challenges. First, by collapsing two values into a single index, information about the
individual predictors is lost (Shanock et al., 2010). For example, using difference scores
would make it challenging to interpret whether arousal or desire is more important for
satisfaction, or whether they are equally influential. Due to these limitations, including
reduced reliability, combining two constructs into a single score, and confounding the effects
of these constructs, current statistical conventions advise against using difference scores (for
review, see Edwards, 2002).

Polynomial regression with response surface analysis (RSA) provides an alternative
statistical approach to understanding how the matching or mismatching of two predictors
relate to an outcome, whilst avoiding many of the statistical limitations of more traditional

approaches (i.e., difference scores) used to interpret (mis)matches (Barranti et al., 2017). As
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Line of Congruence — How Do Matches Matter?

a1 Slope of the Line of Congruence

a2 Curvature of the Line of Congruence

Positive a;

Negative a;

Positive a

Negative a;

The outcome is high
when X and Y match
at higher levels than at
lower levels.

e.g., satisfaction is high
when arousal and desire
match at higher than lower
levels.

The outcome is high
when X and Y match
at lower levels than at

higher levels.

e.g., satisfaction is high
when arousal and desire
match at lower than higher
levels.

The outcome is higher
when X and Y match
at more extreme levels
than at midrange
levels.

e.g., satisfaction is higher
when arousal and desire
match at more extreme than
midrange levels.

The outcome is higher
when X and Y match
at midrange levels than
at more extreme levels.

e.g., satisfaction is higher
when arousal and desire
match at midrange than

extreme levels.

Line of Incongruence — How Do Mismatches Matter?

a3 Slope of the Line of Incongruence

a4 Curvature of the Line of Incongruence

Positive a3

Negative a»

Positive a4

Negative a4

The outcome is higher
when X is higher than
Y than when Y is
higher than X.

e.g., satisfaction is higher

when desire is higher than

arousal, than when arousal
is higher than desire.

The outcome is higher
when Y is higher than
X than when X is
higher than Y.

e.g., satisfaction is higher
when arousal is higher than
desire, than when desire is
higher than arousal.

The outcome is higher
the more that X and Y
deviate from one
another.

e.g., satisfaction is higher
the more arousal and desire
deviate from one another.

The outcome is higher
the more that X and Y
match one another.

e.g., satisfaction is higher
the more arousal and desire
match one another.

Note. “X” and “Y” represent two independent predictors in the RSA model. The coefficients (a; — as)
are based on the polynomial regression’s unstandardized coefficients; ai = by + bz, a2=b3 + bs, a3 =
b1 — b2, a4= b3 — bs + bs. Table adapted from Barranti et al., 2017.

illustrated in Table 3.1, response surface analysis produces four coefficients based on the

coefficients from a polynomial regression, and relate to the line of congruence, which reflects

when X and Y match perfectly at any level (i.e., how do ‘matches’ matter), and the line of

incongruence, which reflects when values of X are the opposite of Y (i.e., how do

‘mismatches’ matter). Thus, unlike difference scores which mask whether changes in

outcomes are due to the intensity of matching between two predictors or the intensity of their
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mismatching, RSA is able to answer whether one type of (mis)match is better for the outcome
than another. Moreover, RSA can answer whether matched predictors have different

outcomes at different levels.

In the context of the arousal and desire, using RSA makes it possible to directly test
whether sexual and relational satisfaction are more strongly associated with matching
between arousal and desire, or mismatching. We predict that mismatching will have negative
implications for sexual and relationship satisfaction due to past research highlighting the
negative impacts that mismatches between the mind and body can have on the self and
relationships (Dorahy et al., 2013; Simeon et al., 2003), and the independent influence of
arousal and desire for sexual and relationship satisfaction (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004;
Chao et al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Rosen et al., 2019). The RSA will also be able to
inform us whether mismatches are worse than matching at low levels, and which type of
mismatches (i.e., when arousal is greater than desire, or when desire is greater than arousal)

have a more negative impact.

Implicit Sexual Beliefs: Destined to (Mis)Match or An Opportunity for Growth?

The impact of (mis)matching arousal and desire may not be uniformly experienced for
all people. Individual differences in implicit sexual beliefs may be one factor which may
influence how people interpret (mis)matching between “mind” and “body” experiences of
sexual intimacy. Somebody high in implicit sexual destiny beliefs believe their sexual
compatibility with a partner to be the key to sexual satisfaction, whereas an individual high in
implicit sexual growth beliefs would believe that working with their partner to overcome
incompatibilities leads to sexual satisfaction (Maxwell et al., 2017). These beliefs influence
how people cope with sexual struggles and maintain their relationship. Because people high
in growth beliefs believe that sexual satisfaction takes effort, they are more likely to respond

to a sexual struggle with a positive mindset and intention to work through things to improve
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the relationship (Bdthe et al., 2017; Maxwell et al., 2017). By contrast, because people high
in destiny beliefs expect compatibility from the outset, they find sexual struggles more
distressing (Maxwell et al., 2017; Rossi et al., 2022). Thus, experiences of (mis)matches
between arousal and desire may have a different impact on sexual and relationship
satisfaction depending on whether an individual is more likely to endorse sexual destiny
compared to growth beliefs. Specifically, matches should be more important—and
mismatches more harmful—for people who believe that struggles in a sexual relationship are
a sign the sexual relationship will fail (i.e., high destiny beliefs). On the other hand, the extent
to which subjective experiences of arousal and desire diverge should have less of an impact
on people with high growth beliefs given that they already anticipate the need to work to

bring their experiences in line with their expectations.

Overview of Studies 2 and 3

Relationship and sexual satisfaction are heavily influenced by experiences with sexual
intimacy in people’s romantic partnerships (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call
et al., 1995; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Roels & Janssen, 2020;
Smith et al., 2011; Sprecher et al., 2004). Arousal and desire are important precursors to
human sexual responsiveness and intimacy (Basson, 2000; Kaplan, 1974; Meston & Buss,
2007). However, due to inconsistencies in how they have been measured and conceptualized
across the literature, in addition to limitations with traditional statistical modelling, there
remains a limited understanding of how (mis)matching between arousal and desire influence
relational and sexual satisfaction above and beyond their individual contributions.
Consequently, existing models of arousal and desire cannot speak to whether “matching”
when arousal and desire are both very high is experientially similar to “matching” when both
are low. Equally, existing modelling makes it difficult to understand whether relative

differences (i.e., higher arousal than desire, or higher desire than arousal) more strongly
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influence satisfaction, or whether it is the extent to which they deviate which is more
important.

The aim of the current research was to address this gap in the literature by using
response surface analysis (RSA) to test how matches and mismatches between subjective
arousal and desire were associated with self-reported relational and sexual satisfaction for
people in established relationships. Given empirical evidence that suggests mind-body
mismatches are associated with distress (Dorahy et al., 2013; Price & Thompson, 2007;
Simeon et al., 2003; Stein et al., 1997), we predicted that relational and sexual satisfaction
would be particularly impacted by mismatches between arousal and desire (i.e., a curvature in
the line of incongruence). We also further explored these associations in two key ways. First,
we tested whether (mis)matching between arousal and desire using the RSA was associated
with direct self-reported evaluations of perceived arousal and desire overlap, as well as
whether an overlap on this measure was associated with satisfaction. This provided us with
additional insights into what less intensive measurement of (mis)matching may be capturing.
Second, we examined whether (mis)matching between arousal and desire were more
consequential for some people than others by testing for moderation by sexual growth and
destiny beliefs. We predicted that people who prioritize sexual compatibility in their
relationships (i.e., sexual destiny beliefs; Maxwell et al., 2017) may be more susceptible to
information suggesting that something in their sex life may not be functioning as it should be
(e.g., that their mind is telling them one thing, and their body another). By contrast, we
predicted that people who believe that sexual struggles are something to overcome (i.e.,
sexual growth beliefs) should be less impacted by mismatches between arousal and desire.

Across our two studies, we hypothesized that:
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Hypothesis 1. Arousal-desire mismatching would be negatively associated with a)
relationship satisfaction and b) sexual satisfaction (i.e., a negative curvature of the line of
incongruence between arousal and desire).

Hypothesis 2. That this pattern will be replicated using self-reported arousal-desire
matching, such that less arousal-desire overlap would be negatively associated with a)
relationship satisfaction and b) sexual satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3. Implicit sexual beliefs would moderate the effect of arousal-desire
(mis)matching in the RSA (Hypothesis 3a) and of the overlap measure (Hypothesis 3b) on
a) relationship and b) sexual satisfaction, such that the negative consequences of mismatching
would be greater for those relatively higher in implicit sexual destiny beliefs than for those
relatively higher in implicit sexual growth beliefs (Study 2) and for those in the destiny
condition relative to the growth condition (Study 3).

The study materials, anonymized aggregate data, and analysis codebooks are available
on the project’s repository on the Open Science Framework

(https://osf.io/nk92r/?view_only=2ece6de18b334b98bfa21ffd4f89cech).

Study 2

Methods

Participants

One-thousand and thirty-six participants were recruited through posters distributed
across the lead author’s university campus, through the departmental student recruitment
platform, in addition to being shared on social media. Students received course credit (if
eligible), and all others were volunteers. Participants had to be at least 18 years of age, in a
committed relationship, sexually active within the past 6 months, and affirmed that they

would give their best answers on an integrity check question in order to be eligible to
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participate (see Geisen, 2022). Of the 1036 participants who started the survey, 600
completed the study and met the eligibility criteria. Of those, 8 were dropped because they
subsequently indicated they were single or casually dating, and 3 were excluded for self-
identifying as asexual®, leaving a final sample of 589 participants’. This sample size met the
minimum sample size we preregistered. As determined via a power analysis conducted in R,
443 participants would have provided 80% power to detect a small to medium effect size (£ =
.035) at <.05 significance. Due to the nature of response surface analyses, it was important
for there

Table 3.2.
Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations for Sexual Arousal, Sexual Desire, a

Arousal-Desire Overlap, Relationship Satisfaction, Sexual Satisfaction, Sexual Destiny Beliefs and

Sexual Growth Beliefs in Study 2.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Sexual
Arousal 332 0.73 -
2 Sexual 356 076 055 -
Desire
3 Arousal-

Desire Ovetrlap 4.67 1.31 027 0.39 -

dRelationship ¢ 04 098 028 030 023 -

Satisfaction

5 Sexual 6.07 097 035" 045" 032" 058" ;
Satisfaction

6 Sexual 202 096 012  026™ 014"  -003  0.09° ]
Destiny

7 Sexual 583 055 011" 011" 001 016" 007  -017"
Growth

kskok

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™p <.001.

¢ The decision to exclude asexual participants prior to analysis was made a priori because asexual experiences
with arousal and desire, as well as intimacy in relationships vary substantively compared to allosexuals. Without
adequate sample sizes to draw meaningful inferences, we wanted to avoid variance associated with differences
in experience.

7 As a large number of participants were excluded from Study 2, analyses were conducted to compare
demographic differences (see Appendix B1).
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to be an adequate dispersion of cases across variables, and so we aimed for a minimum of

500 participants to sufficiently power for the regressions and the response surface analysis.

Participants (94% women; 4% men; 2% another gender category) were between the
ages of 18 and 56 (Mage = 25.07, SD = 4.06), and the majority identified as heterosexual
(66%; 25% bisexual; 4% pansexual; 2% homosexual; 2% queer), white (85%; 6% Asian; 4%
mixed or multiple ethnic backgrounds), monogamous (98%; 2% consensually non-
monogamous/polyamorous/another relationship style), and in an exclusively or committed
dating relationship (83%; 9% married/ in a civil union or common-law partnership; 8%
engaged). Relationship length ranged between 1 month and 35 years (Miength = 3.46, SD =

3.36). Descriptives and bivariate correlations are presented in Table 3.2.

Materials and Procedures

Following informed consent and the eligibility questions, participants answered
demographic questions (e.g., age, gender, relationship status). Next, they completed the
measures of arousal and desire (counterbalanced), followed by the measure of arousal-desire
overlap, relationship and sexual satisfaction (counterbalanced), and implicit sexual and
relationship beliefs (counterbalanced). Upon completion of the study, participants were
debriefed.

Arousal and Desire. Arousal and desire were measured via two scales developed
from Toledano and Pfaus’ (2006) Sexual Arousal and Desire Inventory (for more
information, see Chapter 1). The arousal scale included 10 items (a = .81) which represented
the physical sensations people may experience during sex: flushed, tingling in genital area,
throbs in genital area, genitals reddish, tingly all over, warm all over, breathe faster/pant,
heart beats faster, quivering sensations, and sensitive. The desire scale included 10 items (a =
.87) which represented the psychological experiences people may have during sex: driven,

urge to satisfy/be satisfied, enthusiastic, tempted, passionate, fantasize about sex, sensual,



99

naughty, horny and seductive. Participants were provided with a definition for both arousal
and desire before answering the questions, and were reminded of the relevant definition
before each subscale was presented. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which each
word described their sexual arousal or sexual desire (dependent on the subscale) the last time
they were physically intimate or had sex with their partner (1 = does not describe at all, 5 =
describes perfectly). Higher scores on each subscale reflected greater experienced arousal and
greater experienced desire respectively.

Arousal-Desire Overlap. Participants also completed a measure of arousal-desire
overlap as a self-assessment of their how (mis)matched their experiences typically are
(adapted from Aron et al., 1992). This measure consists of one question where participants
are presented with seven increasingly overlapping circles, each of which represents their
arousal and desire (from 1 = no overlap in arousal and desire, as represented by two circles
next to one another, to 7 = complete overlap in arousal and desire, as represented by a
complete overlap of both circles). Thus, higher scores reflect greater arousal-desire overlap.

Relationship Satisfaction. Participants completed a 5-item measure (a = .90) of
relationship satisfaction measured using a 7-point Likert scale (e.g., My partner fulfils my
needs for intimacy’; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; Rusbult et al., 1998). Higher
scores reflect greater relationship satisfaction.

Sexual Satisfaction. The Global Measure of Sexual Satisfaction (GMSEX; Lawrance
et al., 1998) was used to measure sexual satisfaction. This is a 5-item measure (a = .88) that
asks people to rate their sexual relationship on 7-point bipolar scales (e.g., good-bad,
pleasant-unpleasant). Higher scores reflect greater sexual satisfaction.

Implicit Sexual Beliefs. Implicit sexual beliefs were measured using a 24-item scale
which assessed the participant’s endorsement of implicit sexual destiny beliefs or implicit

sexual growth beliefs on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree;
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Maxwell et al., 2017). Eleven items were part of the sexual destiny subscale (a = .88; e.g.,
‘An unsatisfying sex life suggests that the relationship was never meant to be’) and 13 were
part of the sexual growth subscale (a = .80; e.g., ‘Successful sexual relationships require
regular maintenance’). Higher scores on each subscale represented greater endorsement of
sexual destiny beliefs and greater endorsement of sexual growth beliefs respectively.
Implicit Relationship Beliefs. Implicit relationship beliefs were measured using the 8-
item Implicit Theories of Relationships scale (Knee & Canevello, 2006) that assessed how
much participants endorsed relationship destiny or relationship growth beliefs, on a 7-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Items belonged to either the destiny
(a=.76; e.g., ‘A successful relationship is mostly a matter of finding a compatible partner
right from the start’) or growth (a = .60; e.g., ‘A successful relationship evolves through hard
work and resolution of incompatibilities’) subscales, and higher scores on each subscale
represented greater endorsement of relationship destiny beliefs and greater endorsement of

relationship growth beliefs respectively.

Results

Hypotheses 1 and 3 were tested using polynomial regression and response surface
analysis using the R package ‘RSA’ (version 0.10.6; Schonbrodt & Humberg, 2023).
Hypotheses 2 and 4 were tested using linear regression. All analyses were done in R Version
4.1.2 (R Core Team, 2021). Arousal and desire were grand mean-centered, and all other

predictors were mean-centered (Schonbrodt et al., 2018).

(Mis)Matches Predicting Satisfaction (Hypotheses 1 and 2)

First, descriptive statistics suggest that mismatching arousal and desire are not

uncommon experiences. In our sample, 38% participants experienced matching arousal and
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desire, and 62% had mismatching arousal and desire. 3 Of those, 19% experienced
mismatches as greater arousal than desire, and 43% experienced mismatches as greater desire
than arousal.

Next, we ran polynomial regression models to test how (mis)matching between
arousal and desire were associated with relationship satisfaction and with sexual satisfaction,
controlling for age and gender. We tested the following models:

Relationship Satisfaction = bg + b; Arousal + b Desire + b3 Arousal’ + b4
Arousal*Desire + bs Desire’ + Gender + Age.

Sexual Satisfaction = by + b; Arousal + b; Desire + bz Arousal’ + by Arousal*Desire
+ bs Desire’ + Gender + Age.

The omnibus tests for each model were significant (relationship satisfaction: F(7, 581)
=10.69, p <.001; sexual satisfaction: F(7, 581) =25.45, p <.001), thus allowing us to
progress to plotting and interpreting the response surface analyses for each model. Table 3.3
presents the model coefficients for the polynomial regression and for the RSAs. Figure 3.1
presents the three-dimensional response surface plots for relationship satisfaction and sexual
satisfaction.

Contrary to our hypothesis, neither the curvature of the line of incongruence
predicting relationship satisfaction (as = -0.045, p = .808) or sexual satisfaction (as = 0.056, p
=.731) were significant. However, the slope of the line of congruence predicting relationship
satisfaction was significant and positive (a; = 0.455, p <.001) such that relationship
satisfaction was greater when sexual arousal and desire matched at higher levels than at lower
levels. This pattern was mirrored for sexual satisfaction (a; = 0.639, p <.001). Thus, although

mismatching did not appear to negatively influence sexual and relationship satisfaction, when

8 The percentage of concordant and discordant observations across the data based on whether X and Y are
within half a z-score unit (Barranti et al., 2017).



arousal and desire were both high, matching appeared to be particularly important.

102

Additionally, the curvature of the line of congruence was also significant in this sample for

sexual satisfaction (a2 =-0.184, p =.018). This suggests that satisfaction was greater when

arousal and desire matched at midrange levels rather than at more extreme levels, although

this pattern was not predicted a priori it should be interpreted with caution.

Table 3.3.

Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and

Sexual Satisfaction in Study 2.

Polynomial regression coefficients

Relationship Satisfaction

Sexual Satisfaction

Arousal (b1) 210" 2207
Desire (b2) 253" 4197
Arousal® (b3) -.082 .004

Arousal x Desire (b4) -.018 -.120

Desire? (bs) .019 -.068

Gender .086 077

Age -.007 -.003

Response surface analysis coefficients

Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 45577 6397
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) -.080 -.184"
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) -.052 -.200

Curvature of the line of incongruence (as4) -.045 .056

Model statistics: R? 1147 2357

koskock

Note. "p <.05, "p <.01, ™p <.001.
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Three-dimensional response surface plots of the combined effect of sexual arousal and desire
on the relationship satisfaction (left) and sexual satisfaction (right) of participants, whilst

controlling for participant age and gender.
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Next, we assessed whether (mis)matching as measured by the self-reported measure

of arousal-desire overlap (mean-centered) was associated with a) relationship satisfaction and

b) sexual satisfaction using linear regression, controlling for gender and age. As

hypothesized, both relationship satisfaction (b = .166, #(585) = 5.462, p <.001) and sexual

Table 3.4.

Arousal-Desire Overlap Predicting Participants’ Relationship and Sexual Satisfaction in Study 2,

Whilst Controlling for Gender and Age.

Regression coefficients

Relationship Satisfaction

Sexual Satisfaction

Overlap 166 934
Gender .050 019
Age ~016 ~018
Model statistics: R? 0517 106™

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™p <.001.
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satisfaction (b = .234, #585) = 8.067, p <.001), were associated with self-reported arousal-
desire overlap. Thus, consistent with the findings from the RSA, subjective assessments of
congruence between arousal and desire also positively predicted satisfaction. Table 3.4

presents the model coefficients for the regression.

The Moderating Effects of Implicit Sexual Beliefs (Hypotheses 3a and 3b)

Next, we tested the hypothesis that implicit sexual beliefs would moderate the
polynomial association between arousal-desire and a) relationship and b) sexual satisfaction.
The main effects of sexual growth and sexual destiny beliefs, and their interactions with
arousal and desire were added to Models 1 and 2, along with the main effects of relationship
growth and destiny beliefs as covariates. The regression models were as follows:

Relationship Satisfaction = bo + b; Arousal + b Desire + b3 Arousal’ + b4
Arousal*Desire + bs Desire’ + Sexual Growth Beliefs + Sexual Destiny Beliefs +
Relationship Growth Beliefs + Relationship Destiny Beliefs + Gender + Age.

Sexual Satisfaction = by + b; Arousal + b; Desire + bz Arousal’ + by Arousal*Desire
+ bs Desire’ + Sexual Growth Beliefs + Sexual Destiny Beliefs + Relationship Growth
Beliefs + Relationship Destiny Beliefs + Gender + Age.

The omnibus test for both models were significant (relationship satisfaction:
F(21,567) = 5.491, p <.001; sexual satisfaction: F(21,567) = 8.863, p <.001). Next, we
tested for the conditional shape of the RSA when growth/destiny beliefs were high (+1SD)
and low (-1SD; Aiken et al., 1991).

Sexual Destiny Beliefs. Despite the significant omnibus effect, when sexual destiny
beliefs were high, neither the curvature of the line of incongruence predicting relationship
satisfaction (as =-0.476, p = .089) or sexual satisfaction (as =-0.081, p = .789) were
significant. However, the slope of the line of congruence predicting relationship satisfaction

was significant and positive (a; = 0.570, p <.001) such that relationship satisfaction was
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greater when sexual arousal and desire matched at higher levels than at lower levels for those
high in sexual destiny beliefs. This pattern was mirrored for sexual satisfaction (a;= 0.673, p
<.001). Table 3.5 presents the model coefficients for the polynomial regression and the
model coefficients for the RSAs when implicit sexual destiny beliefs were high.

The same pattern emerged when sexual destiny beliefs were low. Neither the
curvature of the line of incongruence predicting relationship satisfaction (as = 0.359, p =
.205) or sexual satisfaction (as = 0.310, p = .377) were significant. However, the slope of the
line of congruence predicting relationship satisfaction was significant and positive (a; =
0.360, p <.001) such that relationship satisfaction was greater when sexual arousal and desire
matched at higher levels than at lower levels for those low in sexual destiny beliefs. This
pattern was mirrored for sexual satisfaction (a; = 0.584, p <.001). For sexual satisfaction
only, the curvature of the line of congruence was also significant and negative for sexual
satisfaction (a2 = -0.202, p = .025) suggesting that sexual satisfaction was greater when
arousal and desire matched at midrange levels rather than at more extreme levels when
destiny beliefs were low. Table 3.6 presents the model coefficients for the polynomial
regression and the model coefficients for the RSAs when implicit sexual destiny beliefs were
low. Figure 3.2 shows the three-dimensional surface plot of the combined effect of sexual
arousal and desire on the relationship and sexual satisfaction when sexual destiny beliefs
were high and low.

Contrary to our hypotheses, there were no differences in the pattern of the results
across RSAs at high and low growth or destiny beliefs. In all four models, the line of
congruence (a;) remained significant, and the line of incongruence (a4) remained non-
significant. Overall, these conditional effects mirror the unconditioned effects from Models 1

and 2, and thus do not support our moderation hypothesis.
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Table 3.5.
Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and
Sexual Satisfaction in Study 2 When Implicit Sexual Destiny Beliefs were High.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction
Polynomial regression coefficients
Arousal (b1) .080 227
Desire (b2) 489" 447
Arousal® (b3) -.088 .005
Arousal x Desire (b4) 183 -.044
Desire? (bs) -.205° -.130
Sexual Growth Beliefs 162 113
Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.057 .048
Relationship Growth Beliefs .095 -.010
Relationship Destiny Beliefs 012 -.057
Gender -.010 .060
Age -.008 -.005
Arousal x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.057 -.002
Desire x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.071 -.108
Arousal x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.084 .036
Desire x Sexual Destiny Beliefs 193" 011
Arousal® x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.102 -.115
Desire” x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.085 -.046
Arousal® x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.050 -.015
Desire” x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.178™ -.078
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Growth 209 153
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Destiny 207 A11
Response surface analysis coefficients
Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 5707 6737
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) -.110 -.169
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) -.409 -.220
Curvature of the line of incongruence (a4) -476 -.081
Model statistics: R? 084" 1047

skskosk

Note. "p < .05, “p < .01, ™ p <.001.
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Table 3.6.
Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and
Sexual Satisfaction in Study 2 When Implicit Sexual Destiny Beliefs Were Low.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction
Polynomial regression coefficients
Arousal (b1) 242" 158
Desire (b2) 118 426"
Arousal® (b3) .007 034
Arousal x Desire (b4) -215 -.256
Desire? (bs) -.137 .020
Sexual Growth Beliefs 162 113
Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.057 .048
Relationship Growth Beliefs .095 -.010
Relationship Destiny Beliefs 012 -.057
Gender -.010 .060
Age -.008 -.005
Arousal x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.046 -.002
Desire x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.071 -.108
Arousal x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.084 .036
Desire x Sexual Destiny Beliefs 193" 011
Arousal® x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.102 -.115
Desire” x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.085 -.046
Arousal® x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.050 -.015
Desire” x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.178™ -.078
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Growth 209 153
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Destiny 207 A11
Response surface analysis coefficients
Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 3607 5847
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) -.071 -202"
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) 123 -.268
Curvature of the line of incongruence (a4) 359 310
Model statistics: R? 16977 247%%

skskosk

Note. "p < .05, “p < .01, ™ p <.001.
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Figure 3.2.

Three-dimensional response surface plot of the combined effect of sexual arousal and desire
on the relationship satisfaction (top), and sexual satisfaction (bottom) of participants, whilst
controlling for participant age and gender, and participants’ implicit relationship beliefs

whilst implicit sexual destiny beliefs are high (+1SD; right), and when implicit sexual destiny
beliefs are low (-1SD; left).
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Figure 3.3.

Three-dimensional response surface plot of the combined effect of sexual arousal and desire
on the relationship satisfaction (top), and sexual satisfaction (bottom) of participants, whilst
controlling for participant age and gender, and participants’ implicit relationship beliefs

whilst implicit sexual growth beliefs are high (+1SD; right), and when implicit sexual growth
beliefs are low (-1SD; left).
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Sexual Growth Beliefs. Mirroring the conditional effects for high and low sexual
destiny beliefs, neither the curvature of the line of incongruence predicting relationship
satisfaction (a4 = -0.275, p = .301) or sexual satisfaction (a4 =-0.057, p = .820) were
significant for those high in growth beliefs. However, as with sexual destiny beliefs, the slope
of the line of congruence predicting relationship satisfaction was significant and positive (a;
=0.401, p <.001) such that relationship satisfaction was greater when sexual arousal and
desire matched at higher levels than at lower levels when people were high in growth beliefs.
This pattern was mirrored for sexual satisfaction (a; = 0.569, p <.001). Table 3.7 presents the
model coefficients for the polynomial regression and the model coefficients for the RSAs
when implicit sexual growth beliefs were high.

When implicit sexual growth beliefs were low, neither the curvature of the line of
incongruence predicting relationship satisfaction (as = 0.158, p =.549) or sexual satisfaction
(a+=0.287, p = .339) were significant for those low in growth beliefs. However, the slope of
the line of congruence was significant and positive for both relationship (a; = 0.401, p <.001)
and sexual satisfaction (a; = 0.689, p <.001), such that satisfaction was greater when sexual
arousal and desire matched at higher levels than at lower levels when people were low in
growth beliefs. Table 3.8 presents the model coefficients for the polynomial regression and
the model coefficients for the RSAs when implicit sexual growth beliefs were low. Figure 3.3
shows the three-dimensional surface plot of the combined effect of sexual arousal and desire
on the relationship and sexual satisfaction when sexual growth beliefs were high and low.

Overall, these conditional effects mirror the unconditioned effects from Models 1 and

2, and thus do not support our moderation hypothesis.
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Table 3.7.
Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and
Sexual Satisfaction in Study 2 When Implicit Sexual Growth Beliefs Were High.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction
Polynomial regression coefficients
Arousal (b1) 136 191
Desire (b2) 265" 378"
Arousal® (b3) -.097 -.043
Arousal x Desire (b4) .098 -.066
Desire? (bs) -.080 -.081
Sexual Growth Beliefs 162 113
Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.057 .048
Relationship Growth Beliefs .095 -.010
Relationship Destiny Beliefs 012 -.057
Gender -.010 .060
Age -.008 -.005
Arousal x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.046 -.002
Desire x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.071 -.108
Arousal x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.084 .036
Desire x Sexual Destiny Beliefs 193" 011
Arousal® x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.102 -.115
Desire” x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.085 -.046
Arousal® x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.050 -.015
Desire” x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.178™ -.078
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Growth 209 153
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Destiny -.036 A11
Response surface analysis coefficients
Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 401" 569"
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) -.079 -.190
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) -.130 -.186
Curvature of the line of incongruence (a4) -.275 -.057
Model statistics: R? 0347 068"

skskosk

Note. "p < .05, “p < .01, ™ p <.001.
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Table 3.8.
Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and
Sexual Satisfaction in Study 2 When Implicit Sexual Growth Beliefs Were Low.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction
Polynomial regression coefficients
Arousal (b1) 186 1947
Desire (b2) 3427 495"
Arousal? (b3) 015 082
Arousal x Desire (b4) -.130 -.234
Desire? (bs) 013 -.030
Sexual Growth Beliefs 162 113
Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.057 .048
Relationship Growth Beliefs .095 -.010
Relationship Destiny Beliefs 012 -.057
Gender -.010 .060
Age -.008 -.005
Arousal x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.046 -.002
Desire x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.071 -.108
Arousal x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.084 .036
Desire x Sexual Destiny Beliefs 193" 011
Arousal® x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.102 -.115
Desire” x Sexual Growth Beliefs -.085 -.046
Arousal® x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.050 -.015
Desire” x Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.178™ -.078
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Growth 209 153
Arousal x Desire x Sexual Destiny -.036 A11
Response surface analysis coefficients
Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 529" 6897
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) -.102 -.181
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) -.156 -.301
Curvature of the line of incongruence (a4) 158 287
Model statistics: R? 16977 2477

skskosk

Note. "p < .05, “p < .01, ™ p <.001.
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Conditional Self-Reported Arousal-Desire Effects

Next, we tested whether the association between self-reported arousal-desire overlap
and satisfaction was moderated by sexual growth and destiny beliefs when controlling for
implicit relationship beliefs more broadly. However, the interaction between arousal-desire
overlap and sexual growth beliefs was not significant for relationship satisfaction, b = .013,
#(579) = .263, p = .793, or for sexual satisfaction, b =—.080, #579) = -1.653, p =.099. The
interaction between arousal-desire overlap and sexual destiny was also not significant for
relationship satisfaction, b =.006, #(579) = .229, p = .819, or for sexual satisfaction, b =
—.037, t(579) = -1.401, p = .162. Table 3.9 presents the model coefficients for the regression.

Thus, we once again found no support for our hypothesized moderation effects.

Table 3.9.

Arousal-Desire Overlap Predicting Participants’ Relationship and Sexual Satisfaction in Study 2,
Including the Moderation of Sexual Growth and Sexual Destiny Beliefs, Whilst Controlling for
Implicit Relationship Beliefs.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction

Regression coefficients

Overlap 1657 2317
Sexual Growth Beliefs 124 554"
Sexual Destiny Beliefs -.083 268"
Overlap x Growth Beliefs 013 -.080
Overlap x Destiny Beliefs .006 -.037
Relationship Growth Beliefs 120" .001
Relationship Destiny Beliefs .005 -.071°
Gender 011 .055
Age -.013 -.019
Model statistics: R? 076" 1177

Note. "p < .05, “p < .01, ™p <.001.
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Study 3

The aim of Study 3 was to replicate the results of the RSA analyses from Study 2 in a
novel sample. Although Study 2 did not provide evidence to support our hypotheses that the
importance of (mis)matching may be moderated by implicit sexual beliefs, it is worth noting
that most of the sample in Study 2 were in long-term, established relationships. Past research
suggests that relationship length may influence the impact of implicit sexual beliefs on
relationship outcomes (Maxwell et al., 2016). Thus, in Study 3, we attempted to manipulate
implicit sexual growth destiny beliefs in order to help address the limitation of measuring
trait beliefs in established partnerships of different lengths, and also to more directly test
causal claims about the role of implicit sexual beliefs in moderating the association between

arousal-desire mismatching and sexual/relationship satisfaction.

Methods

Participants

For Study 3, 1056 participants were recruited using the same approach as Study 2, of
whom 599 completed the full survey. Although the pre-screen for the study terminated the
study for all participants who selected ‘single’ or ‘casualty dating’ as their relationship status,
8 participants selected these options in the main study and were therefore excluded from the
data. Additionally, participants who self-identified as asexual were excluded from the data,
which was the case for 4 participants. A further 38 participants were excluded for not passing
the manipulation check that aimed to assess whether the participants had paid attention to the
priming article. This left 549 participants, which met the minimum sample size we

preregistered’. As determined via a power analysis conducted in R , 443 participants would

° As a large number of participants were excluded from Study 3, analyses were conducted to compare
demographic differences (see Appendix B2).
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have provided 80% power to detect a small to medium effect size (¥ = .035) at <.05
significance. Due to the nature of response surface analyses, it was important for there to be
an adequate dispersion of cases across variables, and so we aimed for a minimum of 500
participants to sufficiently power for the regressions and the response surface analysis.

Participants (92% women, 6% men, 2% another gender category) were between the
ages of 18 and 73 (Mage = 26.12, SD = 5.68), and identified as heterosexual (63%), bisexual
(30%), homosexual (2%), pansexual (4%), queer (< 1%), and those who did not use a label,
or identified with another sexual orientation (1%). The majority of participants identified as
white (87%), with mixed or multiple ethnic backgrounds (5%), or Asian (3%). Participants
identified as exclusively dating, or in a committed dating relationship (78%), engaged (11%),
or married, in a civil union, or common-law partnership (11%). Almost all participants
reported that they practice monogamy (97%), however a small proportion of participants
reported that they engage in consensual non-monogamy/polyamory (3%), or a different type
of relationship style (< 1%). The relationship length of the participants spanned between 1

Table 3.10.

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations for Sexual Arousal, Sexual Desire,
Arousal-Desire Overlap, Relationship Satisfaction, and Sexual Satisfaction in Study 3.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1 Sexual

Arousal 3.31 0.73 -

EEE

2 Sexual Desire  3.53 0.78 0.55 -

3 Arousal-

Desire Overlap 4.66 1.30 0.23 0.39 -

4Relationship 5 05 104 2™ 033 0197 -
Satisfaction
5 Sexual sk sk sesksk ek

) ) 6.04 0.99 0.40 0.49 0.33 0.63 -
Satisfaction

X

Note. p <.05, “p <.01, "p <.001.
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month and 50 years (Mengmn = 4.32, SD = 4.60). Descriptive statistics and bivariate

correlations are reported in Table 3.10.

Materials and Procedure

The procedure followed that of Study 2. After completing measures of sexual arousal,
sexual desire, and arousal-desire overlap, participants were randomly assigned to one of the
two conditions wherein they read either the article designed to increase endorsement of
implicit sexual destiny beliefs, or the article designed to increase endorsement of implicit
sexual growth beliefs. Participants were required to spend a minimum of 3 minutes reading
the article before they could continue to ensure participants were reading diligently. After
reading the articles, participants completed the relationship and sexual satisfaction measures.

The measures used were almost identical to those used in Study 2 and included
measures of sexual arousal (a = .81) and desire (a = .88), arousal-desire overlap, relationship
satisfaction (a = .90), and sexual satisfaction (a = .89). However, rather than measuring
individual differences in implicit sexual beliefs, participants were randomly assigned to one
of two priming articles.

Implicit Sexual Belief Priming Articles. Two implicit belief priming articles were
used in the study which have previously been shown to successfully manipulate participants
to have greater endorsement of sexual destiny or sexual growth beliefs (Maxwell et al.,
2017). The article designed to increase endorsement of sexual destiny beliefs was titled
‘Secrets to an Amazing Sex Life: It’s in That Initial Spark’ and focused on how sexual
satisfaction relies on being a good sexual match with your partner from the start of the
relationship. The article designed to increase endorsement of sexual growth beliefs was titled
‘Secrets to an Amazing Sex Life: You May Need to Work at It and focused on how sexual
satisfaction relies on both partners putting in effort and working together. Both articles

contained fabricated research and were designed to look like real magazine articles.
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A manipulation check was used to assess whether participants who read the growth or
destiny priming article did more strongly endorse growth or destiny beliefs respectively.
Participants were asked 'Based on the article you just read, which statement do you most
strongly agree with?'. Participants chose from the following statements: 'It is important that a
sexual relationship starts off well' (destiny beliefs), 'One can work to improve their sex life'
(growth beliefs), or 'It is likely to experience financial difficulties as a couple' (filler item not
associated with sexual destiny or sexual growth beliefs). Participants who did not select the
statement that is aligned with the study condition assigned to them were excluded from data

analysis.

Results

(Mis)Matches Predicting Satisfaction (Hypotheses 1 and 2)

Descriptively, Study 3 showed a similar pattern of (mis)matching arousal and desire:
36% of this new sample of participants experienced matching arousal and desire, and
64% of participants experienced mismatching arousal and desire. Of those, 21% experienced
mismatches as greater arousal than desire, and 43% experienced mismatches as greater desire
than arousal.

Next, we used the same analytic strategy as Study 2. We tested the same models as in
Study 2:

Relationship Satisfaction = by + b; Arousal + b Desire + b3 Arousal’ + by
Arousal*Desire + bs Desire’ + Gender + Age.

Sexual Satisfaction = by + b; Arousal + b; Desire + bz Arousal’ + by Arousal*Desire
+ bs Desire’ + Gender + Age.

Table 3.11 presents the model coefficients for the polynomial regression and the

RSAs. Figure 3.4 presents the three-dimensional response surface plots for relationship
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satisfaction and sexual satisfaction. The omnibus test for both polynomial models were

significant (relationship satisfaction: F(7, 541) = 13.69, p <.001; sexual satisfaction: F(7,

541) = 31.26, p < .001).

Replicating Study 2, the curvature of the line of incongruence was not significant in
either model (relationship satisfaction: as = 0.171, p = .385; sexual satisfaction: a4 = 0.067, p
=.799). However, the slopes of the line of congruence predicting relationship satisfaction (a;
=0.490, p <.001) and sexual satisfaction (a; = 0.716, p <.001) were again both positive and
significant, consistent with Study 2. Additionally, the curvature of the line of congruence was
also significant in this sample for relationship (a2 =-0.268, p <.001) and sexual satisfaction
(a2=-0.214, p <.001). This suggests that satisfaction was greater when arousal and desire
matched at midrange levels rather than at more extreme levels, although this pattern was not

predicted a priori, and since it did not emerge in Study 2 for relationship satisfaction, it

should be interpreted with caution.

Figure 3.4.

Three-dimensional response surface plots of the combined effect of sexual arousal and desire

on the relationship satisfaction (left) and sexual satisfaction (right) of participants, whilst
controlling for participant age and gender.
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Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and

Sexual Satisfaction in Study 3.

Relationship Satisfaction

Sexual Satisfaction

Polynomial regression coefficients

Arousal (b1) 238" 2697
Desire (b2) 2527 4477
Arousal® (b3) -.015 -.006
Arousal x Desire (bs) -219° -.141
Desire? (bs) -.033 -.068
Gender -.047 .002
Age -.007 -.003
Response surface analysis coefficients

Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 4907 7167
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) -268" =214
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) -.014 -.179
Curvature of the line of incongruence (a4) 171 .067
Model statistics: R? 1457 284"

koskok

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™p <.001.

Next, we assessed whether concordance as measured by the pictorial measure of

arousal-desire overlap was associated with a) relationship satisfaction and b) sexual

satisfaction using linear regression, controlling for gender and age. As hypothesized, arousal-

desire overlap was associated with both relationship satisfaction (b = .150, #(545) =4.350, p <

.001) and sexual satisfaction (b = 0.249, #(545) = 8.063, p <.001). See Table 3.12 for the

regression coefficients. Thus, consistent with the findings from the RSA and our findings
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from Study 2, subjective assessments of congruence between arousal and desire also
positively predicted satisfaction.
Table 3.12.

Arousal-Desire Overlap Predicting Participants’ Relationship and Sexual Satisfaction in Study 3,
Whilst Controlling for Gender and Age.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction
Regression coefficients
Overlap 150" 249"
Gender -.021 .048
Age -014 -.010
Model statistics: R? 035" 1057

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™"p <.001.

The Moderating Effects of Implicit Sexual Beliefs (Hypotheses 3a and 3b)

Finally, we tested the hypothesis that the implicit sexual belief manipulation condition
would moderate the polynomial association between arousal-desire and a) relationship and b)
sexual satisfaction. The regression models were as follows:

Relationship Satisfaction = bo + b; Arousal + b Desire + b3 Arousal’ + by
Arousal*Desire + bs Desire’ + Sexual Belief Condition + Gender + Age.

Sexual Satisfaction = by + b; Arousal + b; Desire + bz Arousal’ + by Arousal*Desire
+ bs Desire’ + Sexual Belief Condition + Gender + Age.

The omnibus tests were significant for both relationship satisfaction, (11, 537) =
9.408, p <.001, and sexual satisfaction: F(11, 537) =20.44, p <.001).

Sexual Destiny Condition. When participants were in the sexual destiny condition,
neither the curvature of the line of incongruence predicting relationship satisfaction (as = -
0.120, p =.763) or sexual satisfaction (a4 = -0.559, p = .199) were significant. However, the

slope of the line of congruence predicting relationship satisfaction was significant and



121

positive (al = 0.587, p <.001) such that relationship satisfaction was greater when sexual
arousal and desire matched at higher levels than at lower levels. This pattern was mirrored for
sexual satisfaction (al = 0.750, p <.001).

For sexual satisfaction only, the curvature of the line of congruence was also
significant and negative for sexual satisfaction (a2 =-0.266, p = .012) suggesting that when
people were in the sexual destiny condition, sexual satisfaction was greater when arousal and
desire matched at midrange levels rather than at more extreme levels. Furthermore, the slope
of the line of incongruence was also significant and negative (a3 =-0.387, p = .013)
suggesting that sexual satisfaction was greater when desire was greater than arousal, than
when arousal was greater than desire for those primed with sexual destiny beliefs. Table 3.13
presents the model coefficients for the polynomial regression and the model coefficients for
the RSAs for the implicit sexual destiny beliefs condition. Figure 3.5 presents the three-
dimensional response surface plots.

Sexual Growth Condition. Next, two RSAs were conducted to assess the association
between greater arousal-desire matching and relationship and sexual satisfaction for those in
the sexual growth beliefs condition. Neither the curvature of the line of incongruence
predicting relationship satisfaction (as = 0.255, p = .226) or sexual satisfaction (a4 = 0.355, p
=.099) was significant. However, as with those in the sexual destiny beliefs condition, the
slope of the line of congruence predicting relationship satisfaction was significant and
positive (a; = 0.415. p <.001) such that relationship satisfaction was greater when sexual
arousal and desire matched at higher levels than at lower levels. This pattern was mirrored for
sexual satisfaction (a; = 0.683. p <.001). For relationship satisfaction only, the curvature of
the line of congruence was also significant and negative for sexual satisfaction (a2 =-0.328, p
=.008) suggesting that relationship satisfaction was greater when arousal and desire matched

at midrange levels rather than at more extreme levels for participants in the growth condition.
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Table 3.14 presents the model coefficients for the polynomial regression and the model
coefficients for the RSAs for participants in the implicit sexual growth beliefs condition.
Figure 3.5 presents the three-dimensional response surface plots.

Overall, these conditional effects mirror the unconditioned effects from Models 1 and

2, and thus do not support our moderation hypothesis.

Figure 3.5.

Three-dimensional response surface plots of the combined effect of sexual arousal and desire
on the relationship satisfaction (top), and sexual satisfaction (bottom) of participants, whilst
controlling for participant age and gender, for those in the sexual growth beliefs condition
are manipulated to be high (right), and those in the implicit sexual destiny beliefs condition

(lef).
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Table 3.13.
Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and
Sexual Satisfaction in Study 3 for the Implicit Sexual Destiny Beliefs Condition.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction
Polynomial regression coefficients
Arousal (b1) 267 181
Desire (b2) 3207 5687
Arousal® (b3) -.008 -172
Arousal x Desire (b4) -.039 146
Desire? (bs) -.150 -.241
Gender -.057 -.008
Age -.005 .003
Destiny Condition -.081 1177
Arousal x Destiny Condition -.038 .048
Desire x Destiny Condition -.048 -.082
Arousal® x Destiny Condition -.024 141
Desire? x Destiny Condition .085 117
Arousal x Desire x Destiny Condition -.126 -.199
Response surface analysis coefficients
Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 5877 7507
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) -.198 -263"
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) -.053 -.388"
Curvature of the line of incongruence (a4) -.120 -.559
Model statistics: R? 1637 3317

R

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™"p <.001.
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Table 3.14.
Arousal-Desire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Participants’ Relationship and
Sexual Satisfaction in Study 3 for Implicit Sexual Growth Beliefs Condition.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction
Polynomial regression coefficients
Arousal (b1) 190 278
Desire (b2) 225" 4057
Arousal® (b3) -.056 A11
Arousal x Desire (bs) -2917 -.252°
Desire? (bs) 019 -.007
Gender -.005 -.008
Age -.005 .003
Growth Condition -.081 117
Arousal x Growth Condition -.038 .048
Desire x Growth Condition -.048 -.082
Arousal® x Growth Condition -.024 141
Desire? x Growth Condition 085 117
Arousal x Desire x Growth Condition -.126 -.199
Response surface analysis coefficients
Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 4157 6837
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) 328" -.148
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) -.035 -.127
Curvature of the line of incongruence (av) 255 355
Model statistics: R? 1637 3017

R

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™"p <.001.
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Conditional Self-Reported Arousal-Desire Overlap Effects

We further tested whether the association self-reported arousal-desire overlap and a
satisfaction was moderated by sexual beliefs condition (1 = growth condition, -1 = destiny
condition), using linear regression. The interaction between arousal-desire overlap and
implicit sexual belief condition was not significant for relationship satisfaction, b = -.048,
#(543) =-1.416, p = .157, or for sexual satisfaction, b = -.033, #543) =-1.055, p = .292. Table
3.15 presents the model coefficients for the regression. Thus, we once again found no support

for our hypothesized moderation effects.

Table 3.15.
Arousal-Desire Overlap Predicting Participants’ Relationship and Sexual Satisfaction in Study 3,
Including the Moderation of Sexual Belief Condition.

Relationship Satisfaction Sexual Satisfaction

Regression coefficients

Overlap 1507 2507
Sexual Belief Condition 170 148
Overlap x Sexual Belief Condition -.048 -.031
Gender -.019 051

Age -.015 -.011

Model statistics: R? 038" 10477

kskok

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™p <.001.

Arousal-Desire (Mis)Matching and Overlap Studies 1 & 2

To further our understanding of how polynomial regression and RSA capture similar
or novel dynamics from other measurement approaches, we were interested in testing how the

self-reported measure of arousal-desire overlap corresponded to (mis)matching arousal and
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desire as modelled by the RSA. We therefore conducted an exploratory RSA in each study

predicting overlap from polynomial effect of arousal and desire.

In both studies, the omnibus tests were significant (Study 2: F(5, 583) =21.25,p <

.001; Study 3: F(5, 543) =20.81, p <.001). See Appendix B3 for the model coefficients for

the RSAs (Table S3.3). Figure 3.6 presents the three-dimensional response surface plots.

Figure 3.6.

Three-dimensional response surface plots of the combined effect of sexual arousal and desire
on the perceived arousal-desire overlap of participants in Study 2 (left) and Study 3 (right).
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The slope of the line of congruence predicting arousal-desire overlap was significant

and positive for both studies (Study 2: a; = 0.731, p <.001; Study 3: a; =0.719, p <.001)

such that arousal-desire overlap was greater when sexual arousal and desire matched at

higher levels than at lower levels. This suggests that self-reported overlap can be best

interpreted as capturing congruence between high arousal and desire rather than interpreted as

capturing low congruence at lower levels of overlap.

The slope of the line of incongruence predicting arousal-desire overlap was also

significant and negative (Study 2: a3 = -0.487, p = .004; Study 3: a3 =-0.595, p <.001), such
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that participants reported more arousal-desire overlap when desire was greater than arousal,
than when arousal was greater than desire. This suggests that on self-reported measures

which ask participants to interpret their experiences of arousal relative to desire, people who
experience more desire than arousal may be more likely to report congruence between these

two constructs than people who experience more arousal than desire.

General Discussion

Sexual intimacy in romantic relationships is important and has the potential to shape
people’s lives and relationships (Anderson, 2013). As a satisfying sex life is important to the
maintenance of satisfying romantic relationships (Byers, 2005; Fallis et al., 2016; McNulty et
al., 2016; Muise et al., 2013; Muise, Kim, et al., 2016; Sprecher & Regan, 2002), it is
important to understand how to foster a satisfying sexual relationship. At the core of sexual
intimacy is the arousal and desire people experience towards their sexual partners which
propels them towards intimate acts (Basson, 2000; Kaplan, 1974; Meston & Buss, 2007).
Independently, arousal and desire have been shown to have an important impact on how
satisfied they are with their romantic partnerships and their sex lives (e.g., Brezsnyak &
Whisman, 2004; Chao et al., 2011; Dosch et al., 2016; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan, 2000).
However, inconsistencies in how arousal and desire have been measured and conceptualized
(Handy et al., 2018; Heiman, Rupp, et al., 2011; Janssen, 2011; Sarin et al., 2013), in addition
to limitations with traditional statistical modelling making it challenging to model arousal-
desire (mis)matches (Barranti et al., 2017; Edwards, 2002; Shanock et al., 2010), mean that
there is limited understanding of how (mis)matching arousal and desire influence relational
and sexual satisfaction.

The aim of the current research was to directly test how matches and mismatches

between subjective arousal and desire were associated with relationship and sexual
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satisfaction for people in established romantic relationships, using polynomial regression
with response surface analysis which are well suited for modelling the effects of similarities
and differences across predictors. Across both studies, we found consistent evidence to
suggest that matching at high levels of arousal and desire was associated with both greater
relationship and sexual satisfaction. By contrast, we found no evidence to suggest that
mismatching negatively influenced satisfaction, despite our original hypotheses and past
research suggesting that inconsistencies between “mind” and “body” experiences can be
harmful (Dorahy et al., 2013; Price & Thompson, 2007; Simeon et al., 2003; Stein et al.,
1997). One reason why we see the benefits of matching arousal and desire, but no
consequences of mismatches might be the context in which a person is experiencing
mismatches. Arousal-desire mismatching might not be inherently harmful as a person may
perceive this to be the norm for them, however it might be more consequential within a
person if they experience more mismatching compared to usual. Moreover, our research did
not include people with clinically low levels of arousal and desire. It might be the case that
mismatching is more harmful if arousal or desire is at clinically low levels. Additionally,
across both studies we found no evidence that implicit sexual beliefs moderated the
association between arousal-desire (mis)matches and satisfaction. Instead, our results show
that arousal-desire matching at high levels is important for satisfaction, irrespective of
individuals’ underlying beliefs about their sexual relationship. Again, it may be the case that
whilst sexual lay beliefs did not matter, sexual beliefs might be important when there are
within-person fluctuations in arousal-desire matching. For example, if a person experiences a
mismatch in arousal and desire, when they usually experience high matching between the
two, a person high in sexual destiny beliefs may find this much more distressing and make
them question their sexual compatibility with their partner much more than somebody high in

sexual growth beliefs.
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Whilst it may seem like Study 2 and 3, which suggest that people can experience
differences in the alignment between their arousal and desire, might appear to contradict the
findings of Study 1, which found no profiles containing arousal-desire misalignment, there is
nuance in interpreting the findings of these studies. Firstly, the aim of Study 1 was not to
evaluate whether people experienced differences in arousal-desire alignment, but to test
whether there were meaningful profiles of matching and/or mismatching in conjunction with
the other facets of sexual activation. Moreover, a ‘misaligned’ profile in Study 1 would
require the value of one to be significantly above the mean of the sample, and the other to be
significantly below the mean of the sample, whereas in Studies 2 and 3, a mismatch was
based on whether arousal and desire were within half a z-score unit (Barranti et al., 2017).
Consequently, scores of arousal at a 4, and desire at 5, for example, in Studies 2 and 3, may
reflect some misalignment, whilst the same scores in Study 1 would simply reflect high levels
of both relative to the sample mean. Therefore, we cannot consider the results from Study 1
to be equivalent to ‘matching’ arousal and desire, as we only know whether they were above
or below the sample mean for arousal and desire, not whether their arousal and desire was
discrepant.

Our findings provide support for proponents who advocate for conceptualizing these
as distinct and separate constructs, rather than interchangeable ones (Blumenstock et al.,
2024). Importantly, this research is novel as it highlights that not only are arousal and desire
important predictors of satisfaction when measured on their own, but that their combined
effect when experienced at high levels together are associated with important interpersonal
experiences. Thus, conceptualizing arousal and desire separately will not only help those
interested in arousal-desire dysfunctions which manifest differently (Sarin et al., 2013), but
also for those interested in bolstering sexual functioning in otherwise non-clinical samples.

For example, our findings support previous interventions aimed at increasing sexual
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wellbeing by increasing the alignment between bodily and mental sexual response (Brotto et
al., 2016; Handy & Meston, 2018; Korff & Geer, 1983; Velten et al., 2020; Velten et al.,
2018). Future research could therefore examine whether interventions aimed at increasing
and bringing arousal and desire into alignment could not only benefit sexual wellbeing, but
also benefit relationship wellbeing at the same time.

Our findings are also important for understanding how sex influences our
relationships. Sexual intimacy is strongly related to maintaining satisfying romantic
relationships (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Muise,
Schimmack, et al., 2016), and our relationships influence our happiness and wellbeing
(Bucher et al., 2019; Diamond & Huebner, 2012; Pateraki & Roussi, 2012; Shek, 1995). Our
findings show that whilst both arousal and desire are independently important, arousal-desire
matches at high levels are particularly important for relationship and sexual satisfaction.
Matches may also have other positive outcomes for relationships, for example matches might
indirectly increase relationship commitment, reduce conflict, and enhance sexual self-esteem.
Moreover, arousal-desire matches might have positive outcomes for the partner. For example,
a partner of somebody who had high alignment in their arousal and desire might perceive
their partner to be more responsive and committed. Alternatively, a partner of somebody with
low arousal-desire matching could experience more tension or conflict. Future research could
research the dyadic impact of arousal-desire (mis)matches.

The current research also provides novel insights into what self-reported measures of
(mis)matching between arousal and desire may be capturing. In both studies, our self-
reported measure of arousal-desire overlap was also positively associated with relationship
and sexual satisfaction. Historically, one could be reduced to interpreting these associations
based on linear assumptions such that higher scores = good/matching, and lower scores=

bad/mismatching. However, the findings from our RSA temper such interpretations, instead
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suggesting that the self-reported overlap better taps into when people experience matching at
high (relative to low) levels of arousal and desire. Thus, while a single-item measure such as
ours may be more practical to administer in many contexts, the additional insights from our
RSA provide a framework for researchers to limit their interpretation of any resulting
findings to narratives around matching when both are strong, and avoid narratives that speak

to mismatching.

Limitations & Future Directions

Despite the strengths of our studies, they are not without limitations. First, the current
studies focused on subjective awareness of arousal, rather than objectively measuring arousal
through physiological changes (e.g., genital vasocongestion). This choice was based on past
work demonstrating that subjective arousal and desire can be differentiated (e.g.,
Blumenstock et al., 2024; Sarin et al., 2013), and because subjective awareness of
physiological changes within the body have important predictive implications for how people
interpret their sexual functioning (Dixon et al., 2024; Handy & Meston, 2016). Additionally,
there are practical advantages to examining subjective experiences which do not rely on
intrusive measurement devices, and yet still yield valuable insights into how people
experience intimacy in their relationships. Nonetheless, subjective awareness of arousal does
not perfectly correlate with objective physiological changes in response to sexual stimuli
(Chivers et al., 2010; Meston & Stanton, 2019). Thus, there may be important limitations to
this approach which should be addressed through future research examining how
(mis)matching objective arousal and desire influence sexual and relational satisfaction.

Relatedly, this research relied on retrospective reflections on the arousal and desire
someone recalled experiencing during a recent intimate experience with their romantic
partner. The methodological choice to ask participants to reflect on a recent sexual experience

reflects practical limitations associated with assessing arousal and desire for a romantic
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partner in vivo. However, self-reported arousal and desire may be influenced by perceptions
of the partner and relationship (Birnbaum et al., 2016; Dewitte et al., 2018). Consequently,
this research is unable to make causal determinations regarding whether congruently high
arousal and desire lead to relational and sexual satisfaction, or whether high relational and
sexual satisfaction bring arousal and desire into alignment. Further research with more
sensitive measurement will be needed to better understand causality.

Another limitation of these studies is a lack of equal gender representation. Despite
efforts to recruit self-identified men and women, nearly all of the participants across both
studies were women. The over-representation of women is a common issue specifically in
research that recruits for sex and relationship research (Senn & Desmarais, 2001), but also in
general for research that uses volunteer sampling. There are several important gender
differences to consider in relation to the implications of this research. Firstly, sexual arousal
is organized differently in women experience less agreement between their subjective arousal
and objectively measured genital stimulation compared to men (Chivers et al., 2010).
Secondly, men experience stronger and more frequent desire than women, however this may
be in part due to the way desire has been measured, which often conflates desire with sexual
frequency, or focuses on spontaneous, rather than responsive, sexual desire, leading women
to underreport their desire (Dawson & Chivers, 2014). The current research is also centered
on cisnormative expectations of sexual functioning. This may overlook unique experiences
and concerns around (mis)matching arousal and desire in populations undergoing gender
transformative procedures, including taking medications, hormone replacement therapies, and
surgery. Thus, despite controlling for gender in our analyses, the present results should be
interpreted with caution when generalizing across gender identities.

Finally, despite implicit sexual beliefs not moderating the association between

arousal-desire (mis)matches and satisfaction, there may nonetheless be other important
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individual differences which inform these associations. For example, differences in
attachment orientations may influence how people interpret (mis)matches between their
subjective arousal and their desire for a partner. We would hypothesize that arousal-desire
mismatches might be particularly distressing for anxiously attached individuals who are more
prone to their relationship quality being influenced negative sexual experiences (Birnbaum et
al., 2006). Individual differences in interoceptive awareness may also influence how people
experience arousal-desire (mis)matches. Notably, because greater interoceptive ability is
associated with greater awareness of sexual arousal (Handy & Meston, 2016, 2018), people
who are more interoceptive might be more sensitized to experiences where their subjective
arousal and desire match or mismatch than someone who is less attune to their how their
body responds to sexual stimuli. Thus, more research is needed to help identify factors which
potentially sensitize people to arousal-desire (mis)matches, and how this may alter their

association with relationship and sexual wellbeing.

Conclusion

People may be driven to intimacy by experiences in their “mind” or experiences in
their “body”. Arousal and desire are both important aspects of a satisfying sex life and
relationship. Because they are distinct experiences, it is natural for them to diverge. However,
due to statistical and theoretical limitations in prior research, it has been challenging to test
whether intimate relationships benefit from matches between arousal and desire, or are
harmed by mismatches. The current findings suggest that, in a non-clinical sample of people
in relationships, matching arousal and desire particularly benefit people’s sex lives when they
are both high, but are not particularly detrimental when they mismatch. Thus, interventions
which successfully increase both arousal and desire during intimate encounters with partners

may be particularly important to support sexual and relationship wellbeing between couples.
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Chapter 4 - When the Stars Align: The Impact of Arousal-Desire Alignment on Daily

Sexual Satisfaction and Intimacy
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Author’s Note
This chapter details Study 4, in which we tested whether daily changes in arousal-

desire alignment might influence sexual satisfaction and decisions to engage in intimacy.

The pre-registered hypotheses and analysis plans can be found here:

https://aspredicted.org/4shr-hijbg.pdf.

This chapter has been submitted for publication and is currently under review:

Tasker, C., Lamarche, V.M., & Ses, O. (submitted) When the Stars Align: The Impact of
Arousal-Desire Alignment on Daily Sexual Satisfaction and Intimacy. Sexual and

Relationship Therapy.


https://aspredicted.org/4shr-hjbg.pdf
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Abstract

People benefit from experiencing concurrently high degrees of both subjective
awareness of physiological arousal and psychological desire for intimate acts with a partner.
Just as people can experience high arousal and desire, these experiences can wane together or
diverge over time. However, the consequences of fluctuations in the perceived alignment
between subjective arousal and desire for sexual wellbeing are unknown. In an 8-day diary
study of adults (n = 169) in established relationships, we tested the hypothesis that daily
changes in arousal-desire alignment might influence sexual satisfaction and decisions to
engage in intimacy. Consistent with hypotheses, on days when participants reported greater
arousal-desire alignment, they also reported greater sexual satisfaction the next day.
However, contrary to our hypothesis they were no more or less likely to have engaged in
intimacy. Furthermore, consistent with hypotheses, implicit sexual beliefs moderated this
association, such that arousal-desire alignment predicted satisfaction those who believe in the
importance of sexual compatibility (i.e., high sexual destiny beliefs), not for those who
believe in opportunities for sexual growth in relationships (i.e., high sexual growth beliefs).
Overall, our findings suggest that on days following greater alignment between arousal and
desire than usual, people feel more satisfied with their intimate lives, particularly when they

believe sexual compatibility is essential.
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Introduction

Sexual intimacy is important for our health and wellbeing and helps us to maintain
closeness and intimacy in our relationships (Bancroft, 2002; Debrot et al., 2017; Satcher,
2001, 2013). It is therefore no surprise that having frequent, and good, sex is especially
positive. More frequent sex is associated with greater sexual and relational satisfaction
(Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Frederick et al., 2017; McNulty
et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), as well as overall life (Blanchflower & Oswald,
2004; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Schmiedeberg et al., 2017).
Frequency is not the only metric that matters. It is equally important for relational and life
satisfaction to be engaging in satisfying sex (Fallis et al., 2016; Litzinger & Gordon, 2005;
Schmiedeberg et al., 2017). But, sexual satisfaction and sexual frequency can fluctuate day-
to-day (Velten et al., 2025), and so it is important to understand what might contribute to
these fluctuations to help benefit the relationship.

Arousal and desire are both involved in the preparation of the body and the mind to
engage in sexual intimacy (Levine, 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Toledano & Pfaus,
2006). Past work suggests that people experience the best outcomes for their relationships,
sex lives, and even psychological wellbeing, when their subjective arousal and desire for a
partner are both high (Chapter 2, Chapter 3). However, arousal and desire are known to
fluctuate daily (Harris et al., 2023; Kalmbach & Pillai, 2014; Miies et al., 2025a; Ter Kuile et
al., 2007). It is likely that their alignment also fluctuates daily, and thus could lead to
fluctuations in sexual frequency and satisfaction within the relationship. Thus, we propose
that people should be the most likely to engage in sexual intimacy and feel more satisfied
with their sex lives on days where their arousal and desire are aligned, than when they are

misaligned.
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However, variability in the alignment between arousal and desire should also depend
on beliefs about sexual relationships. For people who believe natural sexual compatibility is
highly important (Maxwell et al., 2017), alignment between subjective arousal and desire
might influence how they interpret the quality of their sex lives and their willingness to
engage in intimacy with a partner. However, for those who believe in working with a partner
to overcome sexual incompatibilities and conflicts, variability in alignment between arousal
and desire may be less impactful. Study 4 therefore examined whether daily fluctuations in
alignment between arousal and desire was associated with sexual satisfaction and the
frequency with which people engaged in sexual acts with a partner, as well as tested whether

individual differences in implicit sexual beliefs might influence these associations.

Sexual Intimacy and Satisfaction

Sexual intimacy is often considered to be a fundamental aspect of most romantic
relationships (Hendrick & Hendrick, 2004; McKeever, 2016), and indeed our lives (Satcher,
2001). It allows us to nurture closeness and intimacy within the relationship and is connected
to our health and wellbeing (Bancroft, 2002; Debrot et al., 2017; Satcher, 2001, 2013).
Having frequent and good sex is especially beneficial to our lives. A considerable body of
research suggests that having sex more frequently is associated with greater satisfaction with
our sexual and romantic relationships (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al.,
1995; Frederick et al., 2017; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), as well
as our happiness and overall life satisfaction (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Cheng &
Smyth, 2015; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Schmiedeberg et al., 2017). However, it is
worth noting that the benefits of more frequent sex plateau at about once per week
(Loewenstein et al., 2015; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016), which also represents the average
frequency reported by couples who are in established relationships (Blanchflower & Oswald,

2004; Call et al., 1995).
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Being satisfied with one’s sex life plays an important role in broader wellbeing.
Sexual satisfaction is associated with greater relationship (Fallis et al., 2016; Litzinger &
Gordon, 2005), and life satisfaction (Schmiedeberg et al., 2017) above and beyond sexual
frequency alone (Schmiedeberg et al., 2017; Schoenfeld et al., 2017). Yet, sexual satisfaction
can dwindle over the course of a relationship (Edwards & Booth, 1994; Liu, 2003; McNulty
& Widman, 2013), with one study finding declines beginning at approximately a year into the
relationship (Schmiedeberg & Schrdder, 2016). Moreover, many daily diary studies find that
sexual satisfaction fluctuates day-to-day (for review, see Velten et al., 2025), which could
also relate to fluctuations seen in relationship satisfaction (Arriaga, 2001). Given the
important role sexual satisfaction and frequency play in personal and relational wellbeing, it
is crucial to understand the mechanisms behind what may cause daily variability in whether

people have sex and whether they find the sex they are having satisfying.

When the Stars Align: Sexual Arousal-Desire Alignment

Part of understanding why sexual satisfaction and intimacy fluctuate daily may lie in
understanding daily fluctuations in the alignment between one’s arousal and desire. Sexual
arousal and sexual desire are two responses which might occur in response to a sexual
stimulus. Sexual arousal is the physiological response to stimuli, which involves changes in
the body, including increased heart rate and increased blood flow to the genitals (Toledano &
Pfaus, 2006). Awareness of such bodily responses is referred to as subjective arousal (Laan &
Both, 2008; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). On the other hand, sexual desire is the psychological
response which drives people to engage in sexual behaviors (Laan & Both, 2008; Levine,
2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999).

Although originally conceptualized as separate constructs in many models of sexual
response (e.g., Basson, 2000; Kaplan, 1974; Laan & Both, 2008; Lief, 1977), more recently

arousal and desire have been used interchangeably in many areas of research, due to a lack of
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consensus on definitions (Heiman, Rupp, et al., 2011; Janssen, 2011; Sarin et al., 2013). In
particular, desire and subjective sexual arousal are most often used interchangeably (Handy et
al., 2018). Consequently, research has hardly considered that a person’s arousal and desire
could potentially be in alignment or in misalignment, or the consequences thereof. There is
experimental and clinical research which suggests that people do experience differences in
the alignment between their arousal and desire (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Sarin et al., 2013).
Our own work found that 62-64% of people experienced misalignment in their arousal and
desire '° (Chapter 3), with experiences where desire was greater than arousal being more
common (43%) than experiences where arousal was greater than desire (19%-21%).

Sexual arousal and desire are known to fluctuate daily, for many reasons including in
response to changes in positive and negative affect (Harris et al., 2023; Kalmbach & Pillai,
2014), and stress (Harris et al., 2023; Miies et al., 2025a; Ter Kuile et al., 2007). As arousal
and desire fluctuate independently, this should also lead to fluctuations in their alignment
(Chapter 3). This should have important implications for how people feel about their sex lives
on days when they experience more (or less) alignment. First, greater than usual alignment
may signal compatibility between their mind and body. Evidence suggests that people benefit
in their sexual wellbeing when mind and body experiences are brought into alignment (Brotto
et al., 2016; Handy & Meston, 2018; Korff & Geer, 1983; Velten et al., 2020; Velten et al.,
2018), as greater coherence between affective and physiological states allows us to feel more
certain of our interpretation of a situation (Biddell et al., 2024; Brown et al., 2020). By
contrast, experiencing more misalignment than usual may lead to greater stress, or a sense of
dissonance due to their mind and body being out of sync (Dorahy et al., 2013; Price &

Thompson, 2007; Simeon et al., 2003). People may consequently project these feelings about

"0 The percentage of aligned and misaligned observations across the data based on whether arousal and desire
were within half a z-score unit of one another (Barranti et al., 2017).
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changes in their alignment onto their sex life, consequently influencing their reported sexual
satisfaction. Moreover, arousal and desire orients people towards engaging in sexual intimacy
(Levine, 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). Thus, on days when
people feel as though both motivational states are more aligned than usual, they should
experience the greatest motivational push to engage in sexual behavior. By contrast,
misalignment may suggest a waning in one of the underlying motivational states, which may
deter people from sexual activity. Therefore, daily fluctuations in arousal-desire alignment

should influence whether or not people choose to have sex with their partners.

Implicit Sexual Beliefs

Despite the potential influence fluctuations in arousal and desire may have on sexual
satisfaction and intimacy, such variability may not have the same impact on everybody.
Individual differences in implicit sexual beliefs may impact how one interprets alignment or
misalignment of their arousal and desire. Those who hold implicit sexual destiny beliefs tend
to believe that their natural sexual compatibility with a partner is highly important to sexual
satisfaction, and any struggles are a sign that the sexual relationship is sure to fail (Maxwell
et al., 2017), and therefore find sexual struggles distressing (Rossi et al., 2022). On the other
hand, those who hold implicit sexual growth beliefs believe that working with a partner to
overcome sexual struggles will lead to sexual satisfaction, and therefore are more likely to
respond to a sexual struggle with positive intentions to work on through such struggles
(Bothe et al., 2017; Maxwell et al., 2017). Consequently, arousal-desire alignment may be
more important to those who are high in destiny beliefs, as they would believe that alignment
is a sign of their natural compatibility with a partner, whereas misalignment would lead to
greater distress for these people. For those high in growth beliefs, alignment in arousal and
desire should be less important as these people anticipate a need to work on their sex lives,

and that struggles in the sexual relationship are accepted as normal.
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Study 4 Overview

Given the benefits of engaging in frequent, satisfying sex for personal and relational
wellbeing relationships and lives (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Brezsnyak & Whisman,
2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Fallis et al., 2016; Frederick et
al., 2017; Litzinger & Gordon, 2005; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016;
Schmiedeberg et al., 2017), it is important to identify the factors which influence more
frequent intimacy and satisfying sexual relationships. One potential domain to consider is the
extent to which people experience variability in the alignment between their subjective
arousal and desire. Greater alignment between sexual arousal and desire is associated with
increased sexual and relational satisfaction (Chapter 3). However, both arousal and desire can
wane on a daily basis, sometimes leading to misalignment between them. In these instances,
the consequences for sexual functioning are unknown.

The aim of the current research was to test whether daily fluctuations in alignment
between arousal-desire predict sexual satisfaction and engaging in sexual acts. Given that
arousal-desire alignment is associated with greater sexual satisfaction (Chapter 3), and
arousal and desire prepare the body and mind to engage in sexual intimacy (Levine, 2003;
Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), we predicted that when on days where
people reported greater arousal-desire alignment they would be more likely to engage in
sexual intimacy and be more satisfied with their sexual relationship.

Moreover, we examined whether arousal-desire alignment would be more important
for some people by testing whether individual differences in implicit sexual destiny and
implicit sexual growth beliefs moderated the association between daily arousal-desire
alignment and satisfaction and intimacy. We predicted that people who believed that natural
sexual compatibility is highly important (i.e., high sexual destiny beliefs; Maxwell et al.,

2017) would be more likely report greater satisfaction and sexual intimacy following greater
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arousal-desire alignment. However, we predicted that for people who believed that sexual
struggles can be worked through (i.e., high sexual growth beliefs), daily fluctuations in
alignment between arousal-desire would not influence satisfaction/intimacy, as those high in
growth beliefs constantly anticipate that they may need to work on their sex lives, and thus
should be less sensitized to the implications of potential changes day-to-day. Our hypotheses
are as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Following days where arousal-desire alignment was higher,
participants would report a) relatively greater sexual satisfaction (H1a), and b) a relatively
greater likelihood of sexual intimacy (H1b).

Hypothesis 2 & 3. We also hypothesize that implicit sexual destiny (H2) and growth
beliefs (H3) would each moderate the association between arousal-desire alignment and
sexual satisfaction and intimacy. Specifically, we predicted that there would be a two-way
daily arousal-desire alignment by trait sexual destiny belief interaction predicting a) daily
sexual satisfaction (H2a), and b) daily sexual intimacy (H2b). We predicted that the simple
slopes of alignment would be significant for people relatively higher in destiny beliefs, such
that following days where daily arousal-desire alignment higher, they would report greater
sexual satisfaction and intimacy. However, we expected that the simple slope of alignment
would no longer be significant when destiny beliefs were low.

Additionally, we predicted that there would also be a two-way daily arousal-desire
alignment by trait sexual growth beliefs interaction predicting a) daily sexual satisfaction
(H3a), and b) daily sexual intimacy (H3b). We hypothesized a significant simple effect of
arousal-desire alignment when growth beliefs were low, such that relatively greater alignment
would be associated with greater next-day sexual satisfaction/intimacy. We did not expect a
significant association between alignment and sexual satisfaction/intimacy when growth

beliefs were high.
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The study materials, anonymized aggregate data, and analysis codebooks are available
on the project’s repository on the Open Science Framework

(https://osf.io/an6mh/?view_only=399d41173c7f4b79bec3ebdcabad6bee).

Method

Participants

Two hundred and thirty-two participants were recruited on Prolific as part of a wider
study. To be eligible for inclusion in this study, participants had to be at least 18 years of age,
in a committed relationship, affirmed that they would give their best answers on an integrity
check question (Geisen, 2022), and have had sex with their partner in the past three months.
Of the eligible participants, 9 were dropped for not completing any of the daily prompts, and
a further 54 were dropped from the analyses due to not meeting the eligibility requirement of
having had sex within the past 3 months, leaving 169 participants for analyses''. Participants
included in our analyses for Study 4 were part of a larger experience sampling survey, and
therefore the recruitment goal was determined by the larger study. However, according to
multilevel power curves (Bolger et al., 2013), this sample size should have been sufficient to
detect medium effects (d = 0.5) with 80% power.

Participants in this subsample (60% women; 38% men; 1% another gender category)
were between the ages of 23 and 72 (Mage = 40.36, SD = 10.14), and the majority identified as
heterosexual (83%; 9% bisexual; 4% homosexual; 2% pansexual; 2% queer), White (85%;
1% Asian; 5% Black; less than 5% Latino/Latina or Latin-American/Hispanic, Asian, or of
another unspecified ethnic group), monogamous (98%; 2% consensually non-

monogamous/polyamorous/another relationship style), and mostly married/in a civil union or

1 Participants completed 83% of the daily follow-ups on average. When we remove participants who completed
<70% of the daily prompts, the pattern of results remains the same, and the effects become slightly stronger.
Consequently, we decided to retain the full sample of participants who completed the daily surveys.


https://osf.io/an6mh/?view_only=399d41173c7f4b79bec3ebdca6ad6e2e
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common-law partnership (57%; 28% in an exclusively or committed dating relationship; 15%
engaged). The relationship length of participants spanned between 6 months, and 42 years
(Miength = 12.90 years, SD = 9.02). Participants received up to £18 (£6/hour pro rata) for
participating (£2 for the 20-minute preliminary survey, plus £0.20 per 2-minute prompt

completed; plus £1 for each of the eight 10-minute daily surveys).

Materials and Procedures

Participants were invited to sign up for an 8-day experience sampling study via
Prolific. On the first day of the study, participants completed a preliminary survey and were
also instructed on how to download the ExpiWell app and log into their account which would
be used to distribute the daily questionnaires. After successful installation and login,
participants were instructed to go back to the preliminary survey and input a code to prove
their successful completion of installation process. If participants could not prove their
successful installation of the ExpiWell app using a verification code, they were immediately
dropped from the study. Participants then answered demographic questions (e.g., age, gender,
sexual orientation, ethnicity, relationship status, relationship style, and relationship length),
and measures of implicit sexual beliefs and implicit relationship beliefs (counterbalanced), as
well as questions unrelated to the present study. On each subsequent day for the next 8 days,
participants received experience sampling requests at 2-hour intervals between 9am and Spm
with questions unrelated to the current study. Additionally, they received an end of day
survey at 6pm which was available until 6am the next morning. The end of day surveys
included, in addition to questions unrelated to this study, the focal measures of daily sexual
satisfaction, daily sexual intimacy, and daily arousal-desire alignment. Upon completion of
the study, participants were debriefed.

Daily Arousal-Desire Alignment. Participants completed a measure of arousal-desire

alignment to assess how people view the relationship between their sexual arousal and their
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sexual desire on that day (adapted from Aron et al., 1992; Chapter 3). This measure consists
of one question where participants are presented with increasingly overlapping circles, each
of which represents their arousal and desire (1 = no alignment in arousal and desire, as
represented by two circles next to one another, 7 = complete alignment in arousal and desire,
as represented by a complete overlap of both circles).

Daily Sexual Intimacy. Daily sexual intimacy was assessed using a single-item
measure (“Have you been sexually intimate with your partner since yesterday's last survey?”;
1 = Yes, 0 = No). Thus, sexual intimacy, while measured the next day, captured whether or
not intimacy had occurred in the evening/day following the last survey.

Daily Sexual Satisfaction. Regardless of whether or not sexual intimacy had been
reported, daily satisfaction with their sexual relationship with their partner was be assessed
using a single-item measure (“How much do you agree with the statement 'I felt satisfied with
my sexual relationship with my partner since yesterday's last survey?"”’; 1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree). Thus, sexual satisfaction measured the next day captured satisfaction
with sexual relationships in the evening and day following the previous survey.

Implicit Sexual Beliefs. Trait implicit sexual beliefs were measured using a 24-item
scale at baseline which assessed the participant’s endorsement of implicit sexual destiny
beliefs or implicit sexual growth beliefs (Maxwell et al., 2017). Eleven-items were part of the
sexual destiny subscale (a = .89; e.g., ‘An unsatisfying sex life suggests that the relationship
was never meant to be’; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and 13 were part of the
sexual growth subscale (a = .87; e.g., ‘Successful sexual relationships require regular
maintenance’; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Items were averaged across each
subscale and higher scores represented greater endorsement of sexual destiny beliefs and

greater endorsement of sexual growth beliefs for each subscale respectively.
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Results

All analyses were done in R Version 4.5.1 (R Core Team, 2025). Descriptive statistics

and bivariate correlations for the variables in our model are in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1.

Descriptive Statistics and Between-Person and Within-Person Correlations for Daily Arousal-
Desire Alignment, Daily Sexual Satisfaction, Daily Sexual Intimacy, Sexual Destiny Beliefs, and
Sexual Growth Beliefs

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5
1 Daily Arousal-Desire Alignment  3.26 1.98 - 022" 031"  -0.16 0.11
2 Daily Sexual Satisfaction 4.33 1.68  0.26™ - 038" -0.10 -0.06
3 Daily Sexual Intimacy 1.16 0.37  046™  0.34™ - -0.16" 0.14
4 Sexual Destiny Beliefs 2.93 1.02 - -0.27"
5 Sexual Growth Beliefs 5.81 0.62

kskok

Note."p < .05, “p < .01, ""p < .001. Lower triangle represents within-subjects multilevel
correlations. Upper triangle represents between-subjects correlations. Sexual destiny and sexual
growth beliefs were not entered into the multilevel within-subjects correlation as sexual beliefs
were not measured daily and only measured in the preliminary survey.

Primary Analyses

Arousal-Desire Alignment and Sexual Satisfaction/Intimacy. To analyze hypotheses
1-3 we used multilevel modelling with mixed models using the LMER function of the LME4
package in R. Daily responses were nested within individuals to account for the non-
independence of the data structure. We used lagged analyses with "today's" arousal-desire
alignment predicting reports of sexual satisfaction and sexual intimacy reported the next day
which asked participants to reflect on any intimacy they had experienced following their last
survey. Models predicting next-day intimacy were entered as binomial generalized mixed

multilevel models as next-day intimacy was a binary outcome (yes/no). For each model, we
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controlled a priori for gender, age, and relationship length to account for their known
contributions in variability across arousal and desire, sexual satisfaction, and sexual
frequency (Call et al., 1995; Chivers et al., 2010; Dawson & Chivers, 2014; Edwards &
Booth, 1994; Liu, 2003; McNulty & Widman, 2013; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016).
Control variables were grand-mean centered, as well as growth and destiny beliefs, whereas
predictor variables were person-mean centered.

As expected, greater arousal-desire alignment was associated with greater next-day
sexual satisfaction, b = 0.99, #(750) = 2.92, p =.004, 95% CI [.03, .17]. Therefore, supporting
Hypothesis 1a, following days where people reported more arousal-desire alignment than
usual, they felt more satisfied with their sex lives. Conversely, we did not find support for
Hypothesis 1b as daily arousal-desire alignment was not associated with next-day likelihood
of sexual intimacy, b =-0.03, z =-0.34, p =.730, 95% CI [-.18, .13].

Moderating Effects of Sexual Destiny Beliefs. To test for moderation by sexual
implicit beliefs (H2 & H3), we included the main effect of implicit sexual destiny and
implicit sexual growth beliefs, and their two-way interactions with arousal-desire alignment,
in the multilevel models. As hypothesized, the effect of arousal-desire alignment on sexual
satisfaction was significantly moderated by sexual destiny beliefs, b = 0.10, #(749) =2.61,p =
.009, 95% CI [.02, .16] (see Table 4.2). This two-way interaction was decomposed to test for
the simple effect of arousal-desire alignment for those at high (+1SD above the mean) and
low (=1 SD below the mean) sexual destiny beliefs. As predicted, the simple effect of
arousal-desire alignment predicting next-day sexual satisfaction was significant for
participants who reported high implicit sexual destiny beliefs, b = 0.20, #(749) =3.97, p <
.001, 95% CI [.10, .30]. The simple effect of arousal-desire alignment predicting next-day
sexual satisfaction was not significant for participants who reported low implicit sexual

destiny beliefs, b = 0.01, #(753) = 0.262, p = .794, 95% CI [-.08, .11] (Figure 4.1). Thus,
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Model Coefficients for the Main Effects of Sexual Arousal-Desire Alignment on Next-Day Sexual
Satisfaction and Next-Day Sexual Intimacy, and Interaction Effects of Sexual Destiny and Sexual
Growth Beliefs, Controlling for Age, Gender, and Relationship Length.

Main Effects Models

Variables

Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual Intimacy

b [95% CIJ t

b [95% CI] z

Arousal-Desire Alignment
Age
Gender — Women

Gender — Other

10[.03, .17] 2.92"
.01 [-.01, .04] 1.09
26 [-.17,.70] 1.17

641-1.19,2.48]  0.68

-03[-.18,.13]  -0.34
.03 [-.00, .05] 1.95
-14[-60,.32]  -0.62

_08[-2.24,1.71]  -0.08

Relationship Length -.03 [-.06, -.00] -2.02" -.04 [-.07,-.01] 2.677
Interaction Models
Sexual Satisfaction Sexual Intimacy
Variables b [95% CI] t b [95% CI] z

Arousal-Desire Alignment

Age

Gender — Women

Gender — Other

Relationship Length

Destiny Beliefs

Growth Beliefs

A-D Alignment x Destiny Beliefs

A-D Alignment x Growth Beliefs

101.04, .17] 3.09™
01 [-.01,.04] 1.08
13 [-.32, .57] 0.55
441-1.36,225] 047
-03 [-.06,-.00]  -2.03"
-24[-45,-03] -2.16
-32[-.65,.02]  -1.82
.09 [.02, .16] 2.61™

02 [-.09, .13] 0.33

~03[-.19,.13]  -0.40
.03 [-.00, .05] 1.90
11[-57,.35]  -0.47
~01[-1.85,1.83]  -0.01
-04[-.07,-01]  0.02°
07 [-.15, .30] 0.64
-341-.69,.01]  -1.92
04 [-.12, 21] 0.54

_08[-33,.16]  -0.65

Note. Next-day sexual satisfaction was analyzed using linear mixed-effects models, whereas next-day
sexual intimacy was analyzed using binomial generalized mixed-effects models. Numbers in brackets
represent 95% confidence intervals. Gender effects are in reference to the coefficients for men. “p <

kokok

.05,"p<.01, ™ p <.001.
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arousal-desire alignment predicted next-day satisfaction, but only for people who have
relatively higher beliefs that couples are destined to be sexually compatible.
Figure 4.1.

Sexual destiny beliefs and next-day sexual satisfaction as a function of daily sexual arousal-
desire alignment.

High Sexual Destiny
= == = = Low Sexual Destiny

Next-Day Sexual Satisfaction

Low High
Sexual Arousal-Desire Alignment

Note. Solid line represents individuals with high sexual destiny beliefs, and dashed line
represents individuals with low sexual destiny beliefs. Parallel lines represent confidence
intervals. High and low destiny and arousal-desire alignment determined by +1/-1 SD
respectively. p < .05, “p <.01, “p < .001.

However, contrary to hypotheses, the effect of arousal-desire alignment on sexual
intimacy was not moderated by sexual destiny beliefs, b = 0.04, z = 0.59, p = .588, 95% CI [-
12, .21].

Moderating Effects of Sexual Growth Beliefs. Contrary to hypotheses, the effect of
arousal-desire alignment on next-day satisfaction was not moderated by sexual growth

beliefs, b =0.02, #(785) = 0.33, p =.743, 95% CI [-.09, .13], nor was next-day sexual

intimacy, b =-0.08, z =-0.65, p = .517, 95% CI [-.33, .16] (see Table 4.2).
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Exploratory Analyses

The aim of this study was to understand how daily changes in alignment between
arousal and desire influence sexual intimacy and satisfaction. However, past work suggests
that overall alignment may offer personal and relational benefits (Chapter 3). Thus, we tested
whether average alignment across the diary period was associated with sexual satisfaction
and sexual frequency on average over the same period. Consistent with past work, people
who experienced greater relative alignment between arousal and desire on average across the
diary period had sex more often, b = 0.04, #(163) = 4.234, p <.001, 95% CI [.02, .06], and
were more satisfied with their sex lives on average, b = 0.19, #(163) = 3.079, p = .002, 95%
CI[.07,.32] (see Appendix C Table S4.1 for model coefficients). Thus, although changes in
arousal-desire alignment were not associated with next-day sexual intimacy, those who
reported greater alignment across the dairy period engaged in sexual intimacy more
frequently. However, while people with greater alignment on average also felt more satisfied
with their sex lives on average, days in which they felt their arousal and desire were even
more (or even less) aligned than usual were particularly beneficial (or ~armful) to how they

evaluated their relationship the next day.

Ruling Out Alternative Explanations

Do sexual satisfaction and/or intimacy predict next-day arousal-desire alignment?
Given the correlational nature of our data, we pre-registered our intention to attempt to rule
out alternative explanations that daily sexual satisfaction and daily sexual intimacy predict
next-day arousal-desire alignment through exploratory analyses (see Appendix C Tables
S4.2-4.3 for model coefficients). Consistent with our theoretical rationale, greater sexual
satisfaction was not associated with greater next-day arousal-desire alignment, b =-0.01, ¢ = -
0.32, p=.750, 95% CI [-.08, .06]. Sexual intimacy was also not associated with greater next-

day arousal-desire alignment, b =-0.23, t =-1.81, p = .071, 95% CI [-.49, .02]. Furthermore,
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these associations were not moderated by implicit growth beliefs and this association was not
moderated by implicit destiny beliefs (satisfaction predicting alignment: » = 0.03, r=1.02, p
=.307, 95% CI [-.03, .10]; intimacy predicting alignment: b =0.12, = 0.88, p = .381, 95%
CI [-.15, .38]), or implicit growth beliefs, (satisfaction predicting alignment: b = 0.09, ¢t =
1.36, p = .173, 95% CI [-.04, .22]; intimacy predicting alignment: b = 0.10, = 0.48, p = .634,
95% CI [-.32, .52]). Thus, daily experiences with sexual satisfaction and sexual intimacy do

not appear to inform next-day alignment between arousal and desire.

General Discussion

Having good and frequent sex is associated with benefits for our sexual and romantic
relationships (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Fallis et al., 2016;
Frederick et al., 2017; Litzinger & Gordon, 2005; McNulty et al., 2016; Muise, Schimmack,
et al., 2016), as well as our wellbeing and happiness overall (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004;
Cheng & Smyth, 2015; Muise, Schimmack, et al., 2016; Schmiedeberg et al., 2017).
However, the reality is that most people—whether by preference or constraints—are not
intimate every day, and even satisfaction with sex lives can wax and wane (Velten et al.,
2025). Daily changes in alignment between people’s sexual arousal and desire may play an
important role in influencing how people experience sexual satisfaction and intimacy on a
daily basis. Both arousal and desire each motivate people to have sex (Meston & Buss, 2007).
Arousal and desire are known to fluctuate daily independently, and not necessarily in the
same direction (Harris et al., 2023; Kalmbach & Pillai, 2014; Miies et al., 2025a; Ter Kuile et
al., 2007). However, while overall alignment has previously been shown to positively
influence sexual and relational wellbeing (Chapter 3), the implication of fluctuations in

alignment has not been examined.
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Consistent with our hypotheses, people felt more satisfied in their sexual relationships
with their partners on days following greater alignment between their subjective arousal and
desire than usual. Thus, even though secondary analyses suggest that greater alignment is
associated with more sexual satisfaction overall, people’s evaluations of their sex lives can
change for the better or worse depending on whether their physiological and psychological
systems were particularly attuned or out of sync from their usual experiences. This may be
due to what alignment signals from a motivational standpoint. For example, when alignment
is high, it may suggest that a person’s motivational systems are coherent with one another.
The positive feelings of these aligned motivational states may consequently be projected onto
the sexual relationship itself (Brotto et al., 2016; Handy & Meston, 2018; Korff & Geer,
1983; Velten et al., 2020; Velten et al., 2018). By contrast, on days when alignment is low,
people might feel ambivalence due to the opposing signals from one’s mind and body
(Dorahy et al., 2013; Price & Thompson, 2007; Simeon et al., 2003), leading to more
negative interpretations which are projected onto the relationship. While identifying the
underlying mechanisms which facilitate these effects are beyond the scope of this paper, our
findings do illustrate that not only does alignment between arousal and desire contribute to
sexual wellbeing broadly speaking (Chapter 3), but that people benefit from — or are harmed
by — changes in their alignment from their typical baseline. Notably, this suggests that
alignment carries a unique role independent from simply high or low levels of either arousal
or desire, and that high levels of one at the expense of the other may have important
consequences for sexual wellbeing.

Additionally, contrary to our hypotheses, daily changes in alignment were not
associated with likelihood of having sex with the partner that day. This is potentially due to
the very low variability in sexual activity in our sample across the 8-day survey period (M =

0.15). Alternatively, this could represent the practical disconnect that many people experience
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between the motivation to engage in intimacy and the opportunity to act on those
motivations. For example, couples sometimes engage in sex without feeling any arousal or
desire, in order to increase intimacy and closeness in their relationships (Impett et al., 2015;
Impett et al., 2019; Leigh, 1989; Meston & Buss, 2007; Watson et al., 2017). For others,
barriers such as time, children, and health can prevent people in engaging in sex they would
otherwise want to have (Ahlborg et al., 2005; Basson, 2010; Bodenmann et al., 2010; Jawed-
Wessel & Sevick, 2017; Shen, 2019). Even a particularly good day where alignment between
arousal and desire is higher than usual may be insufficient to overcome these practical
hurdles. Rather, when it comes to intimate acts between partners, our secondary analyses
suggest that overall alignment between arousal and desire may be more influential on
whether people have sex than do daily fluctuations, perhaps reflecting the importance of
having a more calibrated motivational system that feels ready to act on when the opportunity
arises.

We found that on days when people were higher in arousal-desire alignment, they
have greater sexual satisfaction and intimacy. However, it could have been the case that on
days when people felt more satisfied and engaged in sex, they would be more likely to report
greater arousal-desire alignment. Previous research has used lagged analyses to rule out
casual pathways (Maxwell et al., 2017). Our findings further demonstrated that it was not the
case that engaging in intimate acts with the partner, or feeling more positive about one’s sex
life, promoted greater alignment between arousal and desire the following day. This rules out
potential alternative explanations that satisfaction and intimacy might be the cause of greater
reported arousal-desire alignment. However, it is yet to be explored what can cause increases
in arousal-desire alignment.

Finally, our findings suggest that daily changes in the alignment between arousal and

desire are more important for some people than others. Notably, it was people who were high
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in the belief that a sexual relationship should be naturally compatible (i.e., high implicit
sexual destiny beliefs; Maxwell et al., 2017; Rossi et al., 2022) who benefited the most on
days following higher than average alignment. Consistent with past work on destiny beliefs,
our findings suggest that for these people, experiencing more alignment than average may
signal that their sexual relationship is heading in the right direction, whereas experiencing
less alignment than average may suggest that their compatibility is waning. People high in
destiny beliefs may particularly benefit from interventions aimed at promoting greater
alignment between their arousal and desire, or strategies to counteract the negative feelings
they may develop on days when alignment is relatively lower than usual. By contrast, there
were no moderating effects of implicit sexual growth beliefs. For those who believe that
satisfying relationships take effort and grow overtime, fluctuations in their daily alignment
between arousal and desire provide less of a litmus test for the success of their sexual

relationship or their future as a couple.

Limitations & Future Directions

Although Study 4 has its strengths, it also has its limitations. Firstly, as noted above,
the relatively short diary period may have constrained our ability to capture variability in
sexual intimacy. Consistent with past research (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Call et al.,
1995), couples in our sample only engaged in sex an average of one time per week. While
over half of the sample did have sex at least once (28%) or more than once (30%), which may
have been adequate to capture variability due to alignment if the effect had been large, a very
a large proportion did were not intimate at all (42%). Research using larger survey windows
(e.g., 21-30 days) has had more success at capturing more instances of intimacy, increasing
from an average of one time per seven days to 3-13 times over these longer periods (Impett et
al., 2019; Mark, 2014; Maxwell et al., 2017; Muise et al., 2014; Vowels & Mark, 2020).

Thus, future research should replicate the present study with a longer survey period or
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experience sampling methods which provide more opportunities to capture low incidence
behaviors such as sexual intimacy. Alternatively, the null association between changes in
alignment and engagement in sexual intimacy may be a consequence of not using an
approach which acknowledges the dyadic reality of sexual intimacy. If the partner is
unwilling to engage in sex, then one partner’s alignment alone cannot change this. Had we
included a measure of intentions to engage in intimacy alongside whether or not they had,
then it is possible that we would have seen that alignment increased the intentions behind sex,
which may then have gone unfulfilled. We were also unable to test whether daily changes in
alignment had any impact on the partner’s sexual satisfaction or willingness to be intimate.
Additional research with both partners would help advance our understanding of the factors
which shape sexual wellbeing within established relationships.

Secondly, the present research used retrospective reports of subjective arousal and
desire. While this methodological approach is commonly used (Cartagena-Ramos et al.,
2018; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), retrospective evaluations can nonetheless be biased
(Birnbaum et al., 2016; Dewitte et al., 2018). For example, people who are less satisfied with
their sex lives may reconstruct their sexual experiences through a more negative lens. Thus,
these people might report greater misalignment between their arousal and desire. Despite
these concerns, the use of lagged effects in our models help to address this by temporally
separating evaluation points.

Third, while this study illustrates how changes in arousal-desire alignment can
influence sexual satisfaction and intimacy, it cannot speak to the underlying mechanisms as
to why sexual satisfaction would be higher on days when arousal-desire alignment is greater
even if they had not had sex. As suggested earlier, it may be the case that sudden
misalignment is associated with greater distress and dissonance, whereas more alignment

than usual reduces ambiguity, creates a sense of cognitive-affective consistency, both of
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which contribute to more positive evaluations (Biddell et al., 2024; Brown et al., 2020;
Centerbar et al., 2008; Huang & Galinsky, 2011). Future research should examine these
potential mechanisms which may help in the development of future interventions.

Finally, as our research suggests that for those high in implicit growth beliefs,
arousal-desire alignment is less critical for satisfaction, it could be the case that interventions
to increase growth belief endorsement could prevent decreases in satisfaction when arousal
and desire fall out of alignment. As previous research has designed successful manipulations
of sexual implicit beliefs (Maxwell et al., 2017), future research could manipulate
endorsement of growth beliefs as an intervention. Moreover, previous research found that
manipulating implicit beliefs about how it is normal for sexual desire fluctuates day-to-day,
versus remaining stable over time, meant that women coped better with sexual desire
challenges (Sutherland & Rehman, 2018). Future research could examine whether informing
people that their arousal and desire are likely to fluctuate, and vary in their alignment, could

prevent any decreases in satisfaction due to misalignment.

Conclusion

Alignment between arousal and desire contributes to sexual and relational wellbeing.
However, little is known about how day-to-day changes alignment impact people’s sex lives.
The current findings suggest people feel more satisfied with their sex lives following days
where the alignment between their arousal and desire is higher than usual. However, this did
not influence their likelihood of actually being intimate with their partner. Notably, this was
particularly the case for people who believe that couples are destined to be sexually
compatible. Thus, for some, a change in how strongly aligned their “bodies” are with their
“minds” may signal how well they think their sex lives are going, even when they are not

having very much sex.
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Chapter 5 - The Dyadic Psychological and Physiological Impacts of Arousal-Desire
Alignment Following an Intimate Couple Discussion
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Author’s Note

This chapter details Study 5, in which we tested whether arousal-desire alignment
might shape the extent to which people feel they are able to respond to sexual requests by a
partner, by testing cardiovascular and self-reported challenge and threat responses whilst
couples engaged in a conversation about their sex lives in the lab.

Due to difficulties in recruiting couples to participate in research that involves
physiological measures, is focused on a personal topic, and requires partners to coordinate
schedules to come to a lab session together, this sample size is smaller than what was pre-
registered. However, sensitivity analyses detected that we had ~70% power to detect medium
(B = .30) actor and partner effects.

Due to the smaller sample size than expected, we also deviated slightly from pre-
registered hypotheses. Instead of testing the moderated mediation model discussed in our pre-
registration, we only tested a mediation model. Additionally, we did not use response surface
analysis, and structural equation modelling was used to look at actor and partner effects due
to its benefits in mediation analyses. Model fit across all analyses was very poor ()%, p <.001,
TLI <.95, RMSEA > .05), likely due to the smaller-than-planned sample size. SEM is
typically underpowered with smaller dyadic sample sizes, whereas multilevel modelling is
better able to deal with a smaller sample size (Ledermann & Kenny, 2017). If these analyses
were to be redone, multilevel modelling would be chosen due to its superiority in dealing
with smaller sample size. However, for the purpose of the thesis these models were still
interpreted using the planned SEM analyses.

The pre-registered hypotheses and analysis plans can be found here:

https://aspredicted.org/4ue7tu.pdf.

Whilst this chapter has not currently been submitted for publication, we are hoping to

create a manuscript using alternative analyses from this dataset. Alongside dyadic self-


https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2faspredicted.org%2f4ue7tu.pdf&c=E,1,NKKsUpTWWPimTJ2EsYZn0jjiV9iYt0svBC7AmKT4NSWz6la1DjGgTpL46fhAlppsriYUKSB7H5T-A3X7jIQVuzkRmYFnKl41UAlz3bPl-23qm9-ZuRCTUtf3Dw,,&typo=1&ancr_add=1
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reported and physiological data, the conversation that the couple engaged in about their sex
life during the study was video recorded. We plan to conduct additional analyses using the

transcripts from these discussions.
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Abstract

Navigating intimacy with a partner can be challenging and requires a strong
understanding of what both partners want and their ability to be mutually responsive.
Alignment between arousal and desire might shape the extent to which people feel they are
able to respond to sexual requests by a partner. When alignment is high and their sexual
motivational system is working in a synchronized manner, people may feel as though they
have the personal resources to respond to these demands. However, when alignment is low,
they may feel as low these resources are lacking. Using the Biopsychosocial Model of
Challenge and Threat (BPS-CT), we conducted a dyadic study of couples (ncoupies = 54, Riotal =
108) to test whether alignment was associated with more positive (relative to negative) stress
responses during a conversation about intimacy with a romantic partner. We hypothesized
that greater alignment between arousal and desire would be associated with greater
cardiovascular and self-reported challenge (relative to threat) during the discussion. We
further hypothesized that challenge and threat differences may be due to experiencing more
consonance (versus dissonance) when thinking about sexual experiences, as alignment
conveys an implicit sense of coordination between mind and body experiences. Contrary to
the hypotheses, there were no effects of alignment predicting cardiovascular challenge/threat
responses during the intimacy discussions, although men’s alignment predicted their self-
reported challenge following the conversation. Additionally, while women’s alignment was
negatively associated with dissonance, there were no indirect effects of dissonance on
challenge/threat responses for either men or women. Replicating previous findings,
alignment predicted greater sexual and relationship satisfaction for both men and women, and
women’s alignment also predicted men’s relationship satisfaction. More research is needed to
understand if arousal-desire alignment has benefits during discussions of sexual intimacy, and

why it might be more important for men during these discussions.
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Introduction

Sex has a multitude of positive implications for romantic relationships (Muise, Kim,
et al., 2016), from boosting our satisfaction with our relationships (Brezsnyak & Whisman,
2004; McNulty et al., 2016; Sprecher, 2002), to promoting bonding and closeness between
partners (Meltzer et al., 2017; Satcher, 2001). Typically, consensual sexual activity is
preceded by the physiological state of sexual arousal, and the psychological/motivational
state of sexual desire. People can experience differences in the alignment between their
sexual arousal and desire (Chapter 3, Chapter 4), which can inform their satisfaction with
such experiences, and can also translate into satisfaction with the wider relationship (Chapter
3). This study aimed to expand on previous findings to test whether alignment could be
beneficial when discussing sexual intimacy with a romantic partner.

Discussions surrounding sex can often feel stressful (Rehman et al., 2019), because
they require partners to be honest (and confident) in their own needs and wants, and rely on
each other to be mutually responsiveness to these needs. The Biopsychosocial Model of
Challenge and Threat (BPS-CT; Blascovich & Mendes, 2000), proposes that people make
evaluations about how their personal resources can meet situational demands, with more
positive evaluations leading to more adaptive stress responses. We propose that alignment
between arousal and desire provide important insight into the personal resources people can
draw from when partners make requests for intimacy. Consequently, we anticipate that those
with greater alignment might perceive enough resources to meet situational demands and
therefore would respond with greater challenge — a positive form of stress which is a
motivator of action. However, experiencing less alignment could lead to a lack of perceived
resources due to the disconnect between mind and body states, leading them to experience
threat — a negative form of stress. Coupled sex is also by definition dyadic. A partner’s

arousal-desire alignment may therefore similarly influence personal stress responses by
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shaping expectations of their ability/willingness to engage in intimacy. Thus, Study 5 aimed
to examine the dyadic influence of alignment between arousal and desire on stress responses

during a conversation about intimacy with a partner.

Feeling Challenged? The Potential Benefits of Arousal-Desire Alignment Whilst

Discussing Sex with a Partner

Sexual activity is usually preceded by the physiological state of sexual arousal, which
involves the bodily preparation for sex (Toledano & Pfaus, 2006), and the psychological state
of sexual desire, which involves the mental motivational element behind engaging in sex
(Laan & Both, 2008; Levine, 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999). Previous research has shown
that, although arousal and desire are typically experienced concurrently (Brotto et al., 2010),
individuals may experience differences in the alignment between in their arousal and desire
(Chapter 3, Chapter 4). Greater alignment between arousal and desire overall has been shown
to increase sexual and relational satisfaction (Chapter 3), but research has also shown that a
person benefits in their sexual satisfaction on days when their arousal-desire alignment is
greater than usual (Chapter 4). However, in this study we wanted to expand on our findings
to test whether alignment could have other benefits.

According to the biopsychosocial model of challenge and threat (BPS-CT), how a
person appraises a demanding situation depends on whether they perceive their available
resources to meet or exceed the demands of the situation (Blascovich & Mendes, 2000). A
situation is perceived as a challenge when the perceived resources meet or exceed demands
(i.e., “I can handle this”), or as a threat when the demands exceed the perceived resources
(i.e., “I can’t handle this”; Jamieson, 2017). Discussing one’s sex life with a partner can feel
stressful for many people, as it involves potential judgement, rejection, and embarrassment
(Rehman et al., 2019). However, differences in arousal-desire alignment might impact

whether this stress is a positive or a negative outcome. For those who have greater arousal-
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desire alignment, perceived resources might be relatively high as the synchrony of their
sexual systems can meet the situational demands of requests of intimacy from the sexual
partner. Therefore, people high in alignment would feel greater challenge, which is a positive
form of stress which can mobilize a person to take action (i.e., be willing to engage in sexual
intimacy), and is also associated with experiencing greater self-confidence in a situation
(Weisbuch et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2010). On the other hand, somebody experiencing
less alignment between their arousal and desire may feel as though their personal resources
cannot meet the demands of the situation — due to the disconnect between mind and body
sexual states — leading them to experience threat, a negative form of stress. During a
discussion about sexual intimacy with a romantic partner, this alignment might become
salient. For example, those with greater arousal-desire alignment might be more confident in
discussing their sexual wants and needs, whereas those with less alignment might feel they do
not have the resources to discuss such a topic.

These states of challenge and threat reliably cause distinct cardiovascular responses,
allowing us insight into the psychological processes that are underlying (Seery, 2013). The
body prepares itself for a stressful situation via the activation of the hypothalamic pituitary-
adrenocortical axis (HPA) or the sympathetic-adrenomedullary axis (SAM; Dienstbier,
1989). SAM activation is associated with ‘toughness’ in individuals, which suggests
experiencing challenge in terms of the BPS-CT theory (Seery, 2011). Threat is also
associated with SAM activation, but additionally with heightened HPA activation
(Dienstbier, 1989). Thus, challenge and threat can be indicated by four cardiovascular
measures associated with the SAM and HPA axes (Seery, 2011). Both challenge and threat
are associated with increased heart rate and ventricular contractility. Challenge is further
characterized by increased cardiac output and decreased total peripheral resistance. Cardiac

output is the amount of blood in liters pumped by the heart per minute, and total peripheral
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resistance is a measure of the net constriction vs dilation in the arteries (mean arterial
pressure x 80/cardiac output; Sherwood et al., 1990). Threat is characterized by low cardiac
output and high total peripheral resistance. In the current study, we use these cardiovascular
measures to assess how much challenge versus threat a participant is experiencing. The top-
down approach of this model in which psychological experiences of resource-demand
evaluations shape physiological responses has been robustly validated (e.g., Jamieson et al.,
2012; Mendes et al., 2002; Tomaka et al., 1997), with these indices of cardiovascular
challenge/threat corresponding to self-assessed challenge/threat in which people explicitly
evaluate the extent to which their personal resources can meet situational demands
(Blascovich, 2008; Blascovich & Mendes, 2000; Blascovich & Tomaka, 1996). However,
physiological evaluations benefit from evaluating the resource-demand situation in the
moments in which people are relying on them, for example during a conversation with their

partners.

Arousal-Desire Misalignment: A Form of Dissonance?

A further question to ask is: why might the alignment between arousal and desire
shape our evaluations of whether we can meet situational demands? When arousal and desire
are aligned, our motivational systems are in sync with one another, signaling that our
resources are readily available to meet the situational demands. However, when arousal and
desire are less aligned, this creates dissonant state, that may indicate limited resources.
Typically, there is a reciprocal relationship between a person’s mind and body, wherein they
work together to shape the person’s understanding of reality (Niedenthal, 2007). However,
there are often times when bodily states do not align with mental states, as commonly shown
in research which finds that emotional expression can contradict one’s emotions (Centerbar et
al., 2008; Huang & Galinsky, 2011; Sutton, 1991). Thus, the mind and body can be in a

dissonant state. We suggest that arousal-desire misalignment is a form of mind-body
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dissonance, which may lead to states of discomfort (Festinger, 1962; Harmon-Jones &
Harmon-Jones, 2012). Therefore, dissonance might be the mechanism behind which
alignment leads to evaluations that resources can meet the demands of the situation (i.e.,
challenge), and why less alignment leads to evaluations that the demands cannot be met (i.e.,
threat). Upon discussing sexual intimacy needs and wants with a sexual partner, a person may
be reminded of such dissonance between the mind and the body, leading them to feel less
certain of their sexual wants and needs. This may cause the discussion itself to become a

‘threatening’ experience.

Considering Impact on the Partner: Dyadic Influences of Arousal-Desire Alignment

Thus far, our research on arousal-desire alignment has focused on outcomes for the
individual (Chapter 3, Chapter 4). However, sex is inherently dyadic, and arousal and desire
are typically experienced towards one another. Therefore, the potential outcomes of
alignment should be considered both for the person and the romantic partner. Our research in
Chapter 4 found that those who reported greater alignment between their arousal and desire
on average were engaged in sexual intimacy with their partner more frequently, showing that
alignment for one partner has clear active outcomes for the other partner, but it is unknown
whether alignment impacts partner’s satisfaction. Therefore, the secondary aim for this study
was to further our understanding of how arousal-desire alignment impacts satisfaction for the
partner. Moreover, if a person experiences less arousal-desire alignment, and thus does not
have the resources to be able to respond to their partner’s sexual wants and needs, then this
could also have impacts for the partner. The present study also captured the dyadic effects of

arousal-desire alignment on challenge/threat outcomes.
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Study S Overview

Discussing aspects of sexual intimacy with a romantic partner can be stressful
(Rehman et al., 2019), as it requires both partners to have confidence in their sexual wants
and needs, and to be mutually responsive to those needs. As previous research shows that
arousal-desire alignment has positive implications (Chapter 3, Chapter 4), we wanted to
expand on our findings to test whether greater alignment was beneficial when couples
engaged in a discussion about their sex lives. Based on the BPS-CT (Blascovich & Mendes,
2000), those with greater alignment might perceive enough resources to meet situational
demands, and therefore experience greater challenge, which is a positive form of stress that
motivates action. However, those experiencing less alignment might experience greater
threat, as the disconnect between mind and body states might lead them to feel like lacking in
the required resources to be responsive to the partner’s needs. As less arousal-desire
alignment represents a form of dissonance between the mind and body which may lead to
states of discomfort (Festinger, 1962; Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 2012), this could
explain why alignment impacts challenge and threat states. Moreover, as coupled sex is
inherently dyadic, one partner’s arousal-desire alignment might similarly impact the partner’s
stress responses by shaping expectations of the willingness and/or ability to engage in
intimacy. Dyadic influences of alignment on both stress responses during an intimacy
discussion, and on satisfaction with the sexual and romantic relationship, are considered.

The present study has multiple aims. Firstly, we assessed whether sexual arousal-
desire alignment was associated with greater cardiovascular and self-reported challenge
(relative to threat). Secondly, we tested whether those who experienced greater alignment
experienced greater challenge due to experiencing less dissonance than those with less
alignment. Finally, we aimed to replicate previous findings to test whether greater alignment

was associated with greater sexual and relationship satisfaction. The dyadic structure of our
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data allows us to make hypotheses for both actor and partner effects. The hypotheses below
are our a priori hypotheses for the actor effects. We anticipate that any partner effects that
emerge will show a similar pattern. We do not have any a priori hypotheses as to where actor
versus partner effects may differ. Thus, our hypotheses are as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Greater arousal-desire alignment will be positively associated with a)
cardiovascular challenge (relative to threat) during an intimacy discussion with a romantic
partner, and b) self-reported challenge following the discussion.

Hypothesis 2. Greater arousal-desire alignment will be negatively associated with
dissonance surrounding intimacy with a romantic partner.

Hypothesis 3. We will test a mediation model looking at whether the association
between arousal-desire alignment and a) cardiovascular challenge b) self-reported challenge
is mediated by dissonance.

Hypothesis 4. Greater arousal-desire alignment will be positively associated with a)
sexual satisfaction and b) relationship satisfaction.

The preregistered hypotheses, anonymized aggregate data, and analysis codebooks are
available on the project’s repository on the Open Science Framework

(https://osf.io/tm6ud/overview?view_only=ade8793580b9441fa4bc3492682df57).

Methods

Participants

For the present study, 65 dyads (130 participants total) were recruited to take part.
Both partners were required to be at least 18 years of age, in a romantic relationship with one

another, and have had sex with their partner within the past 3 months'?. Of the 65 couples

2We defined sex as any type of sexual activity with a partner, including oral, vaginal, and anal sex, but
excluded any form of solo sex such as solo masturbation.


https://osf.io/tm6ud/overview?view_only=ade8793580b9441fa4bc349f2682df57
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recruited, 2 couples were excluded due to missing survey data which meant their measures of
arousal and desire alignment were not recorded. A further 9 couples were excluded for not
being in a mixed-gender partnership. The decision to exclude same-gender or unspecified
gendered dyads was made to allow for a focus on gender differences. This left 54 complete
dyads (108 participants total). Physiological measures were not available for 8 participants,
either due to messy signals that were too difficult to clean, or participants for which no Dz/Dt
signal was recorded (which is necessary for computing the cardiovascular variables used in
our analyses) due to technical issues. However, these participants remained in the data as
structural equation modelling (SEM) can handle missing data. Unfortunately, due to
difficulties in recruiting couples to participate in research that involves physiological
measures and is focused on a personal topic, this sample size is much smaller than what was
pre-registered (160 dyads). Based on sensitivity analyses for actor-partner dyadic models
(Ackerman & Kenny, 2016), the sample is powered to detect medium (f = .30) actor and
partner effects at 70.30% power.

Participants were either volunteers or paid participants. Volunteers were recruited
through a university recruitment website where students were invited to bring their romantic
partner to the lab to participate in exchange for course credit (14% of participants were
volunteers). Volunteers also had the option of entering a prize draw for one of two £10
Amazon vouchers. After exhausting the volunteer/student credit pool, we were able to secure
funding to offer compensation to new participants recruited into the study, making it possible
to extend recruitment beyond a psychology student sample. Paid participants were recruited
through recruitment mailing lists and posters distributed across a UK university campus. Paid
participants received either £10 each (£20 per couple; 39% of participants were paid this
amount) or £25 each (£50 per couple; 46% of participants were paid this amount) depending

on the recruitment platform, after participating in both the pre-lab survey and the lab visit.
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Partway through recruitment of the paid sample, we partnered with another lab at the
University who supported recruitment through their community listserv, but which required,
per their internal policy, a higher minimum payment than the £10 per person being offered to
our participants initially. Consequently, we raised the compensation rate to £25 for the
remainder of the study. Fourteen percent of participants were volunteers, 39% received £10

compensation.

Procedure

Prior to their in-lab discussion, each partner was asked to complete a 20—25-minute
survey!®. This survey collected data on the background demographics of the participants, and
included the measures of relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, dissonance, and
arousal-desire alignment as discussed above.

The in-lab section of the study happened approximately a week after completion of
the initial survey. Participants were instructed to wear loose clothing to the lab experiment to
ensure the sensors could be placed correctly, and were asked to not drink alcohol or caffeine,
to not smoke, eat, shower, or run 30 minutes before the experiment as to not disturb the
natural heart rhythm. Two experimenters were present for each testing session to assist with
setting up the placement of the electrodes and blood pressure for each participant. The lab
set-up consisted of one room where the participants would remain for the duration of the
experiment, as well as a control room for the experimenters to monitor the discussions,
through live video recordings, and all physiological recordings.

On arrival to the lab, participants are firstly asked to remove any jewelry and to
switch off any electronic devices. Participants read the information sheet and signed the

consent form. In a short survey, participants then read the following intimacy prompt to

13 For the majority of the participants this survey was completed at home in the week prior to the lab session.
The first 10 couples completed their surveys at the start of the lab session before any other activities.



171

identify topics that they would discuss in the discussion: “In this part of the study, we would
like you to think about your intimate relationship with each other. Please take a moment to
think about something fun you would like to try in your sex life, and why you would like to
try it”. Participants were then asked to briefly type about their topic of choice in the survey.
This prompt ensured that the participant did not change their decided topic upon hearing their
partner discuss their chosen topic, and it also eliminated unnatural pauses in the conversation
when the participants were deciding what to discuss.

On completion of the first survey, the researchers helped each participant to place six
electrodes across the body, on their right collarbone, between the collarbones at the base of
the neck, at the bottom of the sternum, on the left side of the abdomen, at the bottom of the
back of the neck, and on the middle of the back. An alcohol wipe was used to clean the area
before each placement. In cases where clothing interfered with the electrode wire, the wire
was secured with medical tape leaving significant slack between the tape and the electrode in
order to minimize noise caused by moving of the clothing. The electrode wires were then
plugged into the MindWare Mobile ECG device. The correct-sized blood pressure cuff was
then attached to the non-dominant arm of each participant.

The participants were then instructed to remain silent and relaxed whilst the
equipment was prepared, and that we would provide them with further instructions via an
intercom. The experimenters moved to the control room where the blood pressure
measurements were started via Bluetooth. The start of the baseline was flagged on the
MindWare recording once the first blood pressure reading began. The baseline took
approximately 4 minutes, or until the blood pressure machines had completed 4 rounds of
measurements. Once the final measurement has been taken, this was noted on the MindWare

software.
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The experimenters read the intimacy prompt again to the participants via the
intercom, and participants were reminded to remain as still as possible during the discussion.
The blood pressure devices were reprogrammed remotely to take 6 measurements. As soon as
the measurements began, the participants were instructed to start the conversation, and the
start of the discussion was recorded on MindWare. The discussion took approximately 6
minutes, or until the blood pressure machines had completed 6 rounds of measurements. The
end of the discussion was noted on MindWare after the final measurement had finished.

Participants engaged in two conversations, one of which is unrelated to the present
study. Discussion order was randomized for each couple and counterbalanced across the
study. Discussion order is included as a covariate in relevant hypotheses to account for any
potential effects that the order of the discussion may have on the findings of this study.

After finishing the discussion, the participants completed a second short survey which
contained the self-reported measure of challenge/threat. Participants were then fully debriefed
with an opportunity to ask the researcher any questions before being disconnected from the

physiological sensors and paid.

Materials and Measures

The participants responded to the following measures in a preliminary survey before
attending the lab session:

Sexual Arousal-Desire Alignment. Participants additionally completed a measure of
arousal-desire alignment to assess how individuals view the relationship between their sexual
arousal and their sexual desire. This measure consists of one question where individuals are
provided with a display of Venn diagrams which represent an overlap in their arousal and
desire. This was adapted from the Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale (Aron et al., 1992;

Chapter 3).



173

Cognitive Dissonance. Cognitive dissonance relating to sexual arousal and sexual
desire was assessed using the Dissonance Affect Questionnaire, a 3-item measure that
measures whether an individual feels 1) uncomfortable, 2) uneasy, and 3) bothered during the
last time they were intimate with their partner (adapted from Harmon-Jones, 2000 & Elliot
and Devine, 1994). Filler items were also included in this measure.

Relationship Satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was measured using Rusbult’s
Relationship Satisfaction Level Subscale (Rusbult et al., 1998), a 5-item measure that aims to
measure satisfaction within the relationship (e.g., ‘My partner fulfils my needs for intimacy’;
1 =don’t agree at all, 7 = agree completely).

Sexual Satisfaction. Sexual satisfaction was measured using the Global Measure of
Sexual Satisfaction (GMSEX), a 5-item measure of an individual’s rating of their sexual
relationship on 7-point bipolar scales (e.g. good-bad, pleasant-unpleasant; Lawrance et al.,
1998).

The following measures were measured during the lab session:

Cardiovascular Challenge and Threat. Cardiovascular challenge and threat were
assessed via cardiovascular biomarkers for each partner. These biomarkers were recorded
non-invasively during the 6-minute discussion using MindWare Mobile ECG/ICG Systems.
Four cardiovascular indexes were assessed (Seery, 2013): (1) heart rate), (2) ventricular
contractility, (3) cardiac output, and, (4) total peripheral resistance. Cardiovascular challenge
(indexed by relative-to-baseline increases in heart rate and cardiac output, and decreases in
total peripheral resistance and ventricular contractility) is a positive stress response associated
with increased engagement and performance. Cardiovascular threat (decreased heart rate and
cardiac output, and increased total peripheral resistance and ventricular contractility) is a
negative stress response associated with poorer performance, reduced self-efficacy, and

disengagement (Seery, 2013). To generate the cardiovascular indexes required to calculate
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total peripheral resistance, blood pressure must also be assessed alongside the measures taken
using MindWare. Blood pressure was measured using Microlife WatchBP Office blood
pressure monitors. The monitors were programmed to wait 15 seconds, then take a
measurement that took on average 45 seconds to obtain. This meant that blood pressure
readings were taken continuously approximately every 60 seconds. Cardiovascular measures
were averaged over each minute in line with the frequency of blood pressure readings, and
the four cardiovascular indexes of heart rate, ventricular contractility, cardiac output, and
total peripheral resistance were then created for each 60-second segment within the baseline
and discussion. These indexes were not created if data was missing.

Self-Reported Challenge and Threat. Following the discussion, self-reported
challenge and threat stress appraisals were measured using the Appraisals of Acute Stress
Measure (SAAS; Mendes et al., 2007), a 10-item questionnaire which aims to measure
perceptions of situational demands and personal resources available during their discussion.
Demand items (e.g., "The task was very demanding'; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree) were averaged separately to resource items (e.g., 'l felt I had the abilities to perform
well in the task'). A challenge/threat ratio was created by dividing the demand average by the
resource average. Higher scores reflect greater perceived resources than demand, reflecting a

state of challenge.

Results

In order to account for the non-independence of responses from partners in the same
couple, the actor-partner interdependence model (APIM; Kenny, 2018) was used in all
analyses using structural equation modelling (SEM) approach to account for the non-
independence between responses from partners within dyads. SEM was chosen as it is

recommended for conducting mediational dyadic analyses (Ledermann & Kenny, 2017). This
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analytic approach also makes it possible to test for both actor and partner effects in the same

model, giving them equal analytic weight. Dyads were treated as distinguishable based on

gender. All models additionally controlled for age and relationship length. It is important to

note that the overall model fit did not meet the typical threshold advised for interpretation (2,

p <.001, TLI < .95, RMSEA > .05), and were most likely poor due to the small sample size.

Thus, the results should be interpreted with caution. All analyses were completed in R

Version 4.5.1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for main variables are in Table

5.1.

Table 5.1.
Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations.

Mean  SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Arousal-Desire Alignment 5.03  1.46 -
2 Dissonance 1.46 0.67 -0.23" -
3 g‘ﬂ;ﬁg‘:ﬁﬁhma t 187 094 023° 007 -
4 gﬁiﬁgﬁ‘;ﬁilmmm 006 107 009 009  0.00 -
5 Sexual Satisfaction 6.25 094 046" -0.05 0.10 0.15 -
6 Relationship Satisfaction ~ 6.13  0.84 0417 -0.14 0217 0.13 0.54™ -

kskok

Note. "p < .05, "p < .01, ™p <.001.

Arousal-Desire Alignment and Challenge versus Threat

Cardiovascular Challenge and Threat

Mean levels of heart rate (HR), pre-ejection period (using R peak instead of Q, see

Seery et al., 2016), cardiac output and total peripheral resistance were calculated for the last
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minute of the baseline, and each minute of the discussion period. In line with standard
practice, for all cardiovascular variables we examined reactivity, or the difference between
the final minute of the initial baseline period and the mean of the discussion period. As
challenge and threat assume task engagement, we confirmed that participants were engaged
in the discussion tasks by testing mean heart rate and ventricular contractility reactivity
against zero. The mean heart rate increase during the discussion period was significantly
greater than zero (M = 5.06, SD =5.11), t(99) = 9.92, p <.001, as was the mean ventricular
contractility increase (M = 1.83, SD = 7.33), t(99) = 2.50, p = .007. These results indicate that
participants as a group were engaged by the discussion task, allowing us to examine the
specific cardiovascular indexes of challenge and threat. We then calculated a single challenge
and threat index for the discussion by converting each participant’s total peripheral resistance
and cardiac output values into z-scores and summing them. Greater positive scores indicated
greater challenge, and greater negative scores indicated greater threat.

Dyadic structural equation modelling was used to examine the actor and partner
effects of arousal-desire alignment on physiological challenge and threat. Following Kenny
and Ledermann (2010), the £ parameters were not calculated as the standardized value of the
actor effect was <.10 for women (Men = 0.27, Women = -0.05). In addition to including age
and relationship length as covariates, discussion order was added as a covariate. We also
controlled for signal noise, which included potential signal noise issues flagged during the
analyses stage, such as signals that required heavy editing or poorer quality signals. The final
model demonstrated a poor fit overall to the data, ¥*(25) = 63.83, p <.001, TLI = .71,
RMSEA = .17. The significance of > indicated a poor fit, however a Type 1 error can occur
with smaller sample sizes (see Shi et al., 2018). The TLI was below the recommended .95
(see Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). The RMSEA was above the .05 recommended for a good

fitting model (see MacCallum et al., 1996). The poor model fit is likely due to the sample size
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being much smaller than the pre-registered sample. As such, these findings should be
interpreted with extreme caution.

Contrary to hypotheses, there was a not a significant actor effect of arousal-desire
alignment on physiological challenge relative to threat for men, b = .27, z=1.83, p =.068,
95% CI [-.02, .56], although effects were in the expected direction. The same was true for
women, b =-.01,z=-0.39, p =.694, 95% CI [-.08, .05]. No partner effects were found. The
full model is presented in Figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1.
The actor-partner interdependence model for the actor and partner effects of arousal-desire

alignment on physiological challenge versus threat, including the covariates of actor and
partner age, relationship length, discussion order, and potential data issues.

Discussion Order

0.01 0.44
Arousal-Desire 027 . 11?)’5101031;;1 t
Alignment (M) : a en%;zd \;s rea
0.06 0.04 0.58
Relationship Length (<<_ 0.02
0.01 0.01
0.15

Arousal-Desire Physiological

-0.01
Alignment (W) Challenge vs Threat

(W)

0417

-0.01
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Self-Reported Challenge and Threat

The k parameters were not calculated the standardized value of the actor effect was
<.10 for women (Men = 0.38, Women = 0.05). Discussion order was also added as a
covariate to this analysis. The final model demonstrated a poor fit overall to the data, y*(14) =
40.72, p <.001, TLI=.75, RMSEA = .19, again likely due to the sample size.

Partially consistent with hypotheses, there was a significant actor effect of arousal-
desire alignment on self-reported challenge for men, b = .27, z = 2.85, p = .004, 95% CI [.08,
.45], but not for women, b =.02, z=0.26, p =.796, 95% CI [-.14, .19]. No partner effects
were found. The full model is presented in Figure 5.2.

Figure 5.2.
The actor-partner interdependence model for the actor and partner effects of arousal-desire

alignment on self-reported challenge versus threat, including the covariates of actor and
partner age, relationship length, and discussion order.
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associations, and green lines represent significant positive associations. 'p < .05, “'p < .01,

eskok

' <.001.



179

Arousal-Desire Alignment and Dissonance

The k parameters were calculated on the basic model as the standardized value of the
actor effect was >.10 (Men = 0.15, Women = -0.42), as recommended by Kenny and
Ledermann (2010). Kenny and Ledermann also recommend re-estimating the model
constraining k based on whether the CIs contain 1, 0, or -1. As k;, 95% CI [-12.75, 18.09],
and k2, 95% CI [-1.56, 0.64], contained 1, 0, and -1 in the bootstrapped confidence intervals
with 5000 iterations, indicating that the partner effect could be negative, zero, or equal to the
actor effect, k was not constrained in the final model.

Figure 5.3.
The actor-partner interdependence model for the actor and partner effects of arousal-desire

alignment on dissonance, including the covariates of actor and partner age, and relationship
length.
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The final model demonstrated a poor fit overall to the data, ¥*(8) = 34.65, p <.001,
TLI=.69, RMSEA = .25. Contrary to our hypothesis, there was not a significant actor effect
of arousal-desire alignment on dissonance for men, b = .07, z=1.21, p = .225, 95% CI [-.04,
.18]. However, in support of our hypothesis, there was a significant actor effect of arousal-
desire alignment on dissonance for women, b =-.21, z=-3.48, p <.001, 95% CI [-.33, .09].
Greater alignment was associated with reduced levels of dissonance. No partner effects were

found. The APIM model estimates are presented in Figure 5.3.

Dissonance Mediating the Associations between Arousal-Desire Alignment and

Challenge/Threat

Cardiovascular Challenge and Threat

SEM was used to examine whether dissonance mediated the pathway between
arousal-desire alignment and cardiovascular challenge. Age, relationship length, discussion
order, and signal noise were controlled for. The final model demonstrated a poor fit overall to
the data, ¥*(42) =94.82, p <.001, TLI=.69, RMSEA = .15. Contrary to hypotheses, the
bootstrapped indirect effects were not significant, suggesting that dissonance did not mediate
the relationship between alignment and self-reported challenge for men, b = -.00, z=-0.23, p
=.818, 95% CI [-.06, .01] or for women, b =.01,z=0.49, p =.633,95% CI [-.05, .01]. The

full model is presented in Figure 5.4.

Self-Reported Challenge

Then, SEM was used to examine whether dissonance mediated the pathway between
arousal-desire alignment and self-reported challenge. Age, relationship length, and discussion
order were controlled for. The final model demonstrated a poor fit overall to the data, ¥*(26)
=63.36, p <.001, TLI = .74, RMSEA = .16. Again, contrary to hypotheses, the bootstrapped

indirect effects were not significant, suggesting that dissonance did not mediate the



181

relationship between alignment and self-reported challenge for men, b =.02, z=0.50, p =
619, 95% CI [-.03, .10] or for women, b =-.02, z =-0.45, p = .656, 95% CI [-.13, .07]. The

full model is presented in Figure 5.5.

Figure 5.4.

The model for the actor effects of dissonance as a mediator of the association between
arousal-desire alignment and physiological challenge, including the covariates of age,
relationship length, discussion order and signal noise.
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Figure 5.5.

The model for the actor effects of dissonance as a mediator of the association between
arousal-desire alignment and self-reported challenge, including the covariates of age,
relationship length, and discussion order.
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Arousal-Desire Alignment and Satisfaction

Sexual Satisfaction

The k parameters were calculated on the basic model for men and women as the
standardized value of the actor effects was >.10 (Men = 0.62, Women = 0.33). As k;, 95% CI

[-0.45, 0.33], included 0, but not 1 or -1, and k2, 95% CI [-0.36, 1.82], contained 0 and 1 in
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the bootstrapped confidence intervals with 5000 iterations, £ was not constrained in the final
model. The final model demonstrated a poor fit overall to the data, ¥*(8) = 35.21, p <.001,
TLI=.71, RMSEA = .25, again likely due to the sample size. The actor effects of arousal-
desire alignment on sexual satisfaction were significant for both men, b =.33,z=5.34,p <
.001, 95% CI [.21, .46], and women, b =.25,z=2.59, p =.010, 95% CI [.06, .43]. No
significant partner effects were found. The full model is presented in Figure 5.6.

Figure 5.6.

The actor-partner interdependence model for the actor and partner effects of arousal-desire

alignment on sexual satisfaction, including the covariates of actor and partner age, and
relationship length.
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Relationship Satisfaction

The actor and partner effects of arousal-desire alignment on sexual satisfaction were
also examined. The k parameters were calculated on the basic model as the standardized

value of the actor effects was <.10 (Men = 0.43, Women = 0.30). As &z, 95% CI [0.05, 2.22]
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contained 0 and 1, and 42, 95% CI [-1.25, 5.79], contained -1, 0, and 1 in the bootstrapped
confidence intervals with 5000 iterations, k£ was not constrained in the final model. The final
model demonstrated a poor fit overall to the data, ¥*(8) =42.05, p <.001, TLI =.65, RMSEA
= .28. The actor effects of arousal-desire alignment on relationship satisfaction were
significant for men, b = .20, z =3.53, p <.001, 95% CI [.09, .31], and women, b = .21, z =
0.01, p=.010, 95% CI [.05, .38]. Additionally, there was a significant partner effect with
women’s greater alignment being significantly associated with men’s relationship
satisfaction, b = .16, z=2.77, p = .006, 95% CI [.05, .27], however men’s alignment was not
significantly associated with women’s relationship satisfaction, b = .09, z = 1.01, p = .311,
95% CI [-.08, .26]. The full model is presented in Figure 5.7.

Figure 5.7.

The actor-partner interdependence model for the actor and partner effects of arousal-desire

alignment on relationship satisfaction, including the covariates of actor and partner age, and
relationship length.
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General Discussion

Navigating discussions of sexual intimacy with a partner can be stressful (Rehman et
al., 2019), as it requires both partners to understand and feel confident about their needs, and
to also be responsive to their partner’s needs. Alignment between arousal and desire might
shape how well people feel they are able to respond to their partner’s sexual requests. When
arousal-desire alignment is high, and thus sexual responses from the body and mind are
working in a synchronized manner, people may feel as though they have the personal
resources to respond to these demands. But, when alignment is low, they may feel as low
these resources are lacking. We employed the BPS-CT to test whether those with greater
alignment were more likely to perceive enough resources to meet the situational demands of a
discussion about sexual wants in the relationship and therefore would be more likely to
experience challenge which is a positive form of stress. We also tested if greater alignment
leads to challenge because greater alignment mitigates feelings of mind-body dissonance. As
coupled sex is dyadic, we also considered whether partner’s arousal-desire alignment may
similarly influence personal stress responses, and additionally satisfaction with the sexual and
romantic relationship.

Largely, we found limited support for our hypotheses. Consistent with earlier
chapters, both men and women’s arousal-desire alignment was associated with their own
relationship and sexual satisfaction. Women’s alignment also significantly associated with
their male partner’s relationship, but not sexual satisfaction. Men typically report greater and
more frequent arousal and desire than women do (Baumeister et al., 2001; Chivers et al.,
2004; Regan & Atkins, 2006). Due to this, sex might be more likely to occur between the
partners when the woman is feeling prepared and motivated to engage in sex, as men are
more frequently ready to engage in sex than women. This is represented in previous research,

with women sometimes being described as the ‘gatekeepers’ of sex according to traditional
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sexual scripts (Byers, 2013; Gonzalez-Rivas & Peterson, 2020; Leavitt & Willoughby, 2015).
As previous research has shown that having greater overall arousal-desire alignment was
associated with a greater frequency of sexual intimacy over an 8-day period (Chapter 4),
women’s greater overall alignment might predict a greater overall frequency of sex.
Therefore, greater arousal-desire alignment might lead to greater frequency of sex, but
especially when alignment is greater in women as they may have more influence as to when
sex is to occur. As sex is more important for men’s relationship satisfaction than women’s
(Hassebrauck & Fehr, 2002; Sprecher, 2002), this might explain why women’s alignment
predicted men’s relationship satisfaction. However, it is unexplained why this did not
influence men’s sexual satisfaction. Thus, while these findings further our previous
knowledge about the importance of having aligned arousal and desire for satisfaction by
extending them to a dyadic context in which gender differences can be evaluated, more
research is needed to fully understand potential gender differences in the importance of
arousal-desire alignment for satisfaction.

However, we found substantially less support for our primary hypotheses. Whilst
there were significant actor effects for men’s arousal-desire alignment predicting their self-
reported challenge during the intimacy discussion with their partner, there were no actor
effects for women, nor any actor effects for either men or women predicting challenge/threat
during the conversation. Additionally, the actor effects of alignment were negatively
associated with dissonance for women but not men. However, there was no evidence of
dissonance mediating the association between alignment and objective or subjective
challenge/threat. Although the lack of support for some of our hypotheses may come from
methodological limitations discussion further below, our findings suggest that perhaps the
benefits of arousal-desire alignment do not extend beyond satisfaction to protect against

states of threat as a result of discussing sex with the romantic partner for women. Perhaps this
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lack of association for women suggests that there are other factors which might be more
important to women when discussing sex with her partner. One key factor could be
perceptions of how the partner will respond to the sexual disclosure. Even if an individual is
high in alignment, if they perceive that their partner would respond negatively or
unsupportively, they might still interpret the demands of the situation to be too high. As
women have been shown to engage in sex for reasons such as emotional closeness more than
men (Meston & Buss, 2007), whilst men are more likely to engage in sexual for personal
pleasure, it might be the case that the interpersonal quality of the discussion might be

especially important to women.

Limitations & Future Directions

Although our findings demonstrate the importance of alignment to people’s sexual
and relationship satisfaction, there are important limitations to consider. Firstly, the sample
size of 54 dyads (108 participants) was much smaller than the pre-registered 160 dyads (320
participants). The smaller than expected sample size reflects the difficulties of collecting
dyadic data, due to financial constraints, and requiring both members of the dyad to attend a
lab session simultaneously. Therefore, the model fit across all models presented in this study
was poor, and interpretations of these models should be taken with extreme caution. Future
research should aim to replicate the current findings with well-powered sample to test
whether the found effects remain significant in a larger sample with better fitting models.

Secondly, participants were aware that they would be engaging in a conversation with
their partner about their sex lives when signing up for the study, which could have led to self-
selection biases. Whilst most psychological research is vulnerable to volunteer bias, sexuality
research is particularly vulnerable (Morokoff, 1986; Strassberg & Lowe, 1995). For example,
studies have shown that volunteers for sexuality research are more likely to have greater

sexual esteem, have greater sexual experience, report less traditional attitudes regarding sex,
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and have more positive attitudes towards their sex life (Strassberg & Lowe, 1995;
Wiederman, 1999). Therefore, the people who participated in this research may have been
biased in that they felt more comfortable discussing sex and felt more positive about their sex
lives compared to the general population. Furthermore, research like the present where one
person invites their partner to join the study can be biased, as previous research finds that the
couples who participate in this research report greater relationship satisfaction, greater
commitment, and less perceived likelihood of dissolving the relationship (Barton et al.,
2020). Therefore, due to the nature of the research topic, and potential bias caused by
recruitment methods, this research may miss valuable insights from couples who are less
satisfied or feel less positively about their relationship and their sex lives, and those who feel
less comfortable discussing their sex lives with their partner.

Third, there was a variable time lag between participants reporting their arousal-desire
alignment and experiencing the discussion about sex with their partner. Participants reported
on their alignment the last time they engaged in sex with their partner in the pre-lab survey,
which was taken approximately a week prior to the lab session. As we know that arousal and
desire individually can fluctuate daily (Harris et al., 2023; Kalmbach & Pillai, 2014; Miies et
al., 2025a; Ter Kuile et al., 2007), and arousal-desire alignment specifically can fluctuate
daily (Chapter 4), it is likely that participants may have reported different levels of alignment
on the day of their visit if they engaged in sex between completing the pre-lab survey and the
lab session. Perhaps a general measure which captured participant’s general level of
alignment would have been more beneficial for the research questions. Moreover, sexual and
relationship satisfaction were measured in general, which meant that we compared alignment
at one specific sexual encounter to satisfaction generally. Future research should take these
limitations into consideration, potentially employing daily diary methods (like in Chapter 4)

to assess how daily alignment is associated with satisfaction for the self and the partner, or



189

with measures representing alignment in general. Another potential measurement limitation is
the fact that dissonance was measured with reference to the last sexual encounter. Perhaps it
would have been more accurate to measure dissonance post-discussion to assess whether the
discussion caused feelings of dissonance as it required reflecting on the mind-body
disconnect that people low in alignment might be experiencing.

Finally, although the present research extends our previous findings about arousal-
desire alignment, it does not test what impacts the alignment between the two. Future
research should aim to understand what might decrease alignment between the two, and what
increases alignment between the two. Previous research has found that interventions
involving focusing on bodily sensations lead to increased alignment between mind and body
sexual responses, which in turn increased sexual wellbeing (Brotto et al., 2016; Handy &
Meston, 2018; Korff & Geer, 1983; Velten et al., 2020; Velten et al., 2018). Perhaps similar
interventions could increase arousal-desire alignment specifically. However, increasing
awareness of bodily sensations might only help increase arousal-desire alignment when
arousal is lower than desire, and other interventions might be needed for those who need to

boost their sexual desire to bring the two into alignment.

Conclusion

As discussing sex with your romantic partner can be stressful, it is important to
consider what make this stress a positive or negative outcome. This study aimed to expand on
previous findings showing the positive benefits of arousal-desire alignment to test whether
alignment could be beneficial when discussing sexual intimacy with a romantic partner. By
applying the BPS-CT, we tested whether those with greater alignment might perceive enough
resources to meet situational demands and therefore would feel greater challenge (a positive
form of stress) during a discussion about sex with their romantic partner. Moreover, as

experiencing less alignment could lead to a lack of perceived resources due to the dissonance
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between mind and body states, we tested whether dissonance might explain why less
alignment causes greater threat. Findings showed that although men’s greater alignment led
to feeling like they had the resources to engage in a discussion about their sex lives, and
women’s greater alignment led to reductions in dissonance, dissonance did not mediate the
associations between alignment and challenge relative to threat. However, the current
findings supported the secondary aim of the study, to replicate previous research, showing
that alignment was important to both sexual and relationship satisfaction, for both men and
women. Interestingly, women’s alignment was additionally important for men’s relationship
satisfaction. Although this research confirms how arousal-desire alignment has benefits for
our satisfaction, more research is needed to understand if it has benefits during discussions of

sexual intimacy, and why it might be more important for men during these discussions.
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Chapter 6 — General Discussion
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Overview of Findings

Sexual arousal and sexual desire play important roles in preparing us for, and
motivating us to engage in, sexual behaviors (e.g. Laan & Both, 2008; Levine, 2003; Pfaus et
al., 2003; Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). Previous research suggests
that some people may experience differences in the alignment between their arousal and
desire (Blumenstock et al., 2024; Sarin et al., 2013). However, the ways in which the
alignment between arousal and desire shape our sexual and relational wellbeing have not
been explored. The research presented in this thesis filled this gap in the literature by
examining whether people did experience differences between their arousal and desire
alignment and examining whether alignment impacted outcomes for the person and their

relationship.

Firstly, Study 1 presented in Chapter 2 found that whilst having aligned and high
levels of both arousal and desire was important, it was additionally important to be engaging
in frequent sex, at a frequency that meets your needs. This was important for sexual,
relational, and psychological wellbeing. This study expands on previous research by testing
these facets of sexual activation in relation to one another to assess their combined influence,
as usually these facets are tested independently to one another, despite often being correlated.
An important takeaway from this study is that improving only arousal and desire within the
relationship might not necessarily be beneficial — in fact it might be counterproductively
harmful to sexual and psychological wellbeing if the necessary increases in sexual frequency
are not also met. The opposite is also true — if a therapist or practitioner were to encourage a
couple to engage in sexual intimacy more frequently, without helping to resolve potential
deficits in arousal and desire, this could additionally be harmful to wellbeing. Therefore, this
study highlights the importance of looking at arousal and desire in context with other

components of the couple’s sex life to understand the full picture. We did expect to find
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profiles that showed people experiencing differences in their arousal and desire. However, we
did not find evidence for differences in arousal-desire alignment across profiles. In order to
measure arousal and desire in this study, we adapted the Sexual Arousal and Desire Inventory
(SADI; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006) to measure arousal and desire separately. Measures of
arousal and desire can often be inconsistent (Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). In particular,
measures of sexual desire are often based on the frequency of sexual behavior which is
problematic as sexual desire is not just a behavioral construct (Brotto, 2010; Clement, 2002;
Mark, 2015; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). Therefore, we aimed to generate more distinct
subscales of arousal and desire for our research by providing participants with definitions of
arousal and desire, followed by the full list of items in the SADI, which they had to respond
to once with respect to their arousal, and again with respect to their desire. We then
conducted factor analysis to determine physiological and motivational subscales that reflect
arousal and desire respectively'*. We believe that providing the SADI twice against the
different definitions of arousal and desire could have led to some conflation between the
measures. So, whilst two separate subscales could be determined from the factor analysis, the
presentation of the full SADI twice could have obscured differences seen between ratings of
arousal and desire. Given our reflections on the results of the RSA, we built on these potential
limitations in Studies 2 and 3, by presenting only the distinct subscales of arousal and desire
we generated in Study 1. Although we found no evidence of differences in arousal-desire
alignment, the findings from this study are important as they provide evidence that we can
learn more about how sexual experiences are associated with wellbeing when we consider the

influence of multiple facets of these sexual experiences in conjunction with one another.

" For more information about how the arousal and desire subscales were generated from the SADI, please see
Appendix A2.
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Studies 2 and 3, as presented in Chapter 3, aimed to further test whether differences in
the alignment between arousal and desire exist, and whether this impacts sexual and
relationship satisfaction. We found this to be true across two different measures of arousal-
desire alignment. Firstly, response surface analyses revealed that people experienced
differences in their alignment, with ~63% of people reporting misaligned arousal and desire.
Greater alignment between arousal and desire was associated with both greater sexual and
relationship satisfaction, when arousal and desire were both high. Whilst this was different to
our prediction that misalignment would be particularly harmful to satisfaction, it suggests that
alignment between the two is particularly beneficial. Secondly, we found that people reported
variably across a measure of perceived arousal-desire alignment. This reflects differences in
how aligned people perceive their arousal and desire to be. Greater perceived alignment on
this measure was also associated with greater sexual and relationship satisfaction, once again
showing the importance of alignment. The findings from this chapter support conceptualizing
arousal and desire as two distinct concepts, rather than interchangeable ones (Blumenstock et
al., 2024). Whilst it may seem like evidence of differences in arousal-desire alignment in
Studies 2 and 3 contradicts findings in Study 1, which found no profiles containing arousal-
desire misalignment, there are important nuances to address between the two findings. The
aim of Study 1 was not to directly evaluate potential differences in arousal-desire alignment,
but instead to test whether there were meaningful profiles of arousal-desire alignment, and/or
misalignment, in conjunction with the other facets of sexual activation. This meant that a
misaligned profile would only appear when either arousal or desire was significantly above
the sample mean, and the other significantly below. Therefore, the findings from Study 1
cannot be seen as equivalent to only aligned arousal and desire, because we do not know
whether their own arousal and desire were discrepant from each other. In contrast, in Studies

2 and 3, misalignment was based on whether arousal and desire were within half a z-score
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unit (Barranti et al., 2017). Therefore, misalignment was assessed through direct comparison
of the amount of arousal and desire reported by participants. The research presented in

Chapter 3 is novel as it highlights that not only are arousal and desire important predictors of
satisfaction when measured on their own, but that their combined effect when experienced at

high levels together are associated with satisfaction with the sexual and romantic relationship.

In Study 4, presented in Chapter 4, we tested whether arousal-desire alignment
fluctuated daily, and whether that reflected fluctuations in sexual satisfaction and frequency.
We found that people reported greater satisfaction following days when they reported greater
alignment, suggesting that people’s evaluations of their sex lives could differ daily depending
on whether their physiological and psychological systems were particularly aligned or out of
alignment from their usual experiences. Interestingly, this occurred whether participants
reported engaging in sex or not, perhaps reflecting that the sense of certainty that stems from
coherence between mind and body states that can be projected onto feelings of the sexual
relationship, and can increase wellbeing (Biddell et al., 2024; Brown et al., 2020). Whilst
daily changes in alignment were not associated with engaging in sex that day, our exploratory
analyses did show those with greater overall alignment had sex more frequently across the
duration of the study. This could have reflected methodological limits of a relatively short
daily diary period (8-days) meaning that most participants likely only engaged in sex once
based on the population average of once a week (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Call et al.,
1995). However, it could also reflect that couples sometimes engage in sex without arousal or
desire, or are prevented from engaging in sex when they wish to due to external factors (e.g.,
Ahlborg et al., 2005; Basson, 2010; Bodenmann et al., 2010; Impett et al., 2015; Impett et al.,
2019; Jawed-Wessel & Sevick, 2017; Meston & Buss, 2007; Shen, 2019; Watson et al.,
2017). Nonetheless, it was an interesting finding that those reporting overall greater

alignment engaged in sex more frequently because it shows that arousal-desire alignment is
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also beneficial for sexual frequency. Moreover, we found that daily changes in alignment
were more important to those high in implicit sexual destiny beliefs, suggesting that there are
individual differences that impact those associations between arousal-desire alignment and
potential outcomes. Whilst we did not see an impact of implicit sexual beliefs on the
association between alignment and satisfaction in general in Studies 2 and 3, holding greater
sexual destiny beliefs seemed to have a greater impact on days when alignment was less than
what it usually was in Study 4. This suggests that increasing implicit growth beliefs might
protect against declines in satisfaction when alignment is lower than usual. This study
extended our knowledge about arousal-desire alignment by showing that not only is it
important overall for sexual satisfaction and engagement, but daily fluctuations in alignment
also influence daily reports of sexual satisfaction, particularly for those who believe that

natural sexual compatibility is highly important.

In Study 5, presented in Chapter 5, we tested whether arousal-desire alignment was
beneficial when navigating the stressful situation of discussing sexual wants and needs with a
romantic partner. Discussions about sex require being confident about sexual needs, and
being mutually responsive to your partner’s needs. We expected that alignment between
arousal and desire could increase whether people feel like they have the resources to respond
to their partner’s requests, leading to the more adaptive stress response of challenge.
Conversely, we expected that less alignment would lead to the response of threat. As
experiencing less alignment could lead to a lack of perceived resources due to the dissonance
between mind and body states, we also expected that dissonance would explain why less
alignment causes greater threat. However, our hypotheses were not supported. Dissonance
did not mediate the associations between alignment and challenge/threat responses. However,
the findings showed that greater alignment reduced dissonance in women, and greater

alignment was associated with greater challenge in men, suggesting that the mechanisms as to
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why alignment is important might differ between men and women. Yet, more research is
needed to clarify and determine the meaning of these associations. Moreover, we extended
our previous findings by showing that alignment was important for both men and women’s
sexual and relationship satisfaction, and that women’s alignment was also important for
men’s relationship satisfaction. More research is needed to understand why there was a
gender difference in the partner effects of alignment, but also as to why alignment was only

important for men’s relationship satisfaction, but not sexual satisfaction.

To summarize, whilst Chapter 2 did not find evidence of differences in alignment, but
highlighted the importance of experiencing both at high levels, Chapters 3-5 evidenced that
people can experience differences in the alignment between their arousal and desire.
Furthermore, Chapters 3-5 showcased the importance of arousal-desire alignment for one’s
own sexual and relationship satisfaction, including the importance of women’s alignment on
men’s relationship satisfaction. Moreover, as demonstrated in Chapter 4, we found that daily
fluctuations in alignment predicted daily sexual satisfaction, and found that people who have
greater overall alignment are more likely to engage in sexual intimacy. Given the
correlational nature of our studies, we also attempted to rule out the reverse to our predictions
— that satisfaction would lead to greater alignment. Due to the methodological approach of
daily surveys used in Chapter 4, we were able to test this and found that neither satisfaction
nor engagement in sexual intimacy were followed by greater alignment. Overall, our findings
have consistently shown that having greater alignment in arousal and desire is beneficial to
relationship and sexual wellbeing. More broadly, they suggest that understanding sexual
experiences in relationships requires considering not only the levels of arousal and desire, but

also the extent to which these processes are aligned.

Across Studies 2, 3 and 4 we found conflicting evidence about the impact of implicit

sexual beliefs on the associations between alignment and satisfaction. Although we did not
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find support for this in Studies 2 and 3, we found evidence that daily fluctuations in
alignment were more important for those who believe that a sexual relationship should be
naturally compatible in Study 4. Whilst there were no differences of the impact of arousal-
desire alignment on satisfaction between those who more strongly endorsed growth or destiny
beliefs, those who endorsed high sexual destiny beliefs were more impacted when their
arousal and desire were less aligned than usual. Therefore, sexual beliefs mattered more
strongly when considering daily fluctuations in alignment, but not overall alignment. One
possible explanation of this finding is that those who endorse sexual destiny beliefs are more
sensitive to deviations from typical sexual experiences. We know that people who endorse
sexual destiny beliefs are more sensitive to sexual incompatibilities (Maxwell et al., 2017),
and thus it might be the case that any deviations from the norm are interpreted as a signal of
sexual incompatibility. This would make daily deviations in alignment particularly
consequential for satisfaction, and explains why we saw inconsistent evidence of the role of
implicit beliefs between Studies 2 and 3 which focused on overall alignment, and Study 4

which focused on daily fluctuations in alignment.

Implications

Across the studies presented in this thesis, our findings support conceptualizing sexual
arousal and sexual desire as two distinct concepts. There has been some debate around
whether arousal and desire are actually the same construct (Kleinplatz, 2011; Mark & Lasslo,
2018). This thesis not only shows that the two are indeed distinct, but that looking at the
association between them is additionally of importance. Therefore, this thesis is useful to the
field because it highlights the importance of distinguishing between desire and arousal in
future research. Furthermore, our research is novel as it has highlighted that the combined

effect of arousal and desire is associated with a range of wellbeing outcomes for the person



199

and their romantic partner. These findings regarding alignment might be particularly useful
for therapists and practitioners treating those with complaints of sexual dissatisfaction, as it
highlights how it is important to create interventions increasing both arousal and desire. If
interventions only focus on one or the other, this could actually lead to a misalignment in
arousal and desire, which could have negative implications. Additionally, interventions
focusing on increasing alignment between the two might be more beneficial than just trying
to increase arousal and desire alone. Previous research finds that interventions that increase
the alignment between bodily and mental sexual response lead to increases in sexual
wellbeing (Brotto et al., 2016; Handy & Meston, 2018; Korff & Geer, 1983; Velten et al.,
2020; Velten et al., 2018). Perhaps, similar interventions aimed at increasing and bringing
arousal and desire into alignment could not only benefit sexual wellbeing but also benefit
relationship and psychological wellbeing simultaneously. More research is needed to
determine whether such interventions would work, but this could provide a practical tool for
therapists and practitioners to use to benefit those struggling with their sexual wellbeing.
Moreover, Chapter 2 highlights the importance of looking at sexual frequency and whether
this is meeting a person’s needs, alongside arousal and desire, when treating a client
experiencing sexual dysfunction. Interventions improving arousal and desire may be
counterproductive if it is not accompanied by increases in the frequency of sex.

Our findings also increase our understanding of how sex influences romantic
relationships. We know that sex is important in maintaining satisfying romantic relationships
(e.g. Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Byers, 2005; Call et al., 1995; Muise, Schimmack, et al.,
2016), with arousal and desire towards the romantic partner also having a particular influence
on relationship satisfaction (Brezsnyak & Whisman, 2004; Lawless et al., 2022; Regan,
2000). However, our research also shows that alignment between arousal and desire is

additionally important for relationship satisfaction. Arousal-desire alignment may also be
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important for other relational outcomes, including commitment, conflict reduction, enhancing
sexual self-esteem, boosting likelihood of sexual self-disclosure, and much more. Future
research should focus on the many positive benefits that arousal-desire alignment might have
for romantic relationships. Moreover, this thesis highlights the importance of bringing
together the two fields of relationship and sexuality psychology. As highlighted by Muise et
al. (2018), the two psychological fields of relationships and sexuality psychology have
previously remained distinct from one another, despite the obvious importance of sex within
romantic relationships (Birnbaum et al., 2006; Diamond & Huebner, 2012; Muise, Kim, et
al., 2016). This thesis depicts how integrating theoretical contributions from both fields can
help us understand more about both sex and relationships and their interplay. The thesis was
driven by the viewpoint that sex is not just for procreation, but has important positive
implications for romantic relationships (Muise et al., 2016). Additionally, applying the theory
of sexual implicit beliefs, a highly relevant application of a relationship theory applied to sex
psychology (Maxwell et al., 2017), allowed us to understand some potential individual
differences in how arousal-desire alignment impacts the relationship. This thesis also
incorporated methodologies commonly used in relationship psychology, such as daily diary
and dyadic study designs which has allowed us to explore the impact of arousal-desire
alignment in a way that captures the daily changes in sexual and romantic relationships, as
well as the impacts a person’s sexual experiences can have on their partner. The present
research also contributes to bridging the gap between the fields of sexual and relationship
psychology by showing how a greater understanding of sexual processes (i.e., sexual arousal

and desire) can expand our understanding of how relationships are evaluated and maintained.
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General Limitations and Future Directions

Whilst this thesis has important implications for the field, it is not without its
limitations. Notably, the research detailed in the present thesis only measured arousal and
desire retrospectively, rather than in-situ. It is common for arousal and desire to be measured
retrospectively (Cartagena-Ramos et al., 2018; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). Nonetheless,
retrospective evaluations can be biased (Birnbaum et al., 2016; Dewitte et al., 2018). For
example, people who are feeling satisfied with their relationship might be more likely to
reconstruct their sexual experiences through ‘rose-colored’ glasses and therefore might be
more likely to report greater alignment between arousal and desire when reflecting upon this
retrospectively. In Chapters 2, 3, and 5 we asked participants to reflect on their arousal and
desire during their most recent sexual experience with their partner. This presents a potential
methodological issue, as it might be the case that during that particular sexual experience the
participant may have engaged in sex when they were experiencing low arousal or desire, as
we know sometimes people engage in sex for reasons other than experiencing arousal or
desire (Impett et al., 2015; Impett et al., 2019; Leigh, 1989; Meston & Buss, 2007; Muise &
Impett, 2015; Watson et al., 2017). Perhaps the alignment between arousal and desire would
be of importance to how satisfied a person was with that particular sexual experience, but we
instead ask about satisfaction overall, which might mean we are missing out on detecting
some of the effects of arousal-desire alignment on more immediate feelings of satisfaction.
Moreover, perhaps misalignment would have greater negative implications if such
implications were assessed soon after the sexual experience. Study 5 attempted to measure
potential negative implications after discussing sex with a partner but still relied on
retrospective measures of arousal-desire (mis)alignment. However, in Study 4 arousal-desire
(mis)alignment was measured daily. This was beneficial as we were able to show that greater

arousal-desire alignment on that day led to greater sexual satisfaction that day. Future
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research should aim to measure alignment and potential associated outcomes closer to sexual

activity.

A further potential limitation was that we relied on measuring people’s subjective
awareness of their sexual arousal, rather than measuring arousal objectively. In Chapters 2
and 3, arousal was assessed using a subscale that we had generated from the Sexual Arousal
and Desire Inventory (SADI; Toledano & Pfaus, 2006)'°. Our choice to measure arousal and
desire was based on three key factors. Firstly, past work has demonstrated that subjective
arousal and desire can be differentiated between (Blumenstock et al., 2024). Secondly, it is
important to examine the subjective awareness of physiological sensations in the body, as this
awareness can have important implications for how people interpret their sexual functioning
(Dixon et al., 2024; Handy & Meston, 2016). Finally, there are practical advantages to being
able to examine the subjective experience of arousal that does not rely on the intrusive and
intensive measurements of objective physiological arousal, most commonly assessed via
genital plethysmography (Bancroft et al., 1966; Barlow et al., 1970; Fisher et al., 1965; Hoon
et al., 1976; Sintchak & Geer, 1975). Importantly, these physiological assessments of arousal
tend to not be standardized, and repeated assessments with the same individual can provide
different results each time (Toledano & Pfaus, 2006). However, subjective awareness of
arousal tends to not perfectly correlate with objective measures of arousal, especially in
women (Chivers et al., 2010; Meston & Stanton, 2019), but additionally in men (Delizonna,
2001; Hall et al., 1985; Sakheim et al., 1984). Therefore, the findings of this thesis are limited
in that they can only make conclusions based on the alignment between subjective arousal
and desire. Arousal-desire alignment as we measure it could thus be influenced by both not

experiencing arousal, but also by not being able to subjectively detect physiological arousal.

15 For more information about how the arousal and desire subscales were generated from the SADI, please see
Appendix A2.
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Future research should attempt to untangle what is driving misalignment when arousal is low
— whether this is due to not experiencing any arousal physiologically or not being able to

detect the physiological arousal that is being experienced.

Another potential methodological limitation across Studies 4 and 5 was that the self-
reported arousal-desire alignment was a one-dimensional measure that was potentially less
able to capture the nuances in how arousal and desire were in or out of alignment. For Studies
2 and 3, we created a self-reported alignment measure to capture how aligned people
perceived their arousal and desire to be. The findings from our RSA predicting self-reported
alignment from arousal and desire found that the self-reported measure better taps into when
people experience alignment at high, relative to low, levels of arousal and desire. Therefore,
future interpretations of alignment in Studies 4 and 5 focused on alignment when both arousal
and desire at high levels, and interpretations surrounding misalignment, or alignment when
both arousal and desire are low, cannot be made. This measure is limited compared to the use
of RSA in Chapter 3 when we could directly test the effects of alignment between arousal and
desire measures. Moreover, our perceived alignment measure could not test whether arousal
was greater than desire, or if desire was greater than arousal. However, this measure has
allowed us to demonstrate that it is not necessarily just about the importance of actual
alignment between subjective arousal and desire, but also about the importance of perceived
alignment between the two. Furthermore, using this measure allowed us to research the
impact of daily alignment, as well as the dyadic impact of alignment, without being restricted

to requiring the use of RSA and the large sample sizes needed to conduct RSA.

An important limitation across most of the research presented in this thesis is that
there was a lack of equal gender representation. Across the studies presented in Chapter 2, 3,
and 4, only a small proportion of the participants self-identified as men, despite our efforts to

recruit equal proportions of men and women (22% in Study 1, 4% in Study 2, 6% in Study 3,
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38% in Study 4). Whilst it is a common issue that men are harder to recruit for sex and
relationship research (Hill et al., 1979; Senn & Desmarais, 2001), it limits the interpretation
the findings of this thesis for several reasons. Firstly, men typically report greater and more
frequent sexual arousal and desire than women (Baumeister et al., 2001; Chivers et al., 2004;
Regan & Atkins, 2006). However, this may in part be due to how desire is often measured in
a way in which conflates it with sexual frequency, or focuses on spontaneous desire which
occurs before any sexual stimulation (Dawson & Chivers, 2014). Secondly, sexual arousal is
organized differently within men and women, as women experience less agreement between
their subjectively and objectively measured sexual arousal compared to men (Chivers et al.,
2010; Meston & Stanton, 2019). This could mean that women are more likely to report
arousal-desire misalignment than men if the driver behind misalignment is the reduced ability
to subjectively detect physiological arousal. Third, men’s sexual arousal patterns tend to align
more with their sexual interests, whereas women’s physiological arousal can more frequently
occur across a wider range of sexual stimuli, including stimuli they do not find consciously
desirable (Chivers et al., 2004; Suschinsky & Lalumiere, 2011). This might potentially lead
to gender differences in arousal-desire alignment, as women may report less alignment than
men due to being more likely to experience arousal to a non-desirable stimulus. Overall, these
gender differences in arousal and desire experiences suggest that men could experience
unique differences in arousal-desire alignment that have not been accurately captured by the
research within this thesis. Future research should test the impacts of arousal-desire
alignment in men specifically, and test for gender-based differences. In Study 5, the gender
representation between men and women was much more equal due to the recruitment of
predominantly mixed-gender couples. This meant that we were able to test for gendered
effects, finding that whilst own alignment was important for both men’s and women’s sexual

and relationship satisfaction, women’s alignment was additionally important for men’s
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relationship satisfaction. Therefore, future research should consider potential gender

differences when researching arousal-desire alignment.

It is important to highlight that the findings presented in this thesis are centered
around more heterocentric and allocentric experiences. The thesis overrepresented
heteronormative, cisgender, and allosexual experiences, as the majority of participants
required were in mixed-gender relationship, did not identify as transgender or non-binary,
and asexual people were excluded. These findings may not capture the unique experiences
that transgender people may have with their arousal and desire, especially people who are
undergoing gender transformative procedures, including hormonal replacement therapies and
surgery. Therefore, our findings cannot be generalized across gender identities. Moreover, it
was beyond the scope of the present research to understand how asexual people experience
arousal-desire (mis)alignment. Whilst asexuality has historically been defined as a lack of
attraction, is actually an umbrella term which describes a wide range of people who have
different experiences with sexual attraction and sexual behavior (Van Houdenhove et al.,
2015). Due to this variety in experiences with sex, we decided to exclude asexual people
from all of our studies as asexuality could have unknown effects on measures of arousal,
desire, sexual frequency, sexual wellbeing, and more which were beyond the scope of this
thesis. Future research should aim to examine how arousal-desire alignment might be unique

in asexual experiences.

It is also important to consider biases, in addition to gender, that may manifest as a
consequence of who decides to take part in research voluntarily. Whilst volunteer bias
happens across most psychological research, sexuality research has been considered to be an
area that is particularly vulnerable to volunteer bias (Morokoff, 1986; Strassberg & Lowe,
1995). Several studies have shown that volunteers for research involving themes of sex are

more likely to indicate greater sexual esteem, report less traditional sexual attitudes, have
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more positive attitudes towards their sex lives, and have had more sexual experiences
(Strassberg & Lowe, 1995; Wiederman, 1999). Therefore, the people who volunteered to
participate in the research presented in this thesis may have been a biased sample that are
more comfortable and positive about their sex lives than the general population. However,
more recent research has shown that most people are now willing to participate in a
questionnaire about sex, although psychophysiology studies still appear to be impacted by
these biases (Dawson et al., 2019). Therefore, biases may be less apparent in the
questionnaire-based studies presented in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, but the participant sample in
Study 5 may be more biased due to the more invasive component of discussing their sex life
with their partner in a lab environment. This sample may have included couples who more
frequently discussed and were more comfortable discussing their sex life or felt more
positively about their sex life. Therefore, the findings of Study 5 might be less generalizable,
and may have missed important contributions from people who feel less positive or feel less
able to have such discussions. Moreover, research where one participant invites their partner
to join the study (like in Study 5) finds that the couples who do participate report greater
relationship satisfaction, commitment, and less perceived break-up likelihood, compared
those who do not agree to participate (Barton et al., 2020). Therefore, our research may have
an overly romantically satisfied sample of participants, which again may have missed

important contributions from those who feel less positive.

Future research should expand on the present research by testing whether cultural
differences could impact arousal-desire alignment and the outcomes associated with it. For
example, it might be the case that people from Eastern cultures who more commonly
embrace meditative techniques and mindfulness into their everyday lives might have different
experiences with arousal-desire alignment. As cultural practices related to meditation and

mindfulness facilitate bodily awareness (for a review, see Ma-Kellams, 2014), it could be that



207

being more mindful helps people recognize when their body is sexually aroused, which could
lead to greater alignment between arousal and desire. Indeed, the use of meditation and
mindfulness techniques have been found to improve recognition of arousal and desire when
treating women with sexual dysfunction (Jaderek & Lew-Starowicz, 2019). Conversely,
cultural differences in social attitudes towards sexuality, with people from East Asian
cultures tending to express greater sexual guilt and sexual conservatism than people from
North America and Europe (Woo et al., 2011), could also lead to cultural differences in
arousal-desire alignment. Research has found that East Asian women reported lower sexual
desire when compared to Western women, but no differences were found in self-reported or
physiological sexual arousal (Woo et al., 2011; Yule et al., 2010). Therefore, it could be the
case that people from East Asian cultures might be more likely to experience misalignment in
their arousal and desire due to differences in their sexual desire. Future research should aim
to consider the potential cultural differences in experiences of arousal-desire alignment.
Although the research presented in this thesis demonstrates why arousal-desire
alignment is important for various personal and relational outcomes, we did not test why
arousal and desire alignment differs between people, or identify why it fluctuates. There are
many factors which could explain why alignment differs. For example, individual differences
in interoceptive awareness could influence arousal-desire alignment, as greater interoceptive
ability is associated with greater awareness of physiological sexual arousal responses (Handy
& Meston, 2016, 2018). Greater interoceptive ability may lead to greater alignment between
arousal and desire as perceptions of sexual arousal are more accurate, or on the other hand
people who are more interoceptive might be particularly sensitive to when their arousal and
desire are less aligned than usual because they are more easily able to subjectively detect
their body’s physiological responses. Life transitions such as menopause could also impact

arousal-desire alignment. As a result of hormonal changes during menopause, significant
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declines are often observed in sexual arousal, sexual desire, sexual frequency, alongside
increases in vaginal dryness and dyspareunia (Dennerstein et al., 2003; Nappi & Lachowsky,
2009). Perhaps menopausal and post-menopausal women could be more vulnerable to
experiencing less alignment, as physiological and hormonal fluctuations may impact how
women experience these sexual cues. For example, declines in estrogen can reduce vaginal
lubrication and genital blood flow (Bachmann & Leiblum, 2004), meaning that some women
may still experience desire to engage in sex but experience diminished arousal, thereby
impacting arousal-desire alignment. Conversely, some women may continue to experience
physiological arousal, but perhaps not experience corresponding sexual desire, especially if
sexual activity becomes associated with discomfort or pain. As this thesis demonstrates the
importance of alignment for sexual and relational wellbeing outcomes, experiencing less
alignment as a result of menopausal changes could be related to declines in sexual and
relationship satisfaction, or sexual engagement, as often seen in those experiencing
menopause (Caico, 2013; Dennerstein et al., 2001; Kling et al., 2019). Therefore, researching
arousal-desire alignment in menopausal and post-menopausal women could be beneficial for
improving their wellbeing. Additionally, daily fluctuations in mood, partner’s mood,
relationship quality and satisfaction, and stress can all have an impact on sexual desire
(Blumenstock et al., 2024; Dewitte & Mayer, 2018; Frérart et al., 2025; Miies et al., 2025a,
2025b), which could impact some of the daily variability we see regarding arousal-desire
alignment. There are many avenues of future research to test what impacts alignment, and
this research will be beneficial for creating interventions which can support sexual and
relational wellbeing through increasing alignment.

Whilst this thesis illustrated how arousal-desire alignment was important for
satisfaction, it did not speak as to what the underlying mechanisms were explaining why

alignment is so beneficial. In Chapter 5, we tested whether alignment might be important for
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perceiving high resources relative to demands due to alignment increasing feelings of
consonance between mind and body states. However, we did not find this to be the case. One
might argue that greater alignment is associated with greater sexual frequency (Chapter 4),
and that alignment increases satisfaction due to the increased level of sexual frequency.
However, in Chapter 4 we found that alignment increased sexual satisfaction even on days
when people had not engaged in sexual intimacy. One potential explanation as to why
alignment is beneficial even on days without sex is that alignment could increase the
consistency between cognitive and affective states, which can reduce feelings of ambiguity
surrounding sexual experiences, which can contribute to more positive evaluations (Biddell et
al., 2024; Brown et al., 2020; Centerbar et al., 2008). On days when alignment is lower, this
could cause increases in uncertainty of a person’s evaluations of their sexual feelings, and
this uncertainty could be further reflected onto evaluations of their romantic relationship.
Future research should examine the mechanisms behind why alignment between arousal and
desire is beneficial as it may help in the development of future interventions.

In Chapter 4, we presented evidence that implicit sexual beliefs impact the association
between arousal-desire alignment and satisfaction. Specifically, alignment was more
important for satisfaction for people who held greater sexual destiny beliefs. Therefore, it
could be the case that interventions to increase endorsement of growth beliefs could protect
from decreases in satisfaction when arousal and desire fall out of alignment. However, the
same impact of implicit sexual beliefs was not seen in Chapter 3, and so more research is
needed to determine the impact implicit sexual beliefs have on the association between
alignment and satisfaction. Moreover, there could be alternative individual differences that
determine the importance of arousal-desire alignment for satisfaction. For example,
differences in attachment might influence how people interpret that alignment between their

arousal and desire. Anxiously attached individuals might find experiencing less alignment
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than usual to be particularly distressing, as they are more prone to negative sexual
experiences influencing their relationship quality (Birnbaum et al., 2006). Future research
should test what individual differences impact the association between alignment and
satisfaction to examine if they could inform interventions which help protect from a negative

impact on satisfaction when arousal and desire are less aligned.

Final Summary

Overall, this thesis offers a novel exploration into how arousal and desire can impact
personal and relational wellbeing outcomes. Firstly, we demonstrated how arousal and desire
work in conjunction with other facets of sexual activation to influence sexual, relational, and
personal wellbeing outcomes. Secondly, across multiple studies we show how the alignment
between arousal and desire at high levels is important for sexual and relationship satisfaction.
Moreover, we demonstrated that when arousal-desire alignment is greater than usual, this
leads to greater than usual sexual satisfaction. Third, we examined how a person’s beliefs
about what makes a sexual relationship satisfying could change how important arousal-desire
alignment is to sexual satisfaction. Fourth, we showed that those with greater arousal-desire
alignment had sex more frequently, and fifth, we showed that there are also some impacts of
arousal-desire alignment for the romantic partner, and that considering gendered effects of
alignment was important. Finally, we presented what might be beneficial for future research
in the field to focus on, and how therapists and practitioners might be able to benefit from the
research. This thesis demonstrates the value that can be added to research by taking the
theoretical position that arousal and desire are separate concepts, and by integrating concepts,

theories, and methodologies from the fields of relationship and sexuality psychology.
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A1l: Missing Data Analyses for Study 1

As a high proportion of data was removed from the final dataset due to incomplete
data or exclusion criteria, data analyses were conducted to compare demographic variables
between excluded and retained data to test for differences that might impact the final sample.
Excluded participants did not significantly differ in age #1002) = -0.55, p = .581, or in their
relationship length, #890) = 1.59, p = .113 (for means and standard deviations, see Table
S2.1). Additionally, there were no significant differences between the excluded and retained
participants for gender, y%(2) = 2.09, p = .353, sexual orientation, y%(4) =2.82, p = .589,
ethnicity, y3(1) = 3.20, p = .073, relationship status, y%2) = 3.16, p = .206, relationship style,
x(2)=0.63, p=.728 (see Table S2.1 for frequencies). Missing data analyses were
conducted only on demographic variables as 76% of excluded participants did not answer

questions beyond the demographic section.
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Table S2.1.
Demographic Frequencies Between Retained Data and Data Removed Due to Incomplete Responses or
Exclusion Criteria in Study 1

Full Dataset Retained Data Excluded Data

Mean Age 26.92 27.01 26.77
(SD) (7.42) (7.90) (6.51)
Relationship Length 4.93 4.73 5.30
(5.92) (6.21) (5.34)
N Gender Men 241 162 78
Women 860 537 323
Other Gender Category 31 20 11
Sexual Heterosexual 770 491 279
Orientation
Homosexual 46 33 13
Bisexual 236 154 82
Pansexual 44 29 15
Queer or Another Sexual 23 12 11
Orientation
Ethnicity White 928 585 343
Any Other Ethnicity 185 130 55
Relationship  Exclusively Dating 783 513 266
Status
Engaged 119 76 41
Married/Civil Union 220 130 89
/Common-Law Partnership
Relationship Monogamous 1054 674 373
Style
Polyamorous/Consensually 49 34 15

Non-Monogamous

Another Style Not Listed 16 11 5

Note. Relationship length is measured in years.
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A2: Creation of Arousal and Desire Subscales

Two subscales adapted from the Sexual Arousal and Desire Inventory (Toledano &
Pfaus, 2006) were created to uniquely capture sexual arousal versus sexual desire. The pre-
registered arousal subscale initially included 11 items which represented the physical
sensations people may experience during sex and the desire subscale initially included 13
items which represent the psychological experiences people may have during sex. A
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to determine whether the selected items loaded
onto the intended factors. We removed any items that did not have a factor loading of >.400
onto the intended factor. One item (wet/hard) from the original arousal subscale was removed
for mapping onto desire, not arousal, and two items (frustrated and impatient) were dropped
from the original desire subscale for not loading onto the desire factor. A further item
(anticipatory) was dropped from the pre-registered desire subscale because we believed it
reflected a physiological readiness for sexual activity, rather than the psychological aspect of
desire we wanted to capture in the subscale. This left two unique scales of 10-items each.

The final arousal scale included the items: tingly all over, sensitive to touch, flushed,
breathe faster/pant, quivering sensations, genitals reddish, throbs in genital area, warm all
over, tingling genital area, and heart beats faster. Reliability for this scale was good (a = .89).
The final desire scale included the items: urge to satisfy, driven, enthusiastic, tempted,
passionate, fantasize about sex, sensual, seductive, naughty, and horny. Reliability for this
scale was good (a = .90). The items for each subscale were averaged, with higher scores

reflecting greater arousal or desire on the respective subscale.

A3: Latent Profile Analysis with Only Arousal and Desire

As the rest of the thesis is primarily concerned with arousal-desire alignment, we

additionally conducted exploratory analyses to see if similar profiles to the sexual activation
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profiles replicated if we used only arousal and desire in the LPA. Among the LPA models of

arousal and desire, models with 2- and 3- profiles were well-identified and considered for

model selection. Models with more than 4 profiles had latent profile membership

probabilities on the main diagonal that were not above .80, as discussed by Rost (2006).

Whilst the 3- and 4-profile models had similar fit statistics, the 4-profile model contained a

very small profile (N = 27) that was not theoretically distinct. The 2- and 3-profile models

also had similar fit statistics, but an additional, theoretically distinct model appeared in the 3-

profile model that did not in the 2-profile model, and the fit statistics were better for the 3-

profile model, and so the 3-profile model of arousal and desire was considered as optimal for

further interpretation and analysis. Model fit information is presented in Table S2.2.

Table S2.2.
Model Fit Information for Analyses Involving only Arousal and Desire

One- Two- Three- Four- Five- Six-
No. of Profiles Profile Profile Profile Profile Profile Profile

Model Model Model Model Model Model
g;zmeters 4 7 10 13 16 19
II:?kge_lihood -1790.948 -1615.053  -1558.260 -1546.766 -1538.529 -1532.175
AIC 3589.896  3244.106 ~ 3136.520 3119.533  3109.059  3102.349
BIC 3608.077 3275924  3181.974 3178.622  3181.784  3188.711
a-BIC 3595376  3253.697  3150.222  3137.345  3130.981  3128.383
Entropy - 0.736 0.724 0.722 0.729 0.686
LMR - p <.001 p <.001 p=.014 p=.025 p=.459
BLRT - p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p <.001 p=.020

Profile Counts (Classification Probabilities)

P1 - 234 (.89) 117 (.88) 27 (.82) 19 (.89) 18 (.88)
P2 - 462 (94) 261 (.89) 296 (.82) 197 (.81) 69 (.64)
P3 - - 318 (.85) 135 (.82) 98 (.85) 123 (.68)
P4 - - - 238 (.88) 173 (.86) 95 (.81)
P5 - - - - 209 (.75) 194 (.87)
P6 - - - - - 197 (.72)

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion; a-BIC =
sample size adjusted BIC; LMR = Lo-Mendell-Rubin test; BLRT = bootstrapped likelihood
ratio test; P = profile number. Dashes indicate criterion is not applicable; gray column indicates

selected model.
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Table S2.3 presents the means for each profile in the 3-profile model of arousal and
desire. The first profile represented 17% of the sample. They were characterized by arousal
and desire that was below the sample mean. The second profile represented 38% of the
sample and were characterized by arousal and desire that was above the sample mean. The
third profile represented 46% of the sample and were characterized with arousal that was

below the sample mean, but desire levels that were close to the mean.

Table S2.3.
Parameter Estimates for the Three Profile Model of Arousal and Desire
flo S Pl P2 P3
Latent Profile Size
N=117 N=261 N=318
(Membership Probability)
17% 38% 46%
Overall Sample Profile Specific Item Means
Means
(SD)
Arousal 3.243 1.981° 4.062% 3.033°
(0.891)
Desire 3.547 2.307° 4.248* 3.428"
(0.862)

Note. P1 ~ P3 = Profile 1 ~ Profile 3 of Relationship Wellbeing.
* Value is statistically significantly higher than the overall sample mean value at p <.05.
® Value is statistically significantly lower than the overall sample mean value at p < .05.

A4: Distribution of Gender and Age Across Profiles

Gender and Age Distribution in Sexual Activation Profiles

Gender did not significantly differ across the profiles of sexual activation, y?=19.32,
p =.372. Likewise, age did not significantly differ across profiles, y?= 0.45, p = .929. The
gender distribution percentages and mean ages for each sexual activation profile are shown in

Table S2.4.
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Table S2.4.

Gender and Age Descriptive Statistics for the Four-Profile Model of Sexual Activation

Latent Profiles of Sexual P1 P2 P3 P4

Activation Disengaged Apathetic Satiated Unsatiated
Gender Distribution Across Profiles

Women 75.6% 76.5% 73.7% 74.0%

Men 20.6% 21.9% 23.0% 23.7%

Another Gender Category 3.8% 1.6% 3.3% 2.3%

Age Means (and Standard Deviations) Across Profiles

Mean (SD) 27.59(8.76)  26.91(9.99)  26.99 (9.40)  26.99 (9.05)

Note. Percentages, means, and standard deviations are based on the most likely latent
profile classifications.

Gender and Age Distribution in Wellbeing Profiles

Gender did not significantly differ across the profiles of relationship wellbeing, y? =
19.93, p =.069. Age also did not significantly differ across profiles, y?=0.76, p = .684. The
gender distribution percentages and mean ages for each relationship wellbeing profile are

shown in Table S2.5.

Table S2.5.

Gender and Age Descriptive Statistics for the Three-Profile Model of Relationship

Wellbeing

Latent Profiles of P1 P2 P3

Relationship Wellbeing Distressed Stagnating Thriving
Gender Distribution Across Profiles

Women 83.2% 73.5% 73.9%

Men 15.4% 22.9% 23.5%

Another Gender Category 1.5% 3.5% 2.5%

Age Means (and Standard Deviations) Across Profiles

Mean (SD) 26.40 (7.10) 26.98 (7.82) 27.23 (8.72)

Note. Percentages, means, and standard deviations are based on the most likely latent
profile classifications.

Gender also did not significantly differ across the profiles of sexual wellbeing, y? =

14.40, p = .276. Similarly, age did not significantly differ across profiles, y?=0.95, p = .620.
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The gender distribution percentages and mean ages for each sexual wellbeing profile are

shown in Table S2.6.

Table S2.6.

Gender and Age Descriptive Statistics for the Three-Profile Model of Sexual Wellbeing

Latent Profiles of Sexual Pl P2 P3

Wellbeing Struggling Disassociated Actualized
Gender Distribution Across Profiles

Women 74.7% 76.1% 73.8%

Men 23.1% 20.8% 23.6%

Another Gender Category 2.2% 2.3% 2.7%

Age Means (and Standard Deviations) Across Profiles

Mean (SD) 27.37 (8.19) 27.44 (9.68) 26.75 (8.28)

Note. Percentages, means, and standard deviations are based on the most likely latent
profile classifications.

Gender did not significantly differ across the profiles of psychological wellbeing, y?=
11.60, p = .478. Likewise, age did not significantly differ across profiles, y?= 1.81, p = .405.
The gender distribution percentages and mean ages for each psychological wellbeing profile

are shown in Table S2.7.

Table S2.7.

Gender and Age Descriptive Statistics for the Three-Profile Model of Psychological

Wellbeing

Latent Profiles of Pl P2 P3

Psychological Wellbeing Unfulfilled Burdened Euthymic
Gender Distribution Across Profiles

Women 78.9% 73.0% 75.4%

Men 18.5% 24.4% 21.7%

Another Gender Category 2.6% 2.7% 2.9%

Age Means (and Standard Deviations) Across Profiles

Mean (SD) 26.29 (6.71) 27.01 (8.65) 27.53 (10.13)

Note. Percentages, means, and standard deviations are based on the most likely latent
profile classifications.
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B1: Missing Data Analyses Study 2

For Study 2, as a high proportion of data was removed from the final dataset due to
incomplete data or exclusion criteria, data analyses were conducted to compare demographic
variables between excluded and retained data to test for differences that might impact the
final sample. Excluded participants did not significantly differ to retained participants in age
#(914) = 0.98, p = .329, or in their relationship length, #(977) = -0.24, p = .809 (for means and
standard deviations, see Table S3.1). Additionally, there were no significant differences
between the excluded and retained participants for gender, y%(2) = 0.31, p = .856, ethnicity,
xA(1)<0.00, p = .986, relationship status, y%2) = 0.65, p = .723, relationship style, y%(2) =
0.15, p = .927. However, sexual orientation was significantly different between the excluded
and retained data, y(4) = 14.13, p = .007. Examination of the standardized residuals showed
that heterosexual participants were overrepresented in the excluded data, whereas bisexual
participants were overrepresented in the retained data. It might be the case that those who
were bisexual were more likely to complete the full study as we advertised our study to be
inclusive of all sexual orientations, and as those of a sexual minority are often excluded from
important research it might be the case that they had greater desire to complete the research in

order to see themselves represented (i.e., Andersen & Zou, 2015).
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Demographic Frequencies Between Retained Data and Data Removed Due to Incomplete Responses or
Exclusion Criteria in Study 2

Full Dataset ~ Retained Data Excluded Data
Mean Age 25.19 25.07 25.33
(SD) (4.28) (4.06) (4.55)
Relationship Length 3.44 3.46 3.41
(3.32) (3.36) (3.28)
N Gender Men 46 26 20
Women 979 554 425
Other Gender Category 18 9 9
Sexual Heterosexual 727 391 336
Orientation
Homosexual 31 14 17
Bisexual 231 148 83
Pansexual 30 22 8
Queer or Another Sexual 20 14 6
Orientation
Ethnicity White 982 557 425
Any Other Ethnicity 57 32 25
Relationship  Exclusively Dating 849 490 359
Status
Engaged 84 45 39
Married/Civil Union 98 54 44
/Common-Law Partnership
Relationship Monogamous 1019 576 443
Style
Polyamorous/Consensually 19 10 9
Non-Monogamous
Another Style Not Listed 5 3 2

Note. Relationship length is measured in years.
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B2: Missing Data Analyses Study 3

For Study 3, as a high proportion of data was removed from the final dataset due to
incomplete data or exclusion criteria, data analyses were conducted to compare demographic
variables between excluded and retained data to test for differences that might impact the
final sample. Excluded participants did significantly differ in age #(974) = -3.06, p = .002, or
in their relationship length, #(987) = -2.33, p = .020, with excluded participants being slightly
younger, with a shorter relationship length on average (for means and standard deviations,
see Table S3.2). Whilst we are unsure why this was the case, this could have led to a biased
sample that were older and in longer relationship on average. However we did control for
these variables across analyses and thus we do not expect this to largely impact our findings,
but unfortunately we did not control for relationship length. There were no significant
differences between the excluded and retained participants for ethnicity, yA(1) =0.562, p =
453, relationship status, y%2) = 1.36, p = .506, relationship style, y%(2) =0.16 p = .923.
However, gender, y%2) = 7.30, p = .026, and sexual orientation were significantly different
between the excluded and retained data, y(4) = 16.85, p =.002. Similarly to Study 2,
examination of the standardized residuals showed that heterosexual participants were
overrepresented in the excluded data, whereas bisexual participants were overrepresented in
the retained data. For gender, examination of the standardized residuals showed that women
were overrepresented in the excluded data. This might be the case because the sample
consisted of majority women, and thus women were much more likely to be excluded from
the study. We controlled for gender in our analyses, and thus we do not expect this have had a

significant impact on our findings.
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Demographic Frequencies Between Retained Data and Data Removed Due to Incomplete Responses or
Exclusion Criteria in Study 3

Full Dataset ~ Retained Data Excluded Data
Mean Age 25.68 26.12 25.21
(SD) (4.92) (5.68) (3.89)
Relationship Length 4.05 4.32 3.75
(4.04) (4.32) (3.31)
N Gender Men 49 32 17
Women 991 505 486
Other Gender Category 16 12 4
Sexual Heterosexual 702 345 357
Orientation
Homosexual 27 9 18
Bisexual 271 163 108
Pansexual 32 22 10
Queer or Another Sexual 19 10 9
Orientation
Ethnicity White 984 508 476
Any Other Ethnicity 72 41 31
Relationship  Exclusively Dating 823 428 395
Status
Engaged 102 59 43
Married/Civil Union 114 62 52
/Common-Law Partnership
Relationship Monogamous 1023 531 492
Style
Polyamorous/Consensually 28 15 13
Non-Monogamous
Another Style Not Listed 5 3 2

Note. Relationship length is measured in years.
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B3: Exploratory Analyses: Arousal-Desire (Mis)Matching and Overlap Studies 1 & 2

To further our understanding of how polynomial regression and RSA capture similar

or novel dynamics from other measurement approaches, we were interested in testing how the

self-reported measure of arousal-desire overlap corresponded to (mis)matching arousal and

desire as modelled by the RSA. Table S3.3 contains the model coefficients for the RSAs.

jfobzziasl-:‘l.)?’e.sire Matching and Mismatching as Predictors of Arousal-Desire Overlap in Study 2
and Study 3.

Study 1 Study 2
Polynomial regression coefficients
Arousal (b1) 122 .062
Desire (b2) 608" 657
Arousal® (b3) -.014 .096
Arousal x Desire (b4) .035 .013
Desire? (bs) -.001 .032
Response surface analysis coefficients
Slope of the line of congruence (a1) 7317 7197
Curvature of the line of congruence (a2) 021 142
Slope of the line of incongruence (a3) 486" -.595™
Curvature of the line of incongruence (a4) -.050 116
Model statistics: R? 1547 1617

R

Note. "p < .05, “p <.01, ™"p <.001.
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Table S4.1.

Model Coefficients for the Effect of Average Sexual Arousal-Desire Alignment on Average Sexual
Satisfaction and Average Sexual Intimacy Over the Course of the Study Period, Controlling for Age,
Gender, and Relationship Length.

Sexual Satisfaction Sexual Intimacy
Variables b [95% CI] t b [95% CI] t
Arousal-Desire Alignment .19 1.07, .32] 3.08" .04 1.02, .06] 423"
Age .02 [-.01, .04] 1.14 .00 [-.00, .01] 1.34
Gender — Women 33 [-.09, .75] 1.55 .02 [-.04, .08] 0.60
Gender — Other 391[-1.47,2.25] 0.42 -.04 [-.31, .22] -0.31
Relationship Length -.02 [-.05, -.00] -1.65 -.01 [-.01, -.00] 0.01°

Note. Numbers in brackets represent 95% confidence intervals. Gender effects are in reference to the
coefficients for men. 'p <.05, “p <.01, *"p <.001.
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Table S4.2.

Model Coefficients for the Main Effect of Sexual Satisfaction on Next-Day Sexual Arousal-
Desire Alignment, and Interaction Effects of Sexual Destiny and Sexual Growth Beliefs,
Controlling for Age, Gender, and Relationship Length.

Main Effects Models
Sexual Satisfaction
Variables b [95% CI] t
Sexual Satisfaction -.01 [-.08, .06] -0.32
Age -.01 [-.04, .03] -0.29
Gender — Women -.52 [-1.07, .04] -1.81
Gender — Other 1.91 [-.43, 4.25] 1.58
Relationship Length -.01 [-.04, .03] -0.31

Interaction Models

Sexual Satisfaction

Variables b [95% CI] t

Sexual Satisfaction -.02 [-.10, .05] -0.66
Age -.01 [-.04, .03] -0.41
Gender — Women -.51[-1.08, .06] -1.74
Gender — Other 1.87 [-.45, 4.19] 1.55
Relationship Length -.01 [-.04, .04] -0.02
Destiny Beliefs .01 [-.26, .28] 0.06
Growth Beliefs -.43 [-.85, -.01] -1.94
Sexual Satisfaction x Destiny Beliefs .03 [-.03, .10] 1.02
Sexual Satisfaction x Growth Beliefs .09 [-.04, .22] 1.36

Note. Next-day sexual satisfaction was analyzed using linear mixed-effects models, whereas
next-day sexual intimacy was analyzed using binomial generalized mixed-effects models.
Numbers in brackets represent 95% confidence intervals. Gender effects are in reference to the

coefficients for men. "p <.05, “p < .01, *"p <.001.
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Table S4.3.

Model Coefficients for the Main Effect of Sexual Intimacy on Next-Day Sexual Arousal-Desire
Alignment, and Interaction Effects of Sexual Destiny and Sexual Growth Beliefs, Controlling for
Age, Gender, and Relationship Length.

Main Effects Models

Sexual Satisfaction

Variables b [95% CI] t

Sexual Intimacy -.23[-.49, .02] -1.81
Age -.01 [-.04, .03] -0.28
Gender — Women -.52 [-1.07, .03] -1.82
Gender — Other 1.92 [-.42, 4.26] 1.59
Relationship Length -.01 [-.04, .03] -0.31

Interaction Models
Sexual Satisfaction

Variables b [95% CI] t

Sexual Intimacy -.02 [-.49, .02] -1.82
Age -.01 [-.04, .03] -0.40
Gender — Women -.51[-1.08, .06] -1.74
Gender — Other 1.88 [-.44, 4.20] 1.56
Relationship Length -.00 [-.04, .04] -0.03
Destiny Beliefs .01 [-.26, .28] 0.06
Growth Beliefs -42 [-.85, .01] -1.89
Sexual Intimacy x Destiny Beliefs A2 [-.15, .38] 0.88
Sexual Intimacy x Growth Beliefs .10 [-.32, .52] 0.48

Note. Next-day sexual satisfaction was analyzed using linear mixed-effects models, whereas
next-day sexual intimacy was analyzed using binomial generalized mixed-effects models.
Numbers in brackets represent 95% confidence intervals. Gender effects are in reference to the

coefficients for men. “p < .05, “p < .01,

Hokok

' <.001.



