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Abstract
An Internet survey was conducted to extend the investigation of attachment style to the domains of sexual commu-

nication and sexual satisfaction. We hypothesized that insecure attachment would be associated with sexual dissatis-

faction, mediated by inhibited communication of sexual needs. Further, the association of attachment with inhibited

communication was expected to be mediated by attachment-related tendencies toward deference to partners’ needs,

concern with the relationship implications of sexual choices, general anxiety regarding sex, and feelings for one’s

partner. Somewhat different mediational pathways were predicted for each of the 2 dimensions of attachment inse-

curity: anxiety and avoidance. Respondents (N ¼ 1,989, around half of them involved in a sexual relationship at the time

of the study and half not involved but with previous sexual relationship experience) completed measures of attachment-

related anxiety and avoidance, neuroticism (a possible confound), and sexual communication and satisfaction. Results

generally supported the hypotheses and provided additional evidence regarding the associations between attachment

style, sexual communication, and sexual satisfaction.

Bowlby’s (1973, 1982) evolutionary psycho-

logical theory of human development proposed

that lifelong patterns of relating to others—

attachment styles—are formed in infancy and

childhood based on the quality of the child’s

relationships with primary caregivers. When

caregivers are warm, sensitive, skillful, and

responsive to children’s needs for safety and

help with emotion regulation, the children

tend to develop a ‘‘secure’’ attachment style,

whereas if caregivers are unskillful, inconsis-

tent, cold, insensitive, punishing, or rejecting,

the children tend to develop an ‘‘insecure’’

attachment style, characterized by anxiety,

avoidance, or both (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters,

& Wall, 1978). Once formed, attachment-

related emotions, expectations, goals, and be-

havioral strategies tend to persist and influence

many aspects of a person’s social relationships,

including sex (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003,

in press).

Previous research using measures of adult

attachment styles, which vary along the di-

mensions of anxiety and avoidance (Brennan,

Clark, & Shaver, 1998), has found that both

attachment anxiety and avoidance are asso-

ciated with negative feelings during sex

(Birnbaum, Reis, Mikulincer, Gillath, &

Orpaz, in press; Gentzler & Kerns, 2004;

Tracy, Shaver, Albino, & Cooper, 2003),

lower sexual satisfaction (Birnbaum, in press),

and less positive appraisals of sexual aspects

of oneself (Cyranowski & Andersen, 1998).

Relatively little is known, however, about pos-

sible mediators of the associations between

attachment insecurities and sexual difficulties

and dissatisfaction. The present study was

designed to (a) explore the possibility that

the associations between attachment and dis-

satisfaction with sex are mediated, at least in
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part, by inhibited communication about sex;

(b) examine several potential mediators of

the relation between attachment and inhibited

communication; and (c) explore the differen-

tial mediators of the association between

attachment and satisfaction with the physical

and emotional aspects of a sexual relationship

as well as the degree of control one has over

sexual activities.

Attachment and communication of

sexual needs

Theoretically, an attachment style is formed

largely through communication and the nego-

tiation of need satisfaction between young

children and their primary caregivers (e.g.,

Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson, 1999).

Hence, it would not be surprising if these pat-

terns of communication and negotiation per-

sisted into later childhood and adulthood. And

indeed, research has linked insecure attachment

with dysfunctional patterns of communication

in contexts as different as childhood friend-

ships, adult friendships and romantic relation-

ships, work relationships, and relationships

with medical professionals (e.g., Maunder

et al., 2006; Roberts & Noller, 1998; Schach-

ner, Shaver, & Mikulincer, 2005).

Our general hypothesis that insecure

attachment is associated with inhibited ex-

pression of sexual needs, and therefore with

sexual dissatisfaction, is based on two propo-

sitions. First, attachment style itself is based

on learned expectations regarding the conse-

quences of expressing one’s needs to close

relationship partners. Because of their previ-

ous experiences, adults with an insecure

attachment style have relatively pessimistic

or troubling expectations about relationship

partners’ responses to expressed needs. Sec-

ond, other emotions, expectations, and goals

associated with attachment style are likely to

affect the expected consequences of need

expression, as explained below.

Attachment-related expectations regarding

effectiveness of need expression

Individual differences along the two major

dimensions of attachment insecurity—anxiety

and avoidance—have been hypothesized to

develop in response to a history of poor paren-

tal and partner responses to the communica-

tion of needs (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999).

Research on attachment to caregivers during

infancy and childhood (e.g., Thompson,

1999; Weinfield et al., 1999) indicates that

attachment anxiety results when caregivers

are inconsistent and unreliable in responding

to a child’s distress signals and are nervous,

awkward, self-centered, or intrusive in provid-

ing care. This relative unreliability and incon-

sistency leads anxious infants to develop

a ‘‘hyperactivating’’ style involving hypersen-

sitivity to threats (because threats have been

ineffectively managed by caregivers) and

hypervigilance regarding the availability and

sensitivity of relationship partners, which tend

to fuel high levels of clinginess and desires for

closeness, proximity, and reassurance.

Avoidant attachment results when parents

respond consistently but negatively (e.g.,

coolly, distantly, or angrily) to bids for prox-

imity, support, or protection. Parents of avoi-

dant children actively discourage negative

emotional expressions and withdraw from

their children in response to expressions of

negative (but not positive) emotion. As a result,

avoidant children are less likely to communi-

cate with their mothers when upset, learning

instead to seek support without displays of dis-

tress or to become ‘‘compulsively self-reliant’’

(Bowlby, 1982). Over time, the child learns to

deactivate the attachment system and habitu-

ally downregulate needs for closeness, com-

fort, and support from others (Mikulincer &

Shaver, 2003).

In summary, both anxious and avoidant

children learn that expressions of need are

likely to be ineffectively handled or actively

punished. In turn, as compared to secure chil-

dren, they may become reluctant to express

needs clearly and directly. This distortion of

need expression may affect communication

about sexual needs in adult relationships. Four

areas of research are relevant to considering

how attachment style might affect whether

and how a person expresses and negotiates

sexual need satisfaction.

First, research on intimate self-disclosure

to romantic partners has revealed a negative
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correlation between avoidant attachment

and self-disclosure (e.g., Anders & Tucker,

2000; Bradford, Feeney, & Campbell, 2002;

Mikulincer & Nachshon, 1991), and both

avoidant and anxious attachment have been

associated with failure to disclose socially

undesirable sexual preferences such as homo-

sexuality (e.g., Elizur & Mintzer, 2001; Mohr

& Fassinger, 2003) and with being generally

secretive (e.g., Vrij, Paterson, Nunkoosing,

Soukara, & Oosterwegel, 2003).

Second, research on caregiving has estab-

lished that insecure people (particularly

those who are avoidant) are less likely to

seek support or care from their partners in

times of need (Collins & Feeney, 2000).

Moreover, both forms of insecurity are asso-

ciated with negative cost-benefit expecta-

tions regarding support seeking (Collins &

Feeney; Ognibene & Collins, 1998), lack of

healthy assertion of preferences (Roberts &

Noller, 1998), self-reports of inhibited

expression of needs to romantic partners

(Davis & Follette, 2000a), and failure to deal

constructively with conflict (Creasey, 2002;

Creasey & Hesson-McInnis, 2001; Davis &

Follette, 2000b; Shi, 2003). Avoidants, for

example, are likely to let problems or con-

flicts persist rather than to attempt to nego-

tiate successful outcomes.

Finally, this reluctance to communicate and

negotiate one’s needs with a romantic partner

is based partly on lack of trust (Pistole, 1993),

negative expectations regarding partner respon-

siveness and support, and perceived costs

and benefits of seeking support from others

(Collins & Feeney, 2000). Indeed, both attach-

ment anxiety and avoidance are associated

with lower communication competence and

assertiveness, which is in turn related to less

satisfactory attainment of social support (e.g.,

Anders & Tucker, 2000).

These lines of research provide the basis

for predicting that both anxiety and avoidance

will be negatively related to communication

of sexual needs, which in turn will lower sex-

ual satisfaction. However, although both

forms of insecurity are likely to be related

to inhibited communication of sexual needs,

there is reason to expect this inhibition to

arise through somewhat different pathways

for people with different forms of attachment

insecurity.

Attachment-specific pathways to inhibition

Sex as a ‘‘barometer’’ and determinant of

relationship status. By definition, attachment

anxiety involves chronic concern over the poten-

tial loss of attachment figures. Anxious people

tend to be ‘‘hypersensitive’’ to rejection and

‘‘hypervigilant’’ with respect to threats of love

withdrawal or unavailability of attachment fig-

ures. Hence, they monitor and interpret unfold-

ing events in terms of these events’ implications

for relationship issues (Mikulincer & Shaver,

2003). In particular, sexual desire can be inter-

preted as a sign of love, and sexual behavior can

reassure a person of a partner’s continuing love

and interest (Davis, Shaver, & Vernon, 2004).

Likewise, lack of desire or refusal to engage in

sex may be interpreted as a sign of waning inter-

est or affection. This tendency to interpret sexual

activity as a reflection of relationship status may

cause a person to be cautious about asserting

sexual needs and wishes, particularly preferen-

ces—such as not wanting to have sex—that

might be perceived as reflecting relationship sta-

tus. Hence, we expected attachment anxiety to

be associated with concern over the relationship

implications of sexual behavior, which in turn

would be associated with inhibition of expres-

sion of one’s own sexual needs (Hypothesis 1).

Deference to a partner’s preferences. Failure

to express one’s own sexual needs may also

result from concern about a partner’s prefer-

ences. One may defer to the needs of a part-

ner in order to please the partner or to

avoid offense or conflict. Attachment anxiety

is related to approval seeking and concern

over other people’s evaluative reactions

(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). Hence, attach-

ment anxiety was expected to predict defer-

ence to a partner’s sexual preferences—

and hence inhibited expression of one’s own

preferences—as a way to maximize partner

approval (Hypothesis 2).

Feelings toward one’s partner. Another

possible reason for failing to express one’s

sexual needs to a partner is that the relationship

Attachment style and sexual needs 467



itself may be troubled in various ways. People

involved in relationships that are relatively

low in intimacy, closeness, love, trust, and

mutual satisfaction may feel uncomfortable

with self-disclosure of all kinds, including dis-

cussion of sexual needs and preferences. By

definition, avoidance involves aversion to

closeness and intimacy, and avoidance has

been empirically associated with fear of

intimacy (e.g., Greenfield & Thelen, 1997),

communication apprehension (Mohr, 1999),

relatively low degrees of love and commit-

ment (e.g., Ridge & Feeney, 1998), and lack

of trust (e.g., Mikulincer, 1998). Moreover,

more avoidant people are more likely to

engage in sexual activities with multiple, rel-

atively nonintimate, uncommitted sexual part-

ners (e.g., Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Schachner

& Shaver, 2002). Hence, we expected avoid-

ance to be negatively associated with love for

one’s partner (Hypothesis 3).

Although people high on attachment anx-

iety seek intense closeness and intimacy, their

relationships are often highly conflictual.

Both anxiety and avoidance have been empir-

ically linked to relationship dissatisfaction

and dissolution (e.g., Davila, Karney, &

Bradbury, 1999; Davis & Follette, 2000b;

Feeney, 2002). Hence, we expected both

anxiety and avoidance to be associated with

relationship dissatisfaction; such negative

feelings were in turn expected to be associ-

ated with inhibited sexual communication

(Hypothesis 4).

Sexual anxiety. Finally, anxiety or discom-

fort regarding sexual behavior or performance

may inhibit sexual communication. Attach-

ment insecurity is associated with worry and

negative expectations about relationship

issues, and avoidance is associated with gen-

eral discomfort with closeness and intimacy.

To the extent that these feelings and ex-

pectations generalize to sexual interactions,

insecurity should be associated with anxiety

regarding sex and sexual performance

(Hypothesis 5). Expressing one’s sexual needs

and desires may increase anxiety as well—

particularly desires that reflect poorly on

one’s sexual prowess or desirability, such as

problems with achieving arousal or orgasm

(and the need for extensive stimulation), or

desires for effortful, unusual, or deviant sexual

activities. Enhanced anxiety could then further

inhibit sexual communication and interfere

with performance and enjoyment. There is

some evidence to suggest that both anxious

and avoidant people feel anxious or uncom-

fortable regarding intimate touch and sexual

behaviors (e.g., Brennan, Clark, et al., 1998;

Brennan, Wu, & Love, 1998). Hence, we

expected both attachment anxiety and avoid-

ance to be associated with sexual anxiety, and

sexual anxiety to be related to inhibited

expression of sexual needs and lower sexual

satisfaction (Hypothesis 6).

Differential pathways to three forms

of sexual satisfaction

Physical satisfaction and satisfaction with

control. Satisfaction of one’s needs is

likely to depend on successful communication

of those needs to others, as well as successful

negotiation and resolution of conflicts sur-

rounding them. Hence, we expected that

inhibited sexual communication would be

negatively related to sexual satisfaction, in-

cluding strictly physical satisfaction and also

the sense of control over how, when, and

whether to have sex. We further expected that

the relationship of attachment insecurity to

these forms of satisfaction would be at least

partially mediated by inhibited sexual commu-

nication (Hypothesis 7).

Emotional satisfaction. The sense of emo-

tional satisfaction from sex is likely to be

influenced somewhat differently than physical

satisfaction or satisfaction with control. First,

sexual anxieties and insecurities, as well as

feelings of love for one’s partner and satis-

faction with the relationship are likely to

influence emotional satisfaction directly. In

addition, however, emotional satisfaction is

likely to be influenced by perceptions of

how one’s partner feels about oneself. Earlier

we proposed that attachment-anxious people

would be particularly likely to interpret sexual

activities in terms of implications for rela-

tionship status, and indeed previous research

has established that anxiety is positively
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related to seeking reassurance of a partner’s

love through sex (Davis et al., 2004). Since

anxious people are also prone to exaggerate

relationship threats (Mikulincer & Shaver,

2003), we expected that they would also find

their partners’ sexual behaviors less emo-

tionally reassuring and therefore less satis-

fying. For these reasons, we expected that

attachment anxiety would be negatively

associated with emotional satisfaction with

sex and that this association would be at least

partially mediated through feelings for

a partner, sexual anxiety, and perception of

sexual activity as a barometer of relationship

status (Hypothesis 8).

We further expected that attachment avoid-

ance would also be negatively related to emo-

tional satisfaction, but for somewhat different

reasons. Avoidant individuals are characteris-

tically uninterested in intimacy and emotional

closeness, and avoidance is negatively related

to pursuing these goals through sex (Davis

et al., 2004). Also, as noted earlier, avoidance

is related to relationship dissatisfaction and

is expected to be related to sexual anxiety.

Therefore, we expected the association be-

tween avoidance and emotional dissatisfaction

with sex to be mediated through feelings

toward relationship partners and sexual anxi-

ety (Hypothesis 9).

Hypotheses in the form of a model

The nine hypotheses proposed in previous

sections are summarized schematically in

Figure 1. Attachment anxiety and avoidance

are expected to relate to particular mediators

of the links with inhibited sexual communica-

tion, which is then expected to reduce physical

satisfaction and satisfaction with control of

sexual aspects of relationships. We also

expected direct, rather than mediated, path-

ways to emotional satisfaction.

Method

Participants

Participants were selected from a larger Inter-

net survey about ‘‘sex in relationships’’ based

on ever having been involved in a relationship

that included regular sexual intercourse. A

total of 1,989 participants met this criterion,

including 724 men, 1,221 women, and 44 with
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model linking anxious and avoidant attachment with sexual dissatis-

faction through a set of proposed mediators.
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sex unspecified. The beginning of the survey

questionnaire told potential participants what

kinds of questions would be asked. No re-

wards were offered for participating, and no

restrictions were placed on participating. At

the time of the study, 1,006 of the participants

were involved in a sexual relationship and

983 were not. The ones who were currently

involved in a relationship were asked to

answer subsequent questions with respect

to that relationship; the others were asked

to report on their ‘‘sexual relationships in

general.’’ The sample was 78.4% Caucasian,

6.6% African American, 4.7% Hispanic,

1.1% American Indian, 3.7% Asian, and

5.1% ‘‘other,’’ with 0.3% unspecified. Given

a three-category question about sexual orien-

tation, 87.6% called themselves heterosexual,

3.3% homosexual, and 8.3% bisexual, with

0.9% unspecified. Age ranged from 15 to

75, with a mean of 25.46. (We included par-

ticipants who were under 18 because their

responses were completely anonymous and

they said they had been involved in a sexual

relationship.) The majority were 30 or youn-

ger (79.8%), with 92.5% 40 or younger, and

98.7% 50 or younger.

Procedure

The survey was posted on the Internet with the

title ‘‘Dating Survey: Sex inOur Relationships.’’

This title attracted unmarried people both with

and without current long-term partners. Links to

the online survey were located in three different

subcategories of the Yahoo search engine. The

Internet site was described in all locations as

follows: ‘‘Dating Survey—participate in the first

study of Internet singles.’’ The search categories

with links to the survey were as follows: Dating

(under the parent category ‘‘Society and Cul-

ture/Relationships’’), Tests and Experiments

(under the parent category ‘‘Psychology/

Research’’), and Surveys (also under ‘‘Society

and Culture/Relationships’’). The survey was

programmed such that IP addresses were read,

and surveys submitted more than once from the

same address were automatically rejected (a

conservative strategy because in some cases dif-

ferent people might have legitimately answered

from the same computer).

The survey

The survey was introduced as a study of

changes in sexual behavior across the life

span. Instructions included assurances that

responses would be completely anonymous

once transmitted and the warning that re-

sponses were not secure until transmitted. To

ensure that participants responded anony-

mously and without social influence, the first

question asked, ‘‘Are you alone at your com-

puter?’’ Data from those who responded ‘‘no’’

were deleted.

Measurement of attachment style. Attach-

ment anxiety and avoidance were measured

with representative 10-item subsets of the two

18-item scales in the Experiences in Close

Relationships measure (Brennan, Clark, &

Shaver, 1998). Respondents answered the ques-

tions on 9-point scales ranging from not at all

true of me to extremely true of me. Alphas for

the shortened scales were quite acceptable, .90

and .86. The mean and standard deviation for

the anxiety scale were 5.35 and 1.83, and for the

avoidance scale, 3.86 and 1.60.

Neuroticism. Because many contemporary

personality researchers require differentiation

of theory-specific individual differences, such

as attachment anxiety, from the theory-neutral

‘‘Big Five’’ trait factors, we included the

NEO-PI Neuroticism Scale (Costa & McRae,

1985), which exhibited good internal consis-

tency (alpha ¼ .85, M ¼ 2.87 on a 1–5 scale,

SD ¼ .72). It is known to be significantly

related to attachment anxiety (e.g., Noftle &

Shaver, 2006).

Inhibition of need expression (alpha ¼ .89,

M ¼ 3.88, SD ¼ 1.38) was measured with 18

items written expressly for the present study.

They were answered on 9-point scales ranging

from not at all true of me to extremely true of

me. Items included, ‘‘Generally, I tend to be

inhibited about talking about sex,’’ ‘‘If I feel

something needs to be changed about our sex

life, I usually try to talk to my partner about it

and try to improve things’’ (reverse scored),

and ‘‘If we’re having problems with sex, I tend

to let them build up for a long time before I say

anything.’’
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Other proposed mediators were also

assessed with items written for this study,

answered on the same 9-point scale.Deference

to partner was measured with 10 items

(alpha ¼ .78, M ¼ 5.03, SD ¼ 1.49). Sample

items include, ‘‘Generally, I feel that my part-

ner’s satisfaction with our sex life is more

important than my own,’’ ‘‘I tend to give in

to my partner’s sexual desires and preferences,’’

and ‘‘I feel perfectly comfortable with refusing

to have sex if I’m not in the mood’’ (reverse

scored). Sex as a barometer of relationship

status was measured with seven items (alpha

¼ .84, M ¼ 3.87, SD ¼ 1.83), including

‘‘When my partner doesn’t want to have sex,

it makes me worry about whether (s)he still

loves me’’ and ‘‘It hurts my feelings if my

partner doesn’t want to have sex when I ask

him/her to.’’ Sexual anxiety was measured

with five items (alpha ¼ .81, M ¼ 5.47,

SD ¼ 2.18): ‘‘I would like to have less anxiety

about sex’’ and ‘‘I always worry about how

I’m performing when I have sex.’’

Relationship satisfaction. Participants in

a current sexual relationship (44% of the sam-

ple) rated overall satisfaction with their

relationships (M ¼ 6.38, SD ¼ 2.24), and how

much they were ‘‘in love’’ with their partners

(love for partner) (M ¼ 6.48, SD ¼ 2.61). (The

two variables correlated r ¼ .60.)

Sexual satisfaction. Sexual satisfaction was

assessed in terms of three separate constructs:

physical satisfaction and emotional satisfaction

(which have been assessed in many previous

studies of sexuality; e.g., Laumann, Gagnon,

Michael, & Michaels, 2000), and satisfaction

with control of sexual aspects of the relation-

ship (which might be affected by inhibited sex-

ual communication). These seemed likely to be

important but somewhat distinct aspects or

components of overall sexual satisfaction, each

of which might be affected by attachment inse-

curities. Physical satisfaction was assessed

with 10 items (alpha ¼ .85, M ¼ 6.02, SD ¼
1.55), including ratings of how satisfied partic-

ipants were with such things as ‘‘the quality of

sex in your relationship’’ and ‘‘the sexual skills

of your partner,’’ and ratings of the extent to

which each of six statements was true of them,

including ‘‘I am usually able to satisfy my sex-

ual needs in my relationship’’ and ‘‘I would like

to be able to get more physical satisfaction out

of sex’’ (reverse scored). Emotional satisfaction

was assessed with four items (alpha¼ .84,M ¼
3.77, SD ¼ 2.15), including ‘‘I would like to be

able to get more emotional satisfaction out of

sex’’ and ‘‘I would like my partners to be more

affectionate.’’ Satisfaction with control of one’s

sex life was assessed with six items (alpha ¼
.75,M ¼ 5.45, SD ¼ 1.52), including ‘‘satisfied

with the amount of control I have over when

and how we have sex’’ and ‘‘I would like to

have more choice about when and how to have

sex’’ (reverse scored).

Results

Table 1 reports the zero-order correlations for

the two main subsets of the sample, those cur-

rently involved in a relationship and those who

were not (but who had prior experience in sex-

ual relationships). We included both groups

because it was unclear at the outset whether

to expect consistent results between current

relationships and memories of past relation-

ships (many of which presumably failed) or

to expect different results. Since our main con-

cern is the relations between fairly stable

attachment insecurities and recurring issues

in sexual relationships, it is worthwhile to con-

sider both groups. Results for participants not

involved in a relationship (who were referring

to their relationship experiences in general) are

shown above the diagonal, and those for

respondents reporting on a current sexual rela-

tionship are shown below the diagonal. As

expected, the two attachment insecurity dim-

ensions were only minimally related (r ¼ .09

and .03 for both groups). Neuroticism was

strongly correlated with attachment anxiety

(r ¼ .57 and .56) and significantly but less

strongly correlated with avoidance (r ¼ .17

and .19).

The zero-order correlations were consistent

with all correlational statements in the nine

hypotheses formulated (and numbered) in the

introduction and with the preconditions (Baron

& Kenny, 1986) for the mediational parts of

those hypotheses. First, inhibited communica-

tion was associated with all three forms of

Attachment style and sexual needs 471
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sexual satisfaction for both groups (rs ranged

from 2.53 to 2.26). The attachment insecu-

rity measures were related to the ultimate out-

come, sexual satisfaction, with two exceptions.

Attachment anxiety was not significantly

related to physical satisfaction for those in

relationships, and avoidance was not related

to emotional satisfaction for those not in

relationships. Attachment anxiety was most

strongly related to emotional satisfaction (rs ¼
2.42 and 2.40), less so to satisfaction with

control (rs ¼ 2.21 and 2.23), and much less

so to physical satisfaction (rs ¼ 2.06 for both

groups). Avoidance was most strongly related

to physical satisfaction (rs ¼ 2.30 and 2.29),

and somewhat less to emotional satisfaction

(rs ¼ 2.22 and .05, for those in relationships

vs. those not in relationships) and satisfaction

with control (rs ¼ 2.18 and 2.19). Finally,

neuroticism (a potential confound) was mod-

erately related to all three (rs ¼2.19 to2.27)

but, as expected, although the correlations

between neuroticism and the other variables

were similar in direction to the correlations

with one or both attachment variables, regres-

sion analyses (available from the first author)

indicated, as in previous studies (summarized

by Noftle & Shaver, 2006), that neuroticism

did not account for the associations between

attachment and other variables.

Attachment anxiety and avoidance were

also related to inhibited communication and

its proposed mediators. Attachment anxiety

was significantly associated with inhibited

communication and four of the five proposed

mediators (all except love for partner) for both

groups of respondents (those in and those not

in a current relationship). Avoidance was sig-

nificantly associated with inhibited communi-

cation and four of the proposed mediators in

both groups (all except deference to partner,

which was not expected to be related to avoid-

ance). In turn, with the exception of the

association between deference and physical

satisfaction, the remaining proposed mediators

were significantly related to inhibited commu-

nication and to all three forms of sexual satis-

faction in both groups of respondents.

Biological sex (male, female) was signifi-

cantly associated with several variables. In

general, women were higher on neuroticism

and avoidance than men, lower in deference

to partner than men, and less physically satis-

fied with sex than men but more satisfied with

control.

Overall, the zero-order correlations were

compatible with the model in Figure 1 and

quite similar for people in and not in a sexual

relationship at the time of the study. To further

test the overall model, we used structural equa-

tion modeling (SEM) for each of the major

groups of participants, followed by Sobel tests

of mediation for all paths supported by the

SEM analyses.

Structural equation models

Summed parcels of items were formed for the

nine latent variables that had multiple items

(see Kishton & Widaman, 1994, and Little,

Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002, for

discussions of the parceling procedure). Items

within a scale were randomly assigned to par-

cels so that all were assigned to one or another

of the parcels. In two cases, love for partner

and relationship satisfaction, there were only

single indicators of a construct. There were

three parcels each for attachment avoidance,

attachment anxiety, deference to partner, sex

as a barometer, sexual anxiety, physical satis-

faction, and inhibited sexual communication;

there were two each for emotional satisfaction

and satisfaction with control. SEM to test the

a priori model in Figure 1 was performed with

the Mplus program (Muthén &Muthén, 2003),

and models were fit to covariances among

manifest variables.

Because two of the proposed mediators,

love for partner and relationship satisfaction,

made sense only for people currently involved

in a relationship, the SEM analyses were con-

ducted separately for people currently

involved (n ¼ 993; see Figure 2) and those

not currently involved in a relationship (n ¼
952; see Figure 3). (The n’s are slightly dif-

ferent from the ones provided in the Method

section because of missing data on some var-

iables.) SEM analyses were supplemented

with mediational analyses and explorations

of sex differences. The two models shown in

Figures 2 and 3 were not compared statis-

tically because they contained somewhat

Attachment style and sexual needs 473



different variables, but as shown in the figures

and discussed in the text, the two subsamples

produced similar results for the variables

included in both models.

Initial SEM analyses. We first fit a model

containing only the paths shown in Figure 1.

Thismodel was then comparedwith amodified

model to see which best fit the covariance

structure of the data as indicated by the stan-

dard v2 index of fit, the comparative fit index

(CFI; Bentler, 1990), the Tucker-Lewis index

(TLI; Tucker & Lewis, 1973), and the root

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA;

Browne & Cudeck, 1993).

In SEM, a significant v2 indicates misfit of

the model to the data, but when sample size is

large (as in the present case), the v2 index can

be too restrictive. For both the CFI and TLI,

fit index values above .90 indicate adequate fit

of a model to data, although values above .93

are desirable. For the RMSEA, lower values

indicate better fit; values of .05 or lower indi-

cate close fit of a model to data, and the con-

fidence interval (CI) for the RMSEA should

either fall below .05 or include .05 to indicate

a good fit.

The first model, containing only predicted

paths, yielded a significant v2 value (v2 ¼
1494.33, df ¼ 265, p , .001), a CFI of .90,

a TLI of .88, and an RMSEA of .068, with

a CI of .065–.072, which did not include .05.

These indicators implied that the model

should be adjusted. Guided by modification

indexes, we created the model shown in

Figure 2, which still yielded a significant v2

(v2 ¼ 983.33, df ¼ 256, p , .001) but had

a CFI of .94, a TLI of .92, and an RMSEA of

.053 and associated CI of .050–.057, indi-

cating an adequate fit to the data. Similar
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Figure 2. Standardized path coefficients between latent variables for the best fitting model

based on data for respondents who were involved in a relationship (n ¼ 993). (Note: All path

coefficients were statistically significant, p , .01.)
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analyses were conducted for those not in

a relationship.1

Figures 2 and 3 show the significant path

coefficients for the final models for those in

and those not in a relationship. The significant

path coefficients differed from zero at p , .01.

Analyses of direct effects

Direct predictors of sexual satisfaction.

We had hypothesized that two sexual outcome

variables—physical and control satisfaction—

would be affected by a single latent variable,

inhibited sexual communication, but that emo-

tional satisfaction would be influenced by sev-

eral variables, including attachment anxiety,

sexual anxiety, sex as a barometer, and atti-

tudes toward one’s partner. Indeed, inhibited

sexual communication was significantly asso-

ciated with physical satisfaction (bs ¼ .67 and

.59) and satisfaction with control (bs ¼ 2.24

and2.23) for those in and not in a relationship,

respectively. Unexpectedly, physical satisfac-

tion was also directly influenced by deference

to partner (bs¼ .26 and .36), sexual anxiety (for

those not in a relationship; b ¼ 2.18), and

relationship satisfaction (for those in a relation-

ship; b¼ .24), and satisfaction with control was

influenced by relationship satisfaction (b¼ .23)

for those in a relationship and by sex as a barom-

eter for both groups (bs ¼ 2.33 and 2.43).

Also as predicted, emotional satisfaction

was influenced by sexual anxiety (bs ¼ 2.44

and 2.71) and by attachment anxiety through

sexual anxiety (see Mediational analyses) for

both samples, and by sex as a barometer (b ¼
2.41) and relationship satisfaction (b ¼ .17)

for those in a relationship. Unexpectedly, emo-

tional satisfaction was not influenced by love

for partner but was influenced by deference to

partner (b ¼ .22) for those in a relationship.

Despite a significant zero-order relationship,
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.33
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-.18
-.12

 .48

-.23

Figure 3. Standardized path coefficients between latent variables for the best fitting model

based on data for respondents who were not involved in a relationship (n ¼ 955). (Note: All

path coefficients were statistically significant, p , .01.)

1. The details of the analyses for those not in a relationship
were as follows. The first model, the one containing all
initially predicted paths among the latent variables for
this subsample, yielded a significant v2 value (v2 ¼
1229.06, df ¼ 229, p , .001), a CFI of .90, a TLI of
.88, and an RMSEA of .068 (CI: .064–.071), which did
not include .05. Guided by modification indexes, we
created the model shown in Figure 3, which still yielded
a significant v2 (v2 ¼ 768.05, df ¼ 224, p , .001) but
had a CFI of .95, a TLI of .93, and an RMSEA of .050
and a CI of .047–.057, indicating an adequate fit.
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the influence of inhibited sexual communication

on emotional satisfaction was not significant for

either sample once the effects of preceding var-

iables in the model were estimated.

Inhibited sexual communication. Our second

set of hypotheses concerned the five proposed

direct predictors of inhibited sexual communi-

cation: deference to partner, sex as a barometer,

sexual anxiety, love for partner, and relation-

ship satisfaction. Of these five latent variables,

only two proved to be significantly associated

with inhibition for those in a relationship: love

for partner (b ¼2.09) and sexual anxiety (b ¼
.45). In contrast, for those not currently in a rela-

tionship, only sex as a barometer was signifi-

cant (b ¼ .48). Also, although we expected the

effects of attachment to be mediated through

the above five variables, attachment avoidance

was directly related to inhibition for both

samples (bs ¼ 2.32 and 2.33).2

Effects of attachment insecurities on proposed

mediators of inhibition. Our third set of

hypotheses concerned the associations between

attachment insecurities and deference, sex as

a barometer, sexual anxiety, love for partner,

and relationship satisfaction. First, we expected

attachment anxiety to be negatively associated

with relationship satisfaction and positively

associated with all other variables, and indeed,

it had small but significant links with love for

partner (b ¼ .11) and relationship satisfaction

(b ¼ 2.12) for participants who were in a rela-

tionship and moderate to large effects on the

remaining three latent variables: sexual anxiety

(bs ¼ .52 and .51), deference to partner (bs ¼
.35 and .39), and sex as a barometer (bs ¼ .66

and .61).

We expected that avoidance would be neg-

atively associated with love for partner and

relationship satisfaction, positively related to

sexual anxiety, and unrelated to sex as a barom-

eter and deference to partner. As expected,

there were moderate to large influences on

love for partner (b ¼ 2.43) and relationship

satisfaction (b ¼2.34) for those in a relation-

ship, as well as a small effect on sexual anxiety

(bs¼ .17 and .13) for both samples. Unexpect-

edly, for both samples, there was a moderate

association with sex as a barometer (b ¼ .21

and .17) and the previously noted but unex-

pected direct and moderate-sized path to in-

hibited sexual communication (bs ¼ .32 and

.33). Finally, for those not in a relationship,

there was an unexpected negative link between

avoidance and deference to partner (b¼2.12).

Mediational analyses

All associations shown in Figures 2 and 3 that

appear to involve mediation, according to the

definition proposed by Baron and Kenny

(1986), were subjected to Sobel (1982) medi-

ation tests, and all were significant. (The

details are available from the first author.)

Sex differences. For respondents currently

involved in a relationship, we performed two-

group SEMs, with the two groups consisting of

men (n ¼ 302) and women (n ¼ 691). The

details of these analyses are provided in a foot-

note.3 The only sex differences occurred with

respect to influences on inhibited sexual

2. Attachment anxiety was not significantly related to
physical satisfaction at the zero-order level, but never-
theless there were significant mediated relationships
between anxiety and physical satisfaction. This may
occur under conditions where anxiety is related in
opposite directions to variables directly related to the
mediated outcome (e.g., MacKinnon, Krull, & Lock-
wood, 2000). For example, anxiety is positively related
to deference to partner but negatively related to rela-
tionship satisfaction—both of which are positively
related to physical satisfaction.

3. We fit the model shown in Figure 2 separately to the
men’s and women’s data but constrained factor load-
ings to be invariant across groups so that path coeffi-
cients could be compared. Although the v2 index of fit
was significant, v2(549)¼ 1418.62, p , .001, the initial
model fit the data fairly well, with CFI and TLI of .93
and .92, respectively, and RMSEA of .056 (CI: .053–
.060). We then imposed invariance constraints across
the two samples for the regression weights among
latent variables, and the resulting ‘‘constrained regres-
sion weight’’ model had very similar levels of fit, with
v2(574) ¼ 1486.19, p , .001, and virtually unchanged
indexes of practical fit, CFI and TLI of .93 and .92,
respectively, and RMSEA of .057 (CI: .053–.060).
Given the greater parsimony of the latter model, it
was deemed the more acceptable. In the initial model
that had separate regression weight estimates for men
and women, the regression weights for virtually all
paths were similar across groups, hence the lack of
notable change in fit when invariance constraints across
groups on regression weights were imposed.
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communication, where influences for men were

consistently weaker than those for women.

We found the following effects on inhibited

sexual communication: (a) sexual anxiety

(b ¼ .33 for men, b ¼ .60 for women), (b)

deference to partner (b ¼ 2.01 for men, b ¼
.46 for women), and (c) sex as a barometer

(b ¼ .16 for men, b ¼ 2.44 for women).

Although the overall test of sex differences

in regression weights indicated that differences

between men and women were not large, we

mention these few potential sex differences as

a starting point for future studies.

For participants who were not currently

involved in a sexual relationship, we conducted

the same kind of two-group modeling described

above. The details are described in a footnote.4

The only sex differences again occurred for

influences on inhibited sexual communication.

We found the following different effects on

inhibited sexual communication: (a) sexual anx-

iety (b¼2.08 for men, b¼ .28 for women), (b)

deference to partner (b¼2.28 for men, b¼ .26

for women), and (c) sex as a barometer (b¼ .72

for men, b ¼ .10, for women), although the

overall regression weights for sexwere not large

for these variables.

Discussion

This study adds to the growing body of evi-

dence relating attachment style to sexual

motives, feelings, and behaviors. In particular,

the results indicate that strategies of affect reg-

ulation and need satisfaction associated with

attachment style are also manifested in efforts

to negotiate and satisfy sexual needs. Further,

the results indicate that insecure individuals’

sexual strategies, motives, and feelings are

associated with dissatisfying sexual outcomes,

just as they have been shown in previous stud-

ies to contribute to other dissatisfying rela-

tionship outcomes. Here, we have provided

evidence concerning the particular attach-

ment-related strategies, motives, and feelings

that contribute to sexual dissatisfaction.

Our primary hypothesis was that both

attachment anxiety and avoidance would be

associated with one or more of five variables

(sexual anxiety, perception of sex as a barom-

eter of relationship status, deference to part-

ner’s needs, love for partner, and relationship

satisfaction), which in turn would be associ-

ated with inhibited sexual communication,

which in turn would be associated with two

forms of sexual satisfaction (physical satis-

faction and satisfaction with control). Emo-

tional satisfaction was expected to be more

directly influenced by sexual anxiety, sex as

a barometer, and feelings for one’s partner.

Indeed, at the zero-order level, all correla-

tions between variables were significant for

people currently in and those not currently in

a relationship. As expected, avoidance was

not related to deference to a partner’s needs.

Only the failure to find an association

between attachment anxiety and physical dis-

satisfaction was unexpected. This is under-

standable, however, in light of the links

between attachment anxiety and more direct

predictors of satisfaction (see below). In other

words, attachment style was related to all the

hypothesized strategies, feelings, and motives

expected to affect satisfaction, and to aspects

of sexual satisfaction itself. But the details of

the mediated relationships were not as simple

as expected.

Predictors of sexual satisfaction

At the zero-order level, avoidance was most

strongly (negatively) associated with the

physical aspect of sexual satisfaction and was

4. There were 422 men and 530 women. We fit the model
shown in Figure 3 separately to the men’s and women’s
data but constrained factor loadings to be invariant
across groups so that comparisons of path coefficients
could be made. Although the v2 index of fit was signif-
icant, v2(483)¼ 1263.14, p , .001, the initial model fit
the data fairly well, with CFI and TLI of .92 and .91,
respectively, and RMSEA of .058 (CI: .054–.062). We
imposed invariance constraints across the two samples
for the regression weights among latent variables, and
the resulting constrained regression weight model had
very similar levels of fit, with v2(499) ¼ 1303.56, p ,
.001, and virtually unchanged indexes of practical fit,
CFI and TLI of .92 and .91, respectively, and RMSEA
of .058 (CI: .054–.062). Given the greater parsimony of
the latter model, it was deemed more acceptable. The
initial model allowed separate regression weight esti-
mates for men and women, and the regression weights
for virtually all paths were similar across groups, result-
ing in a lack of notable change in fit when invariance
constraints across groups on regression weights were
imposed. The only notable sex differences are dis-
cussed briefly in the text.
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moderately related with emotional satisfaction

(for those in a relationship) and satisfaction

with control. In contrast, attachment anxiety

had its strongest negative association with

emotional aspects of sexual satisfaction,

a moderate association with satisfaction with

control, and only an insignificant association

with physical satisfaction. Although our

hypotheses primarily addressed the mediating

role of inhibited sexual communication in

influencing physical satisfaction and satisfac-

tion with control, the results indicated that

a more complex model was required.

When subjected to SEMmodeling, inhibited

communication strongly predicted dissatisfac-

tion with the physical aspect of sex and was

moderately associated with satisfaction with

control but unrelated to emotional satisfaction.

All three forms of satisfaction were also

directly predicted by other variables. For those

in a relationship, most prominent was relation-

ship satisfaction, for which there weremoderate

direct paths to all three forms of sexual satis-

faction. In addition, both attachment anxiety

and avoidance had indirect links to all three

aspects of sexual satisfaction, through their

effects on relationship satisfaction. Hence,

consistent with the literature (e.g., Bradbury

& Karney, 1993; Sprecher & Cate, 2004), rela-

tionship satisfaction is an important contributor

to sexual satisfaction. In addition, each form of

satisfaction was both directly and indirectly

predicted by one or more other variables.

Physical satisfaction. The strongest direct

predictor of dissatisfaction with the physical

aspect of sex was inhibited communication,

followed by deference to partner, relationship

satisfaction (for those in a relationship), and

sexual anxiety (for those not in a relationship).

Avoidance affected physical satisfaction indi-

rectly, through inhibition and relationship sat-

isfaction (for those in a relationship), and

through inhibition, deference to partner, and

sexual anxiety (for those not in a relationship).

In contrast, anxiety exerted indirect effects

only through relationship satisfaction (for

those in a relationship) and deference to part-

ner. At the zero-order level, attachment anxi-

ety had only very small associations with

physical satisfaction (2.06 for both samples).

The small negative association of anxiety with

physical satisfaction may be the result of two

mediators (relationship satisfaction and defer-

ence) being related to physical satisfaction in

opposite directions. For those not in a relation-

ship, the association was mediated by defer-

ence and sexual anxiety, again mediators with

opposite influences on physical satisfaction.

Satisfaction with control. As predicted, sat-

isfaction with sexual control was directly pre-

dicted by inhibited communication. But it was

also directly negatively related to sex as a barom-

eter (the strongest negative predictor for both

samples), and directly and positively linked with

relationship satisfaction. The zero-order correla-

tions between attachment dimensions and satis-

faction with control were mediated through

inhibited communication and sex as a barometer

(for avoidance), and through relationship satis-

faction and sex as a barometer but not inhibition

(for anxiety). The fact that sex as a barometer

was a direct predictor was unexpected, requiring

further discussion (see below).

Emotional satisfaction. We hypothesized

that attachment insecurities would be nega-

tively associated with emotional satisfaction

because attachment-anxious people are char-

acteristically unable to achieve desired levels

of emotional closeness and intimacy, and avoi-

dant people characteristically prefer less inti-

mate, less affectionate forms of relating.

Further, both forms of attachment insecurity

were expected to predict sexual anxiety, which

in turn was expected to undermine emotional

satisfaction. Indeed, there were negative zero-

order correlations between both forms of

attachment insecurity and emotional satisfac-

tion with sex. For anxiety, this appeared to be

mediated through relationship satisfaction,

deference to partner, and sex as a barometer

(for those in a relationship) and sexual anxiety

(for both groups), which provided the stron-

gest direct negative path to emotional satisfac-

tion with sex. Avoidance indirectly influenced

emotional satisfaction through sex as a barom-

eter (for those in a relationship) and sexual

anxiety. In addition, emotional satisfaction

was directly predicted by all first-level medi-

ators except love for partner. Again, deference
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to partner exerted a positive rather than the

expected negative influence on the emotional

aspect of sexual satisfaction.

Predictors of inhibited

sexual communication

All five of the proposed mediators of the

association between attachment insecurities

and inhibited communication were, in fact,

significantly associated with both forms of

attachment insecurity and with inhibited sex-

ual communication (at the zero-order level).

For those in a relationship, however, three of

the mediators—relationship satisfaction, sex

as a barometer, and deference to partner—fell

to insignificance in the multivariate SEM anal-

yses. For those not in a relationship, barometer

alone remained significant. Sexual anxiety

was more strongly predictive of inhibited need

expression among people reporting on a cur-

rent relationship, suggesting that it might

become increasingly important in a long-term

relationship. Love for partner was also nega-

tively associated with inhibition for those in

a relationship. Interestingly, there was not

a significant path from barometer to inhibition

for those in a relationship, but there was

a strong positive path for those not in a rela-

tionship. The lack of significance for those in

a relationship was unexpected, but it may indi-

cate that people who interpret sex as an indi-

cator of relationship quality make an effort to

bolster the sexual aspect of their relation-

ships, thereby overcoming tendencies toward

inhibited communication.

Anxiety-related pathways to inhibition. As

predicted, attachment anxiety was related to

inhibited communication (in zero-order corre-

lations) and to all proposed paths to inhibition

for both samples. Also as predicted, the link

between anxiety and inhibition was fully

mediated but only by a subset of the expected

mediators. For those in a relationship, anxiety

exerted indirect effects on inhibition through

love for partner and sexual anxiety but not

through sex as a barometer, relationship satis-

faction, or deference to partner (none of which

directly influenced inhibited communication).

In contrast, for those not in a relationship, the

association was mediated entirely by sex as

a barometer.

Avoidance-related pathways to inhibition.

For those in a relationship, avoidant attach-

ment was related to inhibited communication

and all proposed mediators except for defer-

ence to partner. For those not in a relationship,

there was also a small but significant negative

association with deference. Unlike the effect

of attachment anxiety, however, the associa-

tion between avoidance and inhibited commu-

nication was not fully mediated: There was

a direct path between avoidance and inhibition

for both samples. For those in a relationship,

this connection was partially mediated through

love for partner and sexual anxiety only, and

through barometer only for those not in a rela-

tionship. Positive feelings of love for partner

and satisfaction with one’s relationship are

likely to encourage communication in all

relationship domains, including the sexual

domain. However, as has been found in pre-

vious studies (e.g., Davila et al., 1999; Davis &

Follette, 2000b; Ridge&Feeney, 1998), avoid-

ant attachment was strongly and negatively

associated in the present study with both love

for partner and relationship satisfaction, which

in turn were related to inhibited communica-

tion. Overall, however, the primary pathway

between avoidance and inhibition was direct

rather than indirect. Future research is needed

to identify additional mediators.

The importance of perception of sex as

a barometer of relationship status

One of the most novel contributions of the pres-

ent study is operationalizing and demonstrating

the importance of regarding sex as a barometer

of relationship status. Attachment anxiety was

more strongly related to barometer than to any

other variable in all analyses. This indicates,

once again, that attachment-anxious individuals

monitor their partners and their interactions

with partners for signs of deficient or declining

physical and emotional availability, closeness,

and support (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003;

Simpson, Campbell, & Weisberg, 2006). This

anxious monitoring has negative effects

on many relationship outcomes (see Simpson
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et al., 2006, for a recent review), including sat-

isfaction. In the present study, using sex as

a barometer was the strongest mediator of the

connections between attachment anxiety and

two forms of sexual satisfaction: emotional sat-

isfaction and satisfaction with control of sexual

interactions. We had expected this pathway for

emotional satisfaction since attachment anxiety

is associated with so much concern over the

status of relationships and so much desire for

emotional closeness, affection, and romance.

Unexpectedly, barometer was also an important

mediator for avoidance.

We did not predict the importance of barom-

eter as a mediator of the associations between

attachment insecurities and sexual control.

However, if a person regards sexual relations

as an important indicator of relationship status

or quality, he or she might also be more con-

cerned with influencing or controlling sexual

interactions and hence be more frustrated when

such control proved impossible. Support for this

reasoning was provided by Davis (2006), who

found that sex as a barometer predicted sexually

coercive attitudes and behaviors, eliminating

zero-order effects of attachment anxiety when

entered into a regression equation. Davis (2006)

further proposed that when a partner refuses

sex, perceiving sex as a barometer of relation-

ship status (and therefore perceiving refusal as

a threat to the relationship) further activates the

attachment system, which in turn increases sex-

ual motivation (see Davis et al., 2004) and

increases the potential for coercion. The per-

ception of sex as a barometer of relationship

status may account for a variety of sex-related

feelings and behaviors associated with insecure

attachment, such as engaging in unwanted sex

(Davis, Follette, & Vernon, 2001; Impett &

Peplau, 2002), sexual coercion (Davis, 2004,

2006), and risky sexual behaviors (Feeney &

Noller, 2004).

Remaining issues

Some of the results for deference to partner

were surprising. Because attachment anxiety

had been associated in previous studies with

a tendency to seek approval and worry about

relationship conflicts (Mikulincer & Shaver,

2003), we expected attachment anxiety to

be associated with deference to a partner’s

wishes. We also thought that if a person gave

very high priority to a partner’s needs, this

might make it more difficult to assert and sat-

isfy his or her own needs. Unexpectedly, how-

ever, the effects of deference to partner on

aspects of sexual satisfaction were not medi-

ated by inhibited communication. Moreover,

contrary to expectation, there was a strong

positive direct path from deference to physical

and emotional satisfaction and a small but pos-

itive zero-order correlation between deference

and physical satisfaction (but a negative zero-

order correlation with emotional satisfaction).

Although the effects of deference on satis-

faction were not mediated as expected, defer-

ence was strongly associated with attachment

as expected. Hence, it is worth mentioning that

deference to partner may help to explain some

commonly noted sex differences in attachment

effects on sexuality. Several authors have

noted that, for women, anxiety is associated

with earlier first intercourse, greater numbers

of sexual partners, infidelity (e.g., Bogaert &

Sadava, 2002; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997),

and deviant sexual activities such as bondage

(e.g., Hazan, Zeifman, & Middleton, 1994). In

contrast, anxiously attached men report having

less sex than secure or avoidant men (e.g.,

Feeney, Noller, & Patty, 1993). Similarly,

Davis et al. (2001) found that whereas attach-

ment anxiety was associated with both too

much and too little sex among women, it was

associated only with too little sex among men.

Perhaps when women defer to male partners,

they tend to have more sex and engage in more

deviant activities, whereas when men defer to

women they have less sex.

A second unexpected finding was that, par-

ticularly among people who were currently

involved in a relationship, the links between

sexual anxiety, deference to partner, and sex as

a barometer, on the one hand, and inhibited

communication, on the other, were much

stronger for women than for men (although

barometer was strongly related to inhibited

communication among men not currently

involved in a relationship). Further, men

reported greater deference to their partners

than did women. This may indicate that men

perceive themselves as having to be more
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considerate toward their sexual partners than

they wish they had to be. These findings raise

interesting questions for future research.

Finally, differences between those in rela-

tionships versus not in a relationship require

comment. Overall, the results for the two sam-

ples were remarkably similar, suggesting that

people who reported on previous, perhaps not

very successful, relationships still exhibited

the same dynamics as those who were cur-

rently involved. Zero-order correlations

between attachment and all other variables

were very similar across the two groups, with

the single exception of the association between

avoidance and emotional dissatisfaction

(which was insignificant for those not in a rela-

tionship). Similarly, in the SEM analyses, the

associations between attachment insecurities

and both barometer and sexual anxiety were

similar across the two samples (although

avoidance was linked with deference only for

those not in a relationship). But the differences

were more pronounced for the mediated asso-

ciations. Most prominent among the differen-

ces was the central role of sex as a barometer in

predicting inhibited communication for those

not in a relationship, compared with the

absence of such a role for those in a relation-

ship. Understanding this result will require

additional research.

Limitations and conclusions

Although the results are consistent with

hypothesized attachment-related pathways to

inhibited sexual expression, we cannot estab-

lish causality with a cross-sectional design.

Further, although we identified several likely

pathways to inhibited communication, others

may be important as well. We did not assess,

for example, expectations regarding partners’

likely reactions to expressing one’s needs.

Given that insecure attachment is born of neg-

ative or inconsistent responses to expression of

needs, it would be worthwhile in future studies

to include a measure of expected partner

responses to sexual need expression. Some of

our measures were very preliminary, espe-

cially the single-item measures of love for

partner and relationship satisfaction. Those

measures worked as expected, but it would

be worthwhile in future studies to use more

complete and detailed measures of these

constructs.

Attachment-related motives and strategies

guide feelings and behaviors in sexual situa-

tions. Attachment theory provides a promising

theoretical framework for sex research, a field

that has generally lacked systematic theory.

We hope our research will encourage other

investigations of attachment processes in the

sexual arena, hopefully using other sampling

techniques that capture a wider age range, and

other measures, including interview and diary

methods that get closer to daily experiences

and systematic observations of couple mem-

bers’ discussions of the sexual aspects of their

relationships.
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