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Abstract
Prior research provides mixed evidence regarding the direction of the association between sexual and marital satisfaction. 
Whereas some studies suggest a bidirectional association, other studies fail to document one direction or the other. The cur-
rent investigation used a 12-day diary study of 287 married individuals to clarify the nature of this association. Results from 
time-lagged mixed modeling revealed a significant positive bidirectional association. Both higher global sexual satisfaction 
one day and satisfaction with sex that occurred that day predicted higher marital satisfaction the next day; likewise, higher 
marital satisfaction one day significantly predicted higher global sexual satisfaction the next day and higher satisfaction with 
sex that occurred the next day. Both associations remained significant after controlling for participant’s gender/sex, neuroti-
cism, attachment insecurity, self-esteem, stress, perceived childhood unpredictability and harshness, age of first intercourse, 
construal level, age, and length of marriage. We also explored whether these covariates moderated either direction of the 
association. Daily stress was the most reliable moderator, with three of the four interactions tested remaining significant after 
Bonferroni corrections. The bidirectional association between global sexual and marital satisfaction and the positive asso-
ciation between satisfaction with sex that occurred that day and marital satisfaction the next day were significantly stronger 
when individuals experienced high versus low stress. Although the exploratory nature of all moderation analyses suggests 
they should be replicated before drawing strong conclusions, these findings highlight the importance of sexual satisfaction to 
marital satisfaction and vice versa and point to the power of stress in strengthening these associations.
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Introduction

Sexual and relationship satisfaction are clearly associated (for 
reviews, see Maxwell & McNulty, 2019; Muise et al., 2016), 
but the exact nature of this association is less clear. Specifi-
cally, it remains unclear whether (a) sexual satisfaction leads 
to relationship satisfaction, (b) relationship satisfaction leads 
to sexual satisfaction, (c) both directional associations exist, 
or (d) neither directional association exists because a third 
variable accounts for the positive association.

Theories and Evidence Suggesting a Bidirectional 
Association Between Sexual and Relationship 
Satisfaction

Interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) can be 
used to argue that sexual satisfaction leads to relationship sat-
isfaction. According to this theory, people base their overall 
satisfaction with a relationship on (a) the extent to which their 
relationship rewards outweigh their relationship costs and (b) 
how those rewards and costs compare to their own individual 
standards, such as the personal importance of these rewards 
and costs (see Fletcher et al., 1999). Given that people tend 
to consider satisfying sex as a relationship reward (Arriaga, 
2013), interdependence theory suggests that, all else being 
equal, a satisfying sexual relationship should lead to higher 
relationship satisfaction.

There is some empirical support for this directional asso-
ciation (for reviews, see Maxwell & McNulty, 2019; Muise 
et al., 2016). First, sexual functioning plays an integral role 
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in determining how several important risk factors are asso-
ciated with relationship satisfaction. For example, higher 
neuroticism (Fisher & McNulty, 2008) and poorer body 
image (Meltzer & McNulty, 2010) can contribute to lower 
relationship satisfaction through lower sexual satisfaction. 
Moreover, having a strong sexual relationship can buffer 
against the negative impacts of both neuroticism (Russell 
& McNulty, 2011) and attachment insecurity (Little et al., 
2010) on relationship satisfaction. Second, several longitu-
dinal studies have shown that sexual satisfaction at baseline 
predicts relationship satisfaction at a later assessment (Cao 
et al., 2019 found this for husbands only; Fallis et al., 2016; 
McNulty et al., 2016; Quinn-Nilas, 2020; Sprecher, 2002; 
Yeh et al., 2006). In one study, for example, McNulty et al. 
(2016) pooled the data from two longitudinal studies of new-
lywed couples, both of which assessed sexual and marital 
satisfaction eight times across four years, to show that sexual 
satisfaction at one assessment predicted marital satisfaction 
at the next assessment, controlling for marital satisfaction at 
the prior assessment.

At the same time, there is also reason to expect that having 
a satisfying relationship can lead to a higher sexual satisfac-
tion. Lawrance & Byers (1995) applied the tenets of interde-
pendence theory to develop the interpersonal exchange model 
of sexual satisfaction (IEMSS), which posits that individuals 
base their sexual satisfaction on (a) the extent to which their 
sexual rewards outweigh their sexual costs and (b) how those 
sexual rewards and costs compare to their personal sexual 
standards. Yet, in addition to offering evidence for this idea, 
Lawrance & Byers (1995) showed that participants’ relation-
ship satisfaction uniquely predicted their sexual satisfaction 
independent of their sexual rewards and costs. Such findings 
make sense from other theoretical perspectives: not only may 
specific qualities of a happy relationship (e.g., intimacy, self-
disclosure) lead to more satisfying sexual functioning, evalu-
ative processes such as the halo effect (Nisbett & Wilson, 
1977) and sentiment override (Weiss, 1980) suggest that 
generally positive evaluations of the whole (i.e., the rela-
tionship) guide evaluations of the components of that whole 
(i.e., the sexual relationship). Indeed, based on their findings, 
Lawrance & Byers (1995) went on to conclude that, “In all 
likelihood, the relationship between sexual satisfaction and 
relationship satisfaction is dynamic, with each reciprocally 
influencing the other” (p. 282). Consistent with this idea, 
some of the same studies demonstrating that sexual satisfac-
tion predicts changes in relationship satisfaction (Cao et al., 
2019; McNulty et al., 2016; Quinn-Nilas, 2020), along with 
one other (Vowels & Mark, 2020), have also revealed that 
relationship satisfaction predicts changes in sexual satis-
faction. In addition to showing that initial sexual satisfac-
tion predicted subsequent marital satisfaction, for instance, 
McNulty et al. (2016) demonstrated that initial marital satis-
faction predicted subsequent sexual satisfaction.

Mixed Findings and Limits to Existing Research

Nonetheless, several studies have failed to find support 
for at least one of the two directional associations (Byers, 
2005; Cao et al., 2019; Fallis et al., 2016; Sprecher, 2002; 
Vowels & Mark, 2020; Yeh et al., 2006). For instance, a 
two-wave study across 18 months and a dyadic five-wave 
study across four years both failed to offer longitudinal 
evidence of either directional association (Byers, 2005; 
Sprecher, 2002). They revealed a nonsignificant associa-
tion between (a) relationship satisfaction at Time 1 and 
changes in sexual satisfaction from Time 1 to Time 2 and 
(b) sexual satisfaction at Time 1 and changes in relation-
ship satisfaction from Time 1 to Time 2. Likewise, an 
independent five-wave study of married couples found a 
nonsignificant association between relationship satisfaction 
and subsequent sexual satisfaction (Yeh et al., 2006), and 
a three-wave study of couples found that sexual satisfac-
tion failed to significantly predict changes in relationship 
satisfaction (Vowels & Mark, 2020). The last study further 
revealed weak and inconsistent associations between ini-
tial relationship satisfaction and subsequent sexual satis-
faction such that a trending negative association emerged 
among women, whereas a significant positive association 
emerged among men. Furthermore, two-wave study across 
one year of couples revealed that relationship satisfaction 
did not significantly predict changes in sexual satisfaction, 
although sexual satisfaction significantly predicted later 
relationship satisfaction, and more strongly so for men than 
women (Fallis et al., 2016). Finally, a three-wave study 
across two years of Chinese couples in early marriage 
found a nonsignificant association between marital satis-
faction and subsequent sexual satisfaction for husbands, as 
well as a nonsignificant association between sexual satis-
faction and subsequent marital satisfaction for wives (Cao 
et al., 2019).

Before disregarding the idea that the association between 
sexual and relationship satisfaction is bidirectional, how-
ever, it is important to consider alternative explanations 
for these nonsignificant findings. One explanation is that 
most studies have used long assessment intervals, rang-
ing from six months between assessments (McNulty et al., 
2016; Sprecher, 2002) to 18 months between assessments 
(Byers, 2005; Cao et al., 2019; Yeh et al., 2006) to 10 years 
between assessments (Quinn-Nilas, 2020). Although sev-
eral of these studies provided evidence for at least one 
directional association, longer time frames allow both the 
predictor and outcome to change multiple times between 
assessments due to other influences, which could render 
the detection of a bidirectional association more difficult. 
Using shorter assessment windows could help minimize 
the opportunity for such intervening changes to obscure a 
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bidirectional association. Indeed, daily diary studies have 
revealed important findings for relationship and sexual 
functioning (e.g., Impett et al., 2012; Raposo & Muise, 
2021; Rubin & Campbell, 2012). Of course, it is also pos-
sible that one or both directions of the bidirectional asso-
ciation take time to manifest, in which case a daily diary 
study may offer no evidence for a bidirectional association. 
Given this range of possibilities, and given we are aware 
of no studies investigating the bidirectional association 
between sexual and relationship satisfaction using daily 
measurements, the current investigation fills this gap using 
a 12-day diary study.

Potential Moderators

An additional reason for mixed evidence of the bidirectional 
association between sexual and relationship satisfaction 
is that there may be important yet overlooked moderators 
for one or both directions of the association. Both interde-
pendence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kel-
ley, 1959) and IEMSS (Lawrance & Byers, 1995) suggest 
that the impact of rewards and costs on each type of evalu-
ation depends on how important a particular quality is to 
the individual evaluating. Because individuals evaluate their 
relationships by considering the rewards and costs of the 
relationship (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 
1959), sexual satisfaction should be most likely to predict 
relationship satisfaction for those who highly value sex. Like-
wise, the extent to which individuals evaluate their sex life by 
considering the rewards and costs of their general relation-
ship should depend on how personally important relation-
ship satisfaction is as a determinant of sexual satisfaction. 
Thus, in addition to examining the bidirectional associa-
tion between sexual and relationship satisfaction, we also 
explored individual differences and external circumstances 
(see Karney & Bradbury, 1995) that may lead individuals to 
differentially weigh these sexual and relationship satisfaction 
in their evaluations. Specifically, we considered gender/sex, 
neuroticism, attachment insecurity, self-esteem, acute stress, 
childhood ecology, age at first intercourse, construal level, 
age, and length of marriage.

Gender/Sex

Regarding gender/sex, prior research has provided mixed 
evidence for differences in these associations. Several lines 
of research suggest that sexual gratification is more impor-
tant to men/males than women/females (Ellis & Symons, 
1990; Fletcher et al., 1999; Peplau, 2003), which suggests 
that sexual satisfaction may more strongly influence relation-
ship satisfaction among men/males and compared to women/

females. Indeed, some studies have revealed a stronger asso-
ciation between sexual satisfaction and subsequent relation-
ship satisfaction for men than women (Cao et al., 2019; Fal-
lis et al., 2016; Kisler & Christopher, 2008; McNulty et al., 
2016; Peck et al., 2004; Sánchez-Fuentes & Santos-Iglesias, 
2016; Sprecher, 2002). At the same time, other perspectives 
suggest women/females rely more heavily on contextual fac-
tors when evaluating their sexual experiences (Baumeister, 
2000; Diamond, 2003), which suggests relationship satisfac-
tion may more strongly impact sexual satisfaction among 
women/females compared to men/males.

Neuroticism and Attachment Insecurity

Both neuroticism and attachment insecurity have been linked 
to sexual and relationship satisfaction (e.g., Birnbaum, 2007; 
Karney & Bradbury, 1997; Russell & McNulty, 2011). 
Given that neuroticism involves a tendency to show strong 
emotional reactions to interpersonal experiences in gen-
eral (Bolger & Schilling, 1991), individuals higher (versus 
lower) in neuroticism may more strongly generalize feelings 
about one aspect of the relationship to another, which may 
strengthen either direction of the association between sexual 
and relationship satisfaction. On the other hand, attachment 
anxiety involves a strong desire to enhance intimacy (Schach-
ner & Shaver, 2004), which suggests that individuals higher 
(versus lower) in attachment anxiety may place a higher value 
on their feelings of sexual satisfaction when evaluating their 
relationships. In contrast, attachment avoidance involves 
a tendency to engage in sexual activities in a less intimate 
context (Butzer & Campbell, 2008), and thus, sexual and 
relationship satisfaction may predict each other to a lesser 
extent among individuals higher (versus lower) in attach-
ment avoidance.

Self‑Esteem

Self-esteem is another individual difference that has been 
directly tied to both sexual and relationship satisfaction (e.g., 
Larson et al., 1998; Schaffhuser et al., 2014; Weidmann 
et al., 2017). Self-esteem guides emotional reactions, such 
that individuals with lower self-esteem have more negative 
emotional reactions to evaluative feedback (Dutton & Brown, 
1997). If self-esteem also guides emotional reactions to spe-
cific relationship experiences, then individuals with lower 
self-esteem may have more negative reactions to unpleasant 
sexual interactions with their partners, and which may influ-
ence their overall perceptions of the relationship (Forgas, 
1994a, 1994b). For this reason, individuals with lower (ver-
sus higher) self-esteem may experience a stronger impact of 
sexual satisfaction on relationship satisfaction.
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Stress

Acute stress due to circumstances occurring outside the 
relationship is associated with increased cognitive load and 
therefore decreased self-regulatory capacity (for a review, see 
Hofmann et al., 2012; Schoofs et al., 2008). Given that indi-
viduals under cognitive load tend to rely on mental shortcuts 
for evaluations (Allred et al., 2016; Roch et al., 2000; Sch-
neider et al., 2012), individuals experiencing higher (versus 
lower) stress when evaluating one aspect of their relationship 
may rely more on evaluations previously made in another 
domain. Importantly, this general tendency may not apply 
specifically to one direction of the association: individuals 
experiencing higher stress while forming overall evaluations 
of the relationship may rely more heavily on previous evalua-
tions of their sexual relationship, and individuals experienc-
ing higher stress while forming evaluations of their sexual 
relationship may rely more heavily on previous evaluations 
of their overall relationship.

Developmental History

Life history theory outlines how individual differences in 
the harshness and unpredictability of childhood ecologies 
promote different reproductive strategies (Belsky et al., 2012; 
Brumbach et al., 2009). Given that harsh and unpredictable 
childhood environments risk earlier mortality, individuals 
reared in such environments typically adopt “fast” repro-
ductive strategies that prioritize reproduction over personal 
growth. In contrast, given that safe and predictable childhood 
environments allow for greater longevity, individuals reared 
in such environments typically adopt “slow” reproductive 
strategies that prioritize personal growth and resource acqui-
sition over reproduction. Providing support for life history 
theory, individuals reared in harsh and unpredictable environ-
ments experience early sexual maturity (Golden et al., 2016; 
Woo & Brotto, 2008), which is linked to higher sexual satis-
faction (Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 1997; Pedersen & Ble-
kesaune, 2003), and the tendency to prioritize sex over com-
mitment (Szepsenwol et al., 2017). Given their prioritization 
of reproductive goals, individuals with a fast (versus slow) 
life strategy who have experienced any of the following—a 
harsh and unpredictable childhood ecology, or an early sexual 
debut—may draw more strongly from evaluations of their 
sexual relationship when evaluating their overall relationship.

Construal Level

Construal level theory (Trope & Liberman, 2010) outlines 
the implications of individual differences in a tendency to 
construe experiences in an abstract versus concrete manner. 
An abstract construal focuses on central, decontextualized, 
and global features in the target of evaluation, whereas a 

concrete construal focuses on peripheral, context-dependent, 
and specific features. In the case of relationship and sexual 
evaluations, sexual experiences are specific components of 
the overall relationship, and thus, individuals with a more 
concrete (versus abstract) construal may draw more strongly 
from specific occurrences of sex when evaluating subsequent 
relationship satisfaction. Individuals with a more abstract 
(versus concrete) construal, in contrast, may draw more 
strongly from global quality of the relationship when sub-
sequently evaluating the more specific sexual experiences 
in their relationship.

Age and Length of Relationship

Lastly, sexual desire or functioning can decline with both age 
(DeLamater & Sill, 2005; Laumann & Waite, 2008; Mitchell 
et al., 2013) and relationship length (Baumeister & Brat-
slavsky, 1999). Given that individuals tend to devalue aspects 
of the relationship that are less fulfilling (Neff & Karney, 
2003), sex may play a less important role in the relationships 
of people who are older and who have been married a for 
longer duration. Accordingly, sexual satisfaction may less 
strongly predict relationship satisfaction among people who 
are older (versus younger) or in more (versus less) established 
relationships.

Current Investigation

The present study had two aims. Aim One was to conceptu-
ally replicate prior findings supporting a bidirectional, time-
lagged association between sexual and marital satisfaction 
with a daily-diary design, while controlling for potential 
third variables. We predicted that sexual satisfaction one day 
would predict marital satisfaction the next day and marital 
satisfaction one day would predict sexual satisfaction the next 
day. Aim Two was to explore potential moderators of one 
or both directions of this bidirectional association: gender/
sex, neuroticism, attachment insecurity, self-esteem, stress, 
developmental history, construal level, age, and length of 
marriage. Given the exploratory nature of Aim Two and the 
multiple tests conducted, we used Bonferroni corrections to 
minimize Type I errors.

Method

Participants

Participants were married individuals (N = 287) recruited 
for a broader study examining the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on families in the summer of 2020 from Prolific.
co. Prolific is an online survey platform where participants are 
guaranteed a minimum wage for their time completing studies. 



3795Archives of Sexual Behavior (2022) 51:3791–3806 

1 3

Prior research suggests that Prolific users are typically more 
naïve about commonly used research goals and measures, less 
dishonest, and provide higher quality data compared to samples 
of other web-based data collection platforms (e.g., Amazon’s 
Mechanical TURK; Peer et al., 2017). In this study, we only 
recruited participants who were married, currently living in the 
US or the UK, willing to record a video as part of the study, 
and had access to a laptop or desktop running either Mac or 
Windows 10 or higher. The latter two criteria were for parts of 
the study outside the scope of the current investigation.

The sample was more diverse than many existing marital 
studies (Williamson et al., 2022)—63.1% self-identified as 
Caucasian, 10% as Asian, 4.8% as Mixed, and 3.7% as Black. 
One hundred and six participants reported being male and 104 
of them identified as men; one identified as a woman and the 
other identified as nonbinary. One hundred and eighty-one par-
ticipants reported being female and 180 of them identified as 
women; one remaining female identified as nonbinary. Most 
(96.2%) of the participants reported being in a heterosexual 
relationship. Among the participants who responded, 84.4% 
indicated they were in their first marriage; 61.0% of the par-
ticipants reported having no children. Among those with chil-
dren, the median number of children was two and the mean 
age of the children was 11.95 years (SD = 9.79). On average, 
the participants were 38.73 years of age (SD = 9.83), had been 
married for 9.09 years (SD = 8.97), completed 8.94 years of 
education since the beginning of high school (SD = 2.59), and 
independently earned US$45,401.60 before tax in the previous 
year. Participants were compensated with US$40 for their time 
and participation.

Procedure

Prior to participation, we informed participants that the purpose 
of the current investigation was to examine the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on families. Upon passing our eligibility 
check and consenting to participation, participants completed 
a baseline questionnaire that included demographic items and 
measures of all moderators and covariates except for stress. The 
baseline session also involved other tasks beyond the scope of 
the reported analyses, including implicit measures, a problem-
solving discussion, and questions about individual differences, 
relationship experiences, parenting, and the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Then, on each of the following 12 days, participants 
completed a diary survey that included items assessing marital 
and sexual satisfaction, whether they engaged in sex that day 
and how satisfied they were with any sex that occurred that day, 
stress, and other items beyond the scope of the current analyses 
such as personal well-being, daily relationship processes, and 
experiences with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Measures

Demographics

We collected participants’ biological sex at baseline along 
with other demographic information such as gender, age, 
race, education, income, number of marriages, as well as 
the number and age of children (if any). We used biological 
sex instead of gender as a moderator because all participants 
identified a binary biological sex, but this was not the case 
for gender. Nevertheless, given the important potential dif-
ferences between biological sex and gender identification, we 
also report analyses using gender. We refer to the biological 
sex variable examined here as gender/sex.

Daily Marital Satisfaction

Each day, participants completed the three-item Kansas 
Marital Satisfaction Scale (Schumm et al., 1983) to indicate 
their daily marital satisfaction. Using a seven-point Likert 
scale from 1 = “Not at all satisfied” to 7 = “Extremely satis-
fied,” participants reported their satisfaction with their (a) 
partners, (b) relationships with their partners, and (c) mar-
riages. We summed across these items to form a daily index 
of marital satisfaction, with possible scores ranging from 3 
to 21. Internal consistency was high on all days (αday1 = 0.97, 
αday2 = 0.96, αday3 = 0.97, αday4 = 0.97, αday5 = 0.97, 
αday6 = 0.97, αday7 = 0.97, αday8 = 0.96, αday9 = 0.98, 
αday10 = 0.95, αda11 = 0.97, αday12 = 0.96).

Daily Global Sexual Satisfaction

Each day, participants also reported their global sexual sat-
isfaction with a single-item asking, “In reflecting upon your 
day as a whole, how satisfied were you with your sex life 
today?” Participants responded using a seven-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 = “Not at all” to 7 = “Extremely.” Prior 
daily-diary studies (e.g., Dobson et al., 2020; Impett et al., 
2012; Little et al., 2010) and psychometric research (e.g., 
Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007; Elo et al., 2003; Milton et al., 
2011) attest to the reliability and validity in similar single-
item measures.

Satisfaction with Sex that Occurred that Day

In addition to examining the broad association between 
sexual and marital satisfaction, the daily nature of this study 
allowed us to assess satisfaction with specific acts of sex 
when they occurred and thus examine whether satisfaction 
with sex that occurred on a given day was associated with 
marital satisfaction the prior or following day. Specifically, 
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participants were asked if they had sex with their partner 
that day and, and if so, their satisfaction with that occurrence 
of sex using the following item: “How satisfied were you 
with the sex?” where 1 = “Not at all satisfied” and 7 = “Very 
satisfied.”

Neuroticism

In the current investigation, we assessed neuroticism at 
baseline using the emotional stability subscale of the Ten-
Item Personality Inventory (Gosling et al., 2003). Partici-
pants responded to two relevant items assessing the extent 
to which they saw themselves as “anxious, easily upset” and 
“calm, emotionally stable” (reverse-coded), using a seven-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “Disagree strongly” to 
7 = “Agree strongly.” We averaged across these two items 
such that higher scores indicated higher levels of neuroticism. 
Internal consistency was acceptable (α = 0.76).

Attachment Insecurity

We assessed attachment insecurity at baseline using the Adult 
Attachment Questionnaire (Simpson et al., 1996). Partici-
pants responded to 17 items assessing attachment anxiety 
and avoidance, such as “Others often are reluctant to get as 
close as I would like” and “I find it difficult to trust others 
completely,” using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 = “I strongly disagree” to 7 = “I strongly agree.” We aver-
aged across these items such that higher scores indicated 
higher levels of attachment anxiety or avoidance. Internal 
consistency was adequate (for attachment anxiety, α = 0.81, 
for attachment avoidance, α = 0.85).

Self‑Esteem

We assessed self-esteem at baseline with the 10-item Rosen-
berg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). Participants 
responded to a list of statements assessing their general feel-
ings about themselves, such as “I feel that I have a number of 
good qualities” and “I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least 
on an equal plane with others,” using a Likert scale ranging 
from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 4 = “Strongly agree.” After 
reverse-coding the appropriate items, we created a sum score 
across all items, with a higher score indicating higher levels 
of self-esteem. Internal consistency was high (α = 0.92).

Daily Stress

We measured daily stress using a single-item question assess-
ing the extent to which participants felt stressed that day. 
Participants responded on a seven-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 = “Not at all” to 7 = “A lot.”

Developmental History

We assessed three variables associated with participants’ 
developmental history. As has been done in prior research 
(Aronoff & DeCaro, 2019; Simpson et al., 2012), we assessed 
childhood harshness at baseline using the one-item MacAr-
thur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Adler et al., 2000) 
specifically focusing on childhood. Participants viewed a 
picture of a ladder, and we told them to think of the ladder as 
representing where people stand in society such that “At the 
top of the ladder are the people who are the best off—those 
who have the most money, the most education, and the most 
respected jobs. At the bottom are the people who are the 
worst off—who have the least money, least education, and 
the least respected jobs or no job. The higher up you are on 
this ladder, the closer you are to the people at the very top; 
the lower you are, the closer you are to the people at the very 
bottom.” Participants indicated their family’s standing on the 
ladder from 1 to 10, such that higher scores indicated higher 
self-perceived family status, and therefore lower childhood 
harshness.

As has also been done in prior research (Szepsenwol et al., 
2015), we assessed childhood unpredictability at baseline 
using three single-item questions measuring the unpredict-
ability of their early childhood environment. These items 
were: “In your early childhood, did your parents or legal 
guardians change jobs or occupational status?,” “In your 
early childhood, were there changes to your place of resi-
dence?,” and “In your early childhood, were there changes in 
your familial circumstances (divorce or separation of parents, 
parents starting new romantic relationships, parents leaving 
the home, etc.)?” Participants responded to each item using 
a Likert scale from 1 = “Never” to 7 = “Many times.” We 
averaged across these three items to form an index of child-
hood unpredictability, with higher scores indicating greater 
childhood unpredictability. Internal consistency was lower 
than desired (α = 0.57).

Finally, as has been done in prior research (Dishion et al., 
2012; Segal & Stohs, 2009; Vigil, 2005), we assessed whether 
participants appeared to adopt a “fast” or “slow” reproductive 
strategy by measuring their age at first sexual intercourse 
using a single item free-response question stating, “How old 
were you when you had sexual intercourse for the first time?” 
Responses were content validated for numerical values only, 
with a younger age indicating a faster reproductive strategy.

Construal Level

We assessed construal level at baseline using a 10-item ver-
sion of the Behavioral Identification Form (Slepian et al., 
2015; Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). Participants received 
instructions to choose between a concrete and an abstract 
interpretation of a list of behaviors, such as “Voting: 
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influencing the election OR marking a ballot” and “Picking 
an apple: getting something to eat OR pulling an apple off a 
branch.” We coded responses such that 0 = concrete construal 
and 1 = abstract construal, and then averaged across them to 
form an index of construal level. A higher score indicated a 
more abstract construal. Internal consistency was lower than 
desired (α = 0.67).

Results

A total of 287 participants collectively completed 2812 
diary entries across 12 days. The median number of diaries 
completed was 12. Overall, 155 participants completed all 
12 diary entries, and 207 participants completed at least 10 
entries. We tested a time-lagged mixed model of between- 
and within-person variance in marital and sexual satisfaction 
across 12 days using SPSS Version 24. We transformed all 
variables except for gender/sex, age, age at first intercourse, 
and length of marriage into z-scores prior to analyses to aid 
in interpretation and comparison of effects. We centered day, 
age, age at first intercourse, and length of marriage around 
the sample mean to aid in interpretation of any effects in 
terms of time.

Prior to testing the proposed bidirectional association, 
we examined the amount of within-person variance in daily 
marital satisfaction, daily global sexual satisfaction, and sat-
isfaction with sex that occurred that day by calculating their 
interclass correlation coefficients (ICCs). The ICC represents 
the proportion of total variance that is within-person, where 
higher scores indicate a higher within-person correlation, 
and thus a lower proportion of within-person variance. The 
standard deviations were 0.57 for daily marital satisfaction, 
0.64 for daily global sexual satisfaction, and 0.51 for satis-
faction with sex that occurred that day. The ICCs were 0.54, 
0.63, 0.50, respectively. In other words, approximately half 
the variability in marital satisfaction and satisfaction with 
sex that occurred that day was between participants, whereas 
the other half was within participants. For daily global sexual 
satisfaction, about 60% of the variance was between partici-
pants, whereas 40% was within participants.

These ICCs also offer insight into the additional power 
gained by our repeated reports. Specifically, we used the fol-
lowing formula provided by Snijders & Bosker (2011) to 
compute the effective sample size for daily marital satisfac-
tion, daily global sexual satisfaction, and satisfaction with 
sex that occurred that day:

Our effective sample sizes for these three key measures 
were 487, 429, and 393, respectively, and they each afforded 

Total number of diary entries completed

1 + (average number of observations per person − 1) ∗ ICC

us 0.80 power to detect an effect-size r as small as 0.13, 0.13, 
and 0.14, respectively.

Bidirectional Association between Sexual 
and Marital Satisfaction

We next tested our primary analyses. To examine whether 
daily global sexual satisfaction or satisfaction with sex that 
occurred that day predicted marital satisfaction the next day, 
we estimated two time-lagged mixed models that regressed 
marital satisfaction on day n + 1 onto either daily global 
sexual satisfaction or satisfaction with sex that occurred on 
day n, controlling for time and marital satisfaction on day n. 
We estimated these models with and without all covariates, 
where daily stress was the stress reported on the same day 
that the sexual evaluation was reported to control for shared 
variance between stress and the key predictor. In both mod-
els, we estimated a random intercept and slope for same-day 
marital satisfaction, using a variance component covariance 
matrix. Model testing that compared the fit of various ran-
dom effects and covariance structures indicated this was the 
best fitting model. Results appear in the top half of Table 1. 

Table 1  Bidirectional Association between Daily Sexual Satisfaction 
and Daily Marital Satisfaction

All variables except for time were transformed into z−scores prior 
to analyses. Time was mean centered in all analyses. Bolded effects 
indicate statistical significance
a When we replaced biological sex with gender in the model, results 
remained largely identical, b = .06, SE = .03, t(1636) = 2.11, p = .035.
b When we replaced biological sex with gender in the model, results 
remained largely identical, b = .22, SE = .05, t(87) = 4.30, p < .001.
c When we replaced biological sex with gender in the model, results 
remained largely identical, b = .06, SE = .02, t(1916) = 2.42, p = .016.
d When we replaced biological sex with gender in the model, results 
remained largely identical, b = .33, SE = .13, t(61) = 2.59, p = .012.

b SE t(df) p

Daily global sexual satisfaction predicting next-day marital satis-
faction

Without additional covariates .07 .02 2.73(1857) .006
With  covariatesa .06 .03 2.12(1646) .035
Daily satisfaction with sex that occurred that day predicting next-

day marital satisfaction
Without additional covariates .17 .04 4.58(501)  < .001
With  covariatesb .22 .05 4.30(87)  < .001
Daily marital satisfaction predicting next-day global sexual satis-

faction
Without additional covariates .08 .02 3.32(193) .001
With  covariatesc .06 .02 2.43(1916) .015
Daily marital satisfaction predicting satisfaction with sex that 

occurred the next day
Without additional covariates .21 .09 2.49(168) .014
With  covariatesd .33 .13 2.59(55) .012
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Consistent with predictions and prior research (Fallis et al., 
2016; McNulty et al., 2016; Quinn-Nilas, 2020; Yeh et al., 
2006), higher daily global sexual satisfaction and higher sat-
isfaction with sex that occurred on one day predicted higher 
marital satisfaction the next day. Both effects were significant 
with and without covariates.

To examine whether marital satisfaction on one day pre-
dicted global sexual satisfaction or satisfaction with sex that 
occurred the next day, we estimated two multilevel models 
regressing either global sexual satisfaction or satisfaction 
with sex that occurred on day n + 1 onto marital satisfaction 
on day n, controlling for time and either global sexual satis-
faction or satisfaction with sex that occurred on day n. We 
again estimated these models with and without all covariates, 
where daily stress was the stress reported on the same day that 
marital satisfaction was reported to control for shared vari-
ance between stress and the key predictor. In the model with 
daily global sexual satisfaction, we estimated a random inter-
cept and slope for same-day sexual and marital satisfaction, 
using a variance component covariance matrix; in the model 
with satisfaction with sex that occurred that day, we esti-
mated a random slope for same-day satisfaction with sex that 
occurred that day only, using an identity covariance matrix. 
Model testing that compared the fit of various random effects 
and covariance structures indicated these were the best fitting 
models. Results appear in bottom half of Table 1. Consistent 
with predictions and prior research (McNulty et al., 2016; 
Quinn-Nilas, 2020; Vowels & Mark, 2020), higher marital 
satisfaction on one day predicted higher global sexual satis-
faction and satisfaction with sex that occurred the next day 
with and without covariates.

Moderators of the Bidirectional Association

Finally, we explored whether each variable moderated either 
direction of the association between daily sexual and marital 
satisfaction by entering each moderator and interaction term 
into the models specified above. To avoid overfitting the mod-
els, we examined each moderator in a separate model, with 
the exceptions being attachment anxiety and avoidance in the 
same model, and childhood harshness, and childhood unpre-
dictability, and age at first intercourse in the same model. 
Given that we expected stress to play a role because stress 
increases cognitive load (Schoofs et al., 2008), thereby lead-
ing people to rely on mental shortcuts for evaluations (Allred 
et al., 2016; Roch et al., 2000; Schneider et al., 2012), we 
used reports of stress that were provided on the same day as 
the outcome variable (i.e., stress on day n + 1). Further, we 
isolated the two different sources of variance in reports of 
stress by centering daily reports on their means and entering 
both the between-person means and person-centered scores 
as simultaneous moderators. This allowed us to determine if 
one or both sources of variance moderated either directional 

association (see Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). Because we 
conducted multiple moderation models without strong pre-
dictions, we used Bonferroni corrections to reduce the chance 
of Type I error. We explored 12 moderators; hence, the cor-
rection reduced the significance level to 0.0042. However, it 
is important to note that Bonferroni adjustments have been 
criticized for being too conservative and increasing Type II 
error rates (Bender & Lange, 2001; Perneger, 1998; Wright, 
1992), particularly when the number of tests is larger than 
five (Bender & Lange, 2001), as is the case here. We therefore 
decomposed any interactive effects that were near this cutoff. 
To be clear, we do not claim such effects as meaningful, but 
we do want to inform readers of the pattern in such interac-
tions to allow for potential replication.

Results of exploratory analyses involving daily global 
sexual satisfaction appear in Table 2, and results of explora-
tory analyses involving satisfaction with sex that occurred 
that day appear in Table 3. Only person-centered daily stress 
demonstrated robust evidence of moderation, with three of 
the four interactions remaining significant after Bonferroni 
corrections (see Fig. 1). We decomposed all three significant 
interactions by conducting simple effect tests of the associa-
tion between sexual and marital satisfaction at high and low 
(± 1 SD) levels of person-centered next-day stress. Global 
sexual satisfaction on one day predicted marital satisfaction 
the next day when stress the next day was higher than nor-
mal, b = 0.13, SE = 0.03, t(2313) = 4.96, p < 0.001, but not 
when stress was lower than normal, b = −0.04, SE = 0.03, 
t(2303) = -1.47, p = 0.141; likewise, marital satisfaction on 
one day predicted global sexual satisfaction the next day 
when stress the next day was higher than normal, b = 0.12, 
SE = 0.03, t(259) = 4.55, p < 0.001, but not when stress 
was lower than normal, b = 0.01, SE = 0.03, t(320) = 0.46, 
p = 0.645; lastly, satisfaction with sex that occurred that day 
more strongly predicted marital satisfaction the next day 
when stress the next day was higher than normal, b = 0.27, 
SE = 0.05, t(523) = 5.78, p < 0.001, compared to when stress 
was lower than normal, b = 0.10, SE = 0.05, t(525) = 2.17, 
p = 0.030. We decomposed three additional interactions close 
to significance after Bonferroni corrections in the Supple-
mental Materials.

Discussion

The current investigation used a 12-day diary design and 
revealed a bidirectional association between daily evaluations 
of the sexual and marital relationship, conceptually repli-
cating similar patterns uncovered by previous longitudinal 
research (Lawrance & Byers, 1995; McNulty et al., 2016; 
Quinn-Nilas, 2020), while extending them to the daily level. 
Evaluations of the sexual relationship on one day predicted 
evaluations of the marital relationship the next day, and 
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evaluations of the marital relationship on one day predicted 
evaluations of the sexual relationship the next day. This bidi-
rectional association emerged using two different measures 
of sexual satisfaction—a measure of daily global sexual sat-
isfaction and a measure of satisfaction with sex that occurred 
that day. It also remained significant even after controlling for 
participants’ gender/sex, neuroticism, attachment insecurity, 
self-esteem, daily stress, perceived childhood harshness and 
unpredictability, age at first intercourse, construal level, age, 
and length of marriage.

Theoretical Implications

These findings offer important insight into processes of 
relationship development, and lend further support to both 
interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & 
Kelley, 1959) and its theoretical extension to sexual satisfac-
tion—the interpersonal exchange model of sexual satisfac-
tion (Lawrance & Byers, 1995). Although both sexual and 
marital satisfaction decline over time (e.g., McNulty et al., 
2016), there is substantial between-person variability in these 
trajectories (Ghodse-Elahi et al., 2021; Proulx et al., 2017). 
Indeed, findings from latent class analyses suggest that initial 
satisfaction helps account for such variability—individuals 
who remain satisfied with their relationships were satisfied 

at the outset, whereas others who show the steepest decline 
were less satisfied at the outset (Proulx et al., 2017). The 
bidirectional association that emerged here perhaps helps 
explain why these initial differences in satisfaction widen 
over time. Individuals who are initially more satisfied with 
their marriages engage in more positive interactions, such as 
sex, which leads to continued marital happiness. In contrast, 
individuals who are less satisfied with their marriages at the 
outset may engage in less satisfying sex, leading to reduced 
satisfaction with the marriage, and even more reduced sexual 
satisfaction in the future. The vicious cycle continues. Given 
that this process appears to operate at a daily level, it is not 
surprising that relationships can change as quickly as they do.

Further, our moderation findings suggest that stress accel-
erates this process. We conducted several exploratory analy-
ses to examine potential moderators of the bidirectional asso-
ciation between sexual and marital satisfaction. Daily stress 
emerged as the only reliable moderator after we corrected 
the familywise error rate of these tests. Specifically, daily 
stress moderated both directions of the bidirectional associa-
tion between sexual and marital satisfaction, as well as the 
association between sex that occurred on one day and marital 
satisfaction the next day. Specifically, (a) global sexual sat-
isfaction on one day predicted marital satisfaction the next 
day when stress the next day was higher than normal, but not 

Table 2  Moderators of the 
bidirectional association 
between daily global sexual 
satisfaction and daily marital 
satisfaction

PC = person−centered. Attachment anxiety and avoidance were included in the same model; age at first 
intercourse, childhood harshness, and childhood unpredictability were included in the same model; per-
son−centered stress and mean stress were included in the same model; all other moderators were exam-
ined separately. Based on Bonferroni alpha level correction, associations are significant when p < .0042 and 
bolded. All variables except for gender/sex, age, age at first intercourse, and length of marriage were trans-
formed into z−scores prior to analyses. Age, age at first intercourse, and length of marriage were mean−
centered
a When we replaced biological sex with gender in the model, results remained similar for sexual predicting 
marital satisfaction, b = 0.05, SE = 0.04, t(1312) = 1.08, p = .280, and for marital predicting global sexual 
satisfaction, b = -0.07, SE = 0.05, t(179) = -1.52, p = .130.

Moderators

Global sexual satisfaction predicting 
marital satisfaction

Marital satisfaction predicting global 
sexual satisfaction

b SE t(df) p b SE t(df) p

Gender/Sexa .03 .04 .72(1468) .469  − .07 .05  − 1.51(180) .134
Neuroticism .04 .02 1.75(1363) .081  − .01 .02  − .37(175) .713
Attachment anxiety .00 .02  − .21(1579) .837 .02 .02 .94(151) .348
Attachment avoidance  − .03 .02  − 1.33(1371) .185  − .01 .02  − .23(176) .819
Self esteem  − .01 .02  − .64(1420) .520  − .03 .02  − 1.44(147) .152
PC daily stress .06 .01 6.67(2011)  < .001 .04 .01 4.53(1936)  < .001
Mean daily stress .03 .02 1.35(1513) .178  − .01 .02  − 0.65(161) .520
Age at first intercourse .00 .01 .10(1460) .920 .00 .01 .73(162) .468
Childhood harshness  − .02 .02  − .96(1415) .337 .02 .02 .82(131) .412
Childhood unpredictability  − .02 .02  − .77(1426) .439  − .01 .03  − .24(143) .812
Construal level .00 .02  − .19(1333) .846 .00 .02  − .03(167) .978
Age .00 .002 1.48(1015) .140 .00 .003 .97(1535) .335
Length of marriage .00 .003 .78(918) .434 .00 .003  − .31(1565) .757
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when stress the next day was lower than normal; (b) marital 
satisfaction on one day predicted global sexual satisfaction 
the next day when stress the next day was higher than normal, 
but not when stress the next day was lower than normal; (c) 
and satisfaction with sex that occurred that day more strongly 
predicted marital satisfaction the next day when stress the 
next day was higher rather than lower than normal.

These findings join existing theory (Karney & Bradbury, 
1995) and research (Hicks et al., 2020; McNulty et al., 2021; 
Neff & Karney, 2009; for review, see Neff & Karney, 2017) in 
suggesting that stress accentuates the extent to which various 
factors predict interpersonal outcomes. In one set of studies, 
for example, Neff & Karney (2009) demonstrated that stress 
accentuated the extent to which individuals’ overall evalu-
ations of their relationships relied on their evaluations of 
specific domains in the relationships, assessed as the mean of 
their evaluations across these various domains, including the 
sexual one. Here, we uncovered the same tendency using only 
evaluations of the sexual domain (i.e., global sexual satisfac-
tion and evaluations of specific occurrences of sex). Moreo-
ver, we also demonstrated the same tendency in reverse—
individuals facing more stress used their global evaluations 
of the relationship when evaluating their sexual relationship. 
Intriguingly, stress did not accentuate the extent to which 

individuals used their global evaluations of the relationship 
when evaluating their satisfaction with specific occurrences 
of sex the next day, suggesting some limits to this tendency.

The fact that stress accentuates the strength of the bidirec-
tional association helps elucidate why stress is so critical to 
relationship development. A recent effort by 86 relationship 
scientists pooling existing data from their longitudinal studies 
used machine learning to examine relationship development, 
but this effort failed to detect changes in relationship satisfac-
tion over time as a function of actor and partner qualities, as 
well as relationship processes (Joel et al., 2020). A follow-up 
study pooling 10 longitudinal datasets with 1104 newlywed 
couples also failed to detect changes in satisfaction over 
several years using observations of behavior and self-report 
measures of neuroticism and attachment security (McNulty 
et al., 2021). Yet, this latter effort uncovered changes in satis-
faction when accounting for the moderating role of both part-
ners’ reports of stress. In fact, every variable examined in said 
analysis interacted with changes in stress to predict changes 
in marital satisfaction. Clearly, stress is crucial to relationship 
functioning, and these findings help explain why—stress acti-
vates psychological processes critical to marital development 
(McNulty et al., 2021). Even the robust bidirectional associa-
tion between sexual and relationship satisfaction observed 

Table 3  Moderators of the 
bidirectional association 
between satisfaction with sex 
that occurred that day and daily 
marital satisfaction

PC = person−centered. Attachment anxiety and avoidance were included in the same model; age at first 
intercourse, childhood harshness, and childhood unpredictability were included in the same model; per-
son−centered stress and mean stress were included in the same model; all other moderators were examined 
separately. Based on Bonferroni alpha level correction, associations are significant when p < .0042 and 
bolded. All variables except for gender/sex, age, age at first intercourse, and length of marriage were trans-
formed into z−scores prior to analyses. Age, age at first intercourse, and length of marriage were mean−
centered
a When we replaced biological sex with gender in the model, results remained largely identical for satis-
faction with sex that occurred that day predicting marital satisfaction, b = 0.05, SE = 0.08, t(474) = 0.71, 
p = .479, and for marital predicting satisfaction with sex that occurred the next day, b = -0.12, SE = 0.18, 
t(177) = -0.67, p = .505.

Moderators

Satisfaction with sex that occurred 
that day predicting marital satisfaction

Marital satisfaction predicting 
satisfaction with sex that occurred 
next day

b SE t(df) p b SE t(df) p

Gender/Sexa .05 .08 0.71(474) .479  − .12 .18  − 0.67(177) .505
Neuroticism  − .02 .03  − 0.47(488) .641  − .08 .11  − 0.77(61) .446
Attachment anxiety .11 .04 2.75(424) .006  − .44 .16  − 2.78(108) .006
Attachment avoidance  − .05 .04  − 1.11(377) .268 .09 .11 0.85(78) .398
Self esteem  − .02 .04  − 0.53(392) .600  − .03 .09  − 0.37(104) .710
PC daily stress .06 .02 3.00(462) .003  − .03 .07  − .052(157) .602
Mean daily stress .07 .04 1.94(489) .053 .06 .08 0.79(129) .430
Age at first intercourse  − .01 .01  − 0.53(29) .600 .00 .02 0.01(62) .993
Childhood harshness .08 .05 1.59(66) .116  − .02 .09  − 0.25(62) .805
Childhood unpredictability .07 .05 1.55(63) .127 .08 .08 1.01(79) .316
Construal level .08 .03 2.70(379) .007  − .03 .09  − 0.36(56) .723
Age  − .01 .01  − 1.40(91) .164 .00 .10  − 0.49(64) .627
Length of marriage  − .01 .01  − 1.88(94) .063 .01 .01 0.82(50) .414
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Fig. 1  Significant Interac-
tions between Daily Stress 
and the Association between 
Global Sexual Satisfaction and 
Marital Satisfaction Panel a. 
Daily global sexual satisfaction 
interacts with next-day stress to 
predict next-day marital satis-
faction. Panel b. Daily marital 
satisfaction interacts with next-
day stress to predict next-day 
global sexual satisfaction. Panel 
c. Satisfaction with sex that 
occurred that day interacts with 
next-day stress to predicit next-
day marital satisfaction. Note. 
All variables except for days 
were transformed into z-scores 
prior to analyses. Daily stress 
was person-centered prior to 
transforming, and day was cen-
tered around the sample mean

Panel a Daily global sexual satisfaction interacts with next-day 

stress to predict next-day marital satisfaction

Panel b Daily marital satisfaction interacts with next-day 

stress to predict next-day global sexual satisfaction.

Panel c

Daily stress was person-centered prior to transforming, and day was 

centered around the sample mean.

Satisfaction with sex that occurred that day interacts 

with next-day stress to predicit next-day marital satisfaction.
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here and elsewhere (Lawrance & Byers, 1995; McNulty et al., 
2016; Quinn-Nilas, 2020) was nonsignificant for individuals 
experiencing low stress. That is, relationships do not change 
in a vacuum—they change in response to stress (see Neff & 
Karney, 2017).

Several other interactions trended toward significance 
and are described in Supplemental Materials. Given their 
exploratory nature, however, we recommend readers interpret 
all three of these trending interactive effects with caution 
until they can be replicated by future research. Indeed, most 
interactive effects were not significant. It is of course possible 
that type II errors contributed to some of these null associa-
tions, since Bonferroni corrections have been criticized for 
increasing type II error rates (Perneger, 1998). Additionally, 
some measures of the moderators lacked adequate internal 
consistency, which could have contributed to the predomi-
nantly nonsignificant moderation findings. Nevertheless, our 
interpretation of the numerous null interaction effects is that 
the bidirectional association is rather robust and consistent, 
with an exception involving stress. Indeed, this bidirectional 
effect that emerged here has already been observed sev-
eral times (Lawrance & Byers, 1995; McNulty et al., 2016; 
Quinn-Nilas, 2020). Further, most of our scales demonstrated 
high reliability and most interactions were nonsignificant 
even before correcting for the familywise error rate. That is, 
even a liberal interpretation of our interaction effects would 
suggest that the bidirectional association was rather consist-
ent across individual differences.

Strengths and Limitations

Several strengths of the current research enhance our con-
clusions above. To our knowledge, this is the first study to 
examine the bidirectional association between sexual and 
relationship satisfaction at the daily level. Second, unlike 
much existing literature sampling newlywed couples (e.g., 
Cao et al., 2019; McNulty et al., 2016), the current investi-
gation drew from participants of varying marriage lengths 
(see Quinn-Nilas, 2020). Third, the current investigation 
included two evaluative measures of the sexual relation-
ship: daily global sexual satisfaction and satisfaction with 
sex that occurred that day. Both measures revealed similar 
associations to marital satisfaction, which further enhanced 
our confidence in the findings. Moreover, our novel meas-
ure assessing satisfaction with sex that occurred that day 
suggests that such effects extend to evaluations of specific 
occurrences of sex. Indeed, compared to global sexual satis-
faction, this measure demonstrated more within-person than 
between-person variability. Future research may thus benefit 
from exploring ways in which this variable differs from daily 
global sexual satisfaction. Lastly, our bidirectional associa-
tion remained significant when we statistically controlled for 

numerous potential covariates, suggesting that the current 
findings are robust.

The strengths notwithstanding, this study has impor-
tant limitations. Because we sampled married individuals, 
we were unable to examine dyadic effects proposed by the 
actor-partner interdependence model (Cook & Kenny, 2005; 
Kenny, 1996). In addition, participants in our study were 
predominantly Caucasian heterosexual females residing in 
anglophone regions. For these reasons, our findings may lack 
generalizability to other populations. Furthermore, our meas-
ures for construal level and childhood unpredictability bore 
unimpressive internal consistency, which may have contrib-
uted to some of the nonsignificant moderation findings. Of 
note, we measured construal level with a shortened version 
of the Behavioral Identification Form (Slepian et al., 2015; 
Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). It is possible that the omission of 
certain items reduced the reliability of this measure (Luguri 
et al., 2012; Slepian et al., 2015). As for our measure of child-
hood unpredictability, it demonstrated substandard reliability 
in prior research (e.g., Simpson et al., 2012). On a related 
note, although prior daily-diary studies (e.g., Dobson et al., 
2020; Impett et al., 2012; Little et al., 2010) and psychometric 
research findings (e.g., Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007; Elo et al., 
2003; Milton et al., 2011) underpin the validity of single-
item measures, they may still underperform in comparison 
to multi-item measures. Lastly, informing participants about 
the aim of the broader investigation being on the effect of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on families may have highlighted 
stress, thereby contributing to the significant moderation with 
daily stress in the bidirectional association.

Conclusion

Although theoretical frameworks suggest a bidirectional 
association between sexual and relationship satisfaction, 
empirical evidence has been mixed. The current investiga-
tion sampled married individuals using a 12-day diary design 
to reveal a significant bidirectional association. Sexual sat-
isfaction one day significantly predicted marital satisfaction 
the next day, and marital satisfaction one day significantly 
predicted sexual satisfaction the next day. Among numerous 
moderators, only daily stress robustly moderated this bidi-
rectional association, such that it was mostly amplified under 
conditions of high stress, thereby joining other studies to 
demonstrate the ways in which stress exerts its effects on rela-
tionships (see McNulty et al., 2021; Neff & Karney, 2009).
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