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Frequent Sex Protects Intimates
From the Negative Implications
of Their Neuroticism

V. Michelle Russell1 and James K. McNulty1

Abstract
A robust literature indicates that neuroticism has numerous negative implications for romantic relationships. But are there factors
that can protect intimates from such implications? Given that negative affect accounts for part of the association between
neuroticism and relationship distress, and given that the positive affect associated with sex may negate that negative affect, the
authors predicted that sexual frequency would moderate the association between neuroticism and relationship satisfaction.
A total of 72 newlywed couples reported their marital satisfaction and sexual frequency up to seven times over the first 4 years
of marriage. Consistent with predictions, a lagged multilevel analysis revealed that although neuroticism was negatively associated
with marital satisfaction on average, it was unrelated to marital satisfaction when couples had engaged in relatively frequent sex
over the past 6 months. These findings join others in highlighting the importance of attending to the broader context of the
relationship to developing a complete understanding of relationships.
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For intimates who are high in neuroticism, maintaining a satisfy-

ing intimate relationship can be difficult. A consistent body of

research documents that neuroticism is associated with numerous

negative interpersonal outcomes, such as more negative interper-

sonal perceptions and experiences (Caughlin, Huston, & Houts,

2000; McNulty, 2008b), lower levels of relationship satisfaction

(Bouchard, Lussier, & Sabourin, 1999; Caughlin et al., 2000;

Donnellan, Conger, & Bryant, 2004; Fisher & McNulty, 2008;

Karney & Bradbury, 1997; Rogge, Bradbury, Hahlweg, Engl,

& Thurmaier, 2006; Russell & Wells, 1994), lower levels of sex-

ual satisfaction (Costa, Fagan, Piedmont, Ponticas, & Wise, 1992;

Fisher & McNulty, 2008; Goldenberg, Pyszczynski, McCoy,

Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999; Heaven, Fitzpatrick, Craig, Kelly,

& Sebar, 2000; Schenk & Pfrang, 1986), and a greater likelihood

of divorce (Jockin, McGue, & Lykken, 1996; Kelly & Conley,

1987; Kurdek, 1993; Rogge et al., 2006). Such effects are so

strong and consistent, in fact, that neuroticism appears to be more

strongly associated with marital outcomes than any other person-

ality factor (Karney & Bradbury, 1995).

Yet despite the strength and consistency of such associations,

they are not perfect, suggesting that some intimates remain satis-

fied in their relationships despite high levels of neuroticism.

Nevertheless, we are aware of no studies that provide evidence

of any factors that may protect intimates from the negative impli-

cations of their neuroticism. The current study attempted to

provide such information by testing the role of one potential

moderator in buffering intimates against the negative implica-

tions of neuroticism—frequent sex.

Neuroticism, Negative Affect, and the
Buffering Role of Frequent Sex

According to Costa and McCrae (1992), neuroticism is

‘‘a general tendency to experience negative affects’’ (p. 14).

There is a theoretical reason to believe that such negative

affect explains at least part of the association between neuroti-

cism and negative relationship outcomes. According to the

affect infusion model (Forgas, 1995), affect shapes people’s

judgments of their experiences, such that positive affect leads

to more positive evaluations whereas negative affect leads to

more negative evaluations. Indeed, not only does existing

research indicate that affect shapes relationship satisfaction

in such ways (Forgas, Levinger, & Moylan, 1994), but several

studies demonstrate that negative affect accounts for at least

part of the robust negative association between neuroticism

and negative interpersonal outcomes (Caughlin et al., 2000;

Jones, 2004).

Given the role of negative affect in the association between

neuroticism and negative interpersonal outcomes, any factor

that promotes positive affect, or otherwise negates negative
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affect, may protect intimates against the negative implications

of neuroticism. Accordingly, there is a theoretical reason to

believe sex may be one such factor. Specifically, evolutionary

perspectives suggest that people evolved to experience positive

affect in contexts that promote reproductive fitness (see Nesse

& Ellsworth, 2009). Given the direct link between sexual inter-

course and reproduction, it makes sense that people would have

evolved a tendency to experience positive affect in contexts

associated with frequent sex.

Several studies support this possibility. For example, several

studies indicate that sex is associated with the release of oxyto-

cin (Carmichael et al., 1987) and endogenous opioids (Sbarra &

Hazan, 2008), chemicals associated with less negative affect

and more positive affect (Koepp et al., 2009; Scantamburlo

et al., 2007). Moreover, other studies have directly linked sex

to more positive and less negative affect (Blanchflower &

Oswald, 2004; Burleson, Trevathan, & Todd, 2007; Gallup,

Burch, & Platek, 2002; Laumann, Michaels, Gagnon, &

Michaels, 1994). In a daily dairy study (Burleson et al.,

2007), for example, sexual behaviors on one day predicted less

negative mood the next day.

Overview of the Current Study

Given evidence that negative affect accounts for part of the

association between neuroticism and relationship distress, and

given evidence that sex promotes positive affect that may

negate such negative affect, the current study used data from

a longitudinal study of 72 newlywed couples to examine

whether sexual frequency moderates the association between

neuroticism and marital satisfaction. At baseline, all spouses

reported their levels of neuroticism, the frequency with which

they had engaged in sex over the past 6 months, and their mar-

ital satisfaction. Then, all spouses reported their marital satis-

faction and sexual frequency again approximately every 6

months for approximately 4 years. Although we expected neu-

roticism to be associated with lower levels of relationship satis-

faction over the course of the study on average, we predicted

that association would be moderated by the frequency with

which couples engaged in sex, such that neuroticism would be

less strongly negatively associated with marital satisfaction at

times when couples reported having engaged in more frequent

sex over the past 6 months compared to times when couples

reported having engaged in less frequent sex over the past 6

months.

Method

Participants

Participants were 72 newlywed couples married for less than

6 months (M ¼ 3.2, SD ¼ 1.6).1 All participants were recruited

from communities in and around north-central Ohio using

advertisements in community newspapers and bridal shops and

through letters sent to couples who had applied for marriage

licenses in nearby counties. Responding couples were screened

via a telephone interview to determine eligibility according to

the following criteria important to the broader aims of the

study: (a) this was the first marriage for each partner, (b) the

couple had been married fewer than 6 months, (c) each partner

was at least 18 years of age, (d) each partner spoke English and

had completed at least 10 years of education (to ensure compre-

hension of the questionnaires), and (e) the couple had no imme-

diate plans to move out of the area.

At baseline, husbands were 24.9 years old (SD ¼ 4.4) on

average and had completed 14.2 years (SD¼ 2.5) of education;

74% were employed full-time and 11% were full-time students.

Of the husbands, 93% were Caucasian, 4% were African

American, and 3% identified as Other. Wives were 23.5 years

old (SD¼ 3.8) on average and had completed 14.7 years (SD¼
2.2) of education; 49% were employed full-time and 26% were

full-time students. Of the wives, 96% were Caucasian and 4%
were African American. The average combined income of the

couples was less than $35,000 per year.

Procedure

Participants were mailed a packet of questionnaires to complete

at home and bring with them to a laboratory session where they

completed a consent form approved by the local human parti-

cipants review board and participated in a variety of tasks

beyond the scope of the current analyses. The packet contained

self-report measures of neuroticism, sexual frequency, and

marital satisfaction and a letter instructing couples to complete

their questionnaires independently of one another. Every 6 to

8 months subsequent to the initial assessment, participants were

again mailed a packet of questionnaires that contained the same

measures of sexual frequency and marital satisfaction. Partici-

pants were paid $80 for participating in the first phase of data

collection and $50 for participating in each of the subsequent

phases. Although the study included an eighth and final wave

of data collection, sexual frequency was not assessed at that

wave. Thus, the current analyses are based on up to seven

reports spanning the first 4 years of marriage.

Measures
Neuroticism. The Neuroticism subscale of the Big Five

Personality Inventory (Goldberg, 1999) was used to assess neu-

roticism at baseline. This instrument consists of 10 questions to

which participants respond, indicating the extent of their agree-

ment on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5

(strongly agree), with higher scores indicating a greater degree

of neuroticism. Sample items include ‘‘I get upset easily’’ and

‘‘I change my mood a lot.’’ Internal consistency was high (coef-

ficient alpha was .90 for husbands and .88 for wives).

Sexual frequency. Sexual frequency was estimated with the

average of two items at every wave of data collection. Specif-

ically, both members of the couple were asked to provide a

numerical estimate of the number of times they had engaged

in sexual intercourse with their spouse over the past 6 months.

Husbands’ and wives’ reports of sexual frequency were

2 Social Psychological and Personality Science 000(00)
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consistently significantly positively correlated with one

another (rs ranged from .30 to .69, weighted average r ¼ .58)

and did not differ from one another systematically (ts ranged

from –1.09, ns, to –1.52, ns). Mean absolute values of discre-

pancies in partners’ reports ranged from 15.20 to 23.91

instances of sexual intercourse.

Marital satisfaction. Global marital satisfaction was assessed

using the Quality Marriage Index (Norton, 1983). This instru-

ment contains six items that ask spouses to report the extent

of their agreement with general statements about their mar-

riage. Sample items include ‘‘We have a good marriage’’ and

‘‘My relationship with my partner makes me happy.’’ Five

items ask participants to respond according to a 7-point scale,

whereas one item asks participants to respond according to a

10-point scale. Thus, scores could range from 6 to 45, with

higher scores reflecting more marital satisfaction. Internal con-

sistency was high (across assessments, husbands’ and wives’

alpha was at least .90).

Quality of nonsexual aspects of the marriage. Because the qual-

ity of other, nonsexual aspects of the relationship may account

for any associations that emerge between sexual frequency and

relationship satisfaction, we assessed and controlled for partici-

pants’ reports of the quality of 18 nonsexual domains of their

relationships at every time point using a modified version of the

Inventory of Marital Problems (Geiss & O’Leary, 1981). This

version lists 18 nonsexual domains of a relationship (e.g.,

showing affection, trust, communication) and asks participants

to rate each item on a scale from 1 (not a problem) to 11 (major

problem). Spouses’ ratings of all items were reversed and aver-

aged to form an index of average nonsexual relationship quality

that could range from 1 to 11, where higher scores reflected

higher levels of nonsexual marital quality.

Attachment security. Given that previous analyses of the base-

line data obtained from this sample demonstrated that sexual

frequency moderated the effects of attachment insecurity on

marital satisfaction (see Little, McNulty, & Russell, 2010),

we assessed attachment insecurity at baseline using the Experi-

ences in Close Relationships scale (ECR; Brennan, Clark, &

Shaver, 1998) and controlled for the extent to which attachment

anxiety and attachment avoidance, as well as the Attachment

Anxiety � Sexual Frequency and Attachment Avoidance �
Sexual Frequency interactions, accounted for marital satisfac-

tion. The ECR measures attachment on two dimensions:

Attachment Avoidance and Attachment Anxiety. The Anxiety

subscale is derived from 18 statements that describe the degree

of concern partners have about losing a partner or frustration

over an inability to become sufficiently close to a partner, and

the Avoidance subscale is derived from 18 statements that

describe the extent to which partners attempt to maintain a dis-

tance from a partner. Participants were asked to rate how much

they agreed or disagreed with these statements on a 7-point

Likert-type scale (1 ¼ disagree strongly, 7 ¼ agree strongly).

Means were formed with higher scores indicating more

attachment insecurity. Internal consistency was high for both

husbands’ and wives’ anxiety and avoidance (coefficient

alphas were .91 for husbands’ anxiety, .92 for wives’ anxiety,

.92 for husbands’ avoidance, and .94 for wives’ avoidance).

Analysis Strategy

One way to address the current hypothesis would be to esti-

mate the interactive effects of neuroticism reported at base-

line and sexual frequency reported at baseline on marital

satisfaction reported at baseline. We decided against this

option, however, because it would have ignored six waves

of relevant marital satisfaction and sexual frequency data

and 4 years of marriage and would not have helped us rule

out the possibility that any effects that emerged did so

because higher levels of initial relationship satisfaction led

to more frequent sex among more neurotic intimates. An

alternative way to address the current hypothesis that would

control for initial levels of marital satisfaction would be to

examine the interactive effects of neuroticism at baseline

and sexual frequency at baseline on changes in satisfaction

over time. We decided against this option as well, however,

because the sexual activity that occurred most recently, not

the sexual frequency that occurred just before baseline,

should be most likely to moderate the extent to which neu-

roticism accounts for marital satisfaction.

Thus, we tested our primary hypothesis that the frequency of

sex moderates the implications of spouses’ neuroticism for

their marital satisfaction by using a lagged, three-level model

to examine the extent to which couples’ reports of the fre-

quency with which they engaged in sex over that past 6 months

moderated the extent to which their neuroticism was associated

with the satisfaction they reported at the end of that 6 months,

controlling for the satisfaction they reported at the previous

assessment. In the first level of the model, we regressed

spouses’ marital satisfaction reported at Waves 2 through 7

onto couples’ reports of the number of times they engaged in

sexual intercourse over the 6 months prior to each assessment,

controlling for spouses’ satisfaction at the prior assessment

(Waves 1–6). Then in the second level of the model, we entered

baseline levels of neuroticism to moderate the association

between sexual frequency and marital satisfaction. The nonin-

dependence of husbands’ and wives’ data was controlled in the

third level of the model. Accordingly, the cross-level Neuroti-

cism � Sexual Frequency interaction estimated the extent to

which the frequency with which couples engaged in sex over

the past 6 months moderated the implications of their neuroti-

cism for their marital satisfaction as reported immediately after

that 6 months, controlling for the level of satisfaction they

reported at the previous assessment. Notably, deviance tests

comparing models that allowed different parameters to vary

randomly across people (Level 2) and across couples (Level

3) indicated that allowing the association between frequency

of sex and marital satisfaction to vary across couples did not

improve the fit of the model. Thus, that random effect was

dropped from the model.

Russell and McNulty 3
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Results

Preliminary Analyses and Descriptive Statistics

Correlations among the variables of interest are presented in

Table 1. Neuroticism was negatively associated with baseline

satisfaction and sexual frequency among husbands and with

Time 7 satisfaction among wives. Neuroticism was also posi-

tively associated with own attachment anxiety and own attach-

ment avoidance and negatively associated with the quality of

nonsexual domains of the relationship among husbands and

positively associated with own attachment anxiety and nega-

tively associated with the quality of nonsexual domains of the

relationship among wives. Those variables, in turn, were all

associated with baseline marital satisfaction, supporting the

need to control their influence in the analyses. With the excep-

tion of neuroticism and attachment anxiety, all cross-spouse

correlations were positive and significant.2

Descriptive statistics are presented in Tables 2 and 3. As

can be seen in Table 2, wives reported mean neuroticism

scores close to the midpoint and husbands reported mean

neuroticism scores below the midpoint. A paired samples t

test revealed that wives reported significantly more neuroti-

cism than did husbands, t(71) ¼ –5.05, p < .001. Not surpris-

ingly, spouses reported relatively high levels of attachment

security. Paired samples t tests revealed that husbands and

wives did not differ in their mean levels of attachment anxi-

ety, t(71) ¼ 0.87, p ¼ .39, but that husbands reported signif-

icantly more attachment avoidance than did wives, t(71) ¼
2.20, p < .05.3

As can be seen in Table 3, both husbands and wives reported

relatively high levels of marital satisfaction and sexual fre-

quency in the initial stages of the study that tended to decline

over the course of the study. Nevertheless, as can also be seen

in Table 3, a substantial number of spouses did not provide data

during the latter stages of data collection. In fact, by Time 7, 10

(13%) marriages had ended and an additional 18 (25%) wives

and 19 (26%) husbands did not participate. Nevertheless, hus-

bands and wives not reporting at Time 7 did not differ from

those reporting at Time 7 in baseline marital satisfaction, for

husbands, t(70) ¼ 0.63, ns; for wives, t(69) ¼ 0.26, ns, or base-

line sexual frequency, for husbands, t(70) ¼ 1.73, p ¼ .09; for

wives, t(70) ¼ 0.98, ns. Furthermore, the multilevel model that

tested the primary hypothesis was able to estimate associations

for individuals completing at least two consecutive assess-

ments. Accordingly, all 144 spouses were included in the pri-

mary analysis.

Describing Trajectories of Marital Satisfaction
and Sexual Frequency

Before turning to that analysis, however, we first conducted

standard three-level growth curve analyses to estimate whether

marital satisfaction and sexual frequency actually changed sys-

tematically over the course of the study or whether the apparent

trends in Table 3 reflected attrition bias. Consistent with the

apparent trends, the sample experienced significant declines

in both marital satisfaction, B ¼ –0.08, SE ¼ 0.02, t(71) ¼
–5.02, p < .001, r ¼ .51, and sexual frequency, B ¼ –0.29,

SE¼ 0.09, t(71)¼ –3.17, p < .01, r¼ .35. Husbands and wives

did not differ in changes in marital satisfaction, B ¼ –0.01,

SE ¼ 0.01, t(142) ¼ –0.34, p ¼ .73, r ¼ .03, or their reports

of sexual frequency, B ¼ –0.06, SE ¼ 0.12, t(142) ¼ –0.54,

p ¼ .59, r ¼ .04.4

Does Frequent Sex Moderate the Association
Between Neuroticism and Marital Satisfaction?

We tested the hypothesis that the frequency with which spouses

engaged in sexual intercourse moderated the implications of

Table 1. Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Neuroticism .05 .28* .12 –.40* –.17 .06 –.46** –.01
2. Attachment anxiety .52** .19 .60** –.61** –.55** –.15 –.29y .16
3. Attachment avoidance .45** .55** .27* –.44** –.59** –.23y –.34* –.14
4. Quality of nonsexual domains –.43** –.50** –.66** .39* .55* .15 .45** .13
5. Baseline marital satisfaction –.37** –.50** –.62** .66** .41** .07 .35* –.06
6. Baseline sexual frequency –.23y –.12 .09 –.23y .08 .65** –.26y .36*
7. Time 7 marital satisfaction –.04 –.23 –.23 .35* .58** –.07 .51** .05
8. Time 7 sexual frequency .06 –.05 –.05 –.23 –.03 .09 .13 .29y

Correlations for wives are presented above the diagonal; correlations for husbands are presented below the diagonal; correlations between wives and husbands
are presented on the diagonal in bold.
yp < .10.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Neuroticism and Covariates at
Baseline

Measure
Husbands Wives

M SD M SD

Neuroticism 2.37 0.83 3.02 0.77
Attachment anxiety 2.14 0.97 2.02 0.85
Attachment avoidance 2.07 0.88 1.83 0.68
Quality of nonsexual domains 7.93 1.49 8.06 1.15

4 Social Psychological and Personality Science 000(00)
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their neuroticism for their marital satisfaction by estimating the

following first level of a three-level model,

Yij ðMarital Satisfaction at Next AssessmentÞ ¼
p0jðInterceptÞ
þ p1jðMarital satisfaction

at previous assessmentÞ
þ p2jðSexual Frequency

between Previous and

Next AssessmentÞ
þ ej

ð1Þ

where neuroticism was entered to account for variance in every

parameter estimated in the Level 2 equations.

Results are reported in Table 4. Not surprisingly, neuroti-

cism was negatively associated with reports of satisfaction on

average. Nevertheless, as predicted, that main effect was qual-

ified by a significant positive Neuroticism� Sexual Frequency

interaction. The strength of this interaction did not differ across

husbands and wives, B¼ –0.12–2, SE¼ 0.27–2, t(140)¼ –0.43,

ns, r¼ .04. To view the nature of the interaction, we plotted the

predicted future marital satisfaction scores for spouses one

standard deviation above and below the mean on neuroticism

and sexual frequency. This plot is depicted in Figure 1. As can

be seen in the left half of that plot, more neurotic spouses who

reported engaging in less frequent sex over the previous assess-

ment interval were less satisfied with their marriages than less

neurotic spouses who reported engaging in less frequent sex

over that interval. Simple slopes analyses confirmed that this

difference was statistically significant, B ¼ –1.54–1, SE ¼
0.50–1, t(142) ¼ –3.06, p < .01, r ¼ .25. However, as can be

seen in the right half of the plot, that difference in satisfaction

was minimized among those spouses reporting more frequent

sex. In fact, simple slopes analyses revealed that neuroticism

was unrelated to marital satisfaction at assessments after which

couples reported more frequent sex, B ¼ 0.62–2, SE ¼ 3.24–2,

t(142) ¼ 0.19, ns, r ¼ .02. Furthermore, simple slopes analyses

also revealed that frequent sex was marginally positively asso-

ciated with marital satisfaction among partners high in neuroti-

cism, B ¼ 3.11–2, SE ¼ 1.83–2, t(142) ¼ 1.70, p < .10, r ¼ .14,

but unrelated to marital satisfaction among partners low in neu-

roticism, B¼ –1.23–2, SE¼ 1.39–2, t(142)¼ –0.89, ns, r¼ .07.

Given the correlational nature of these longitudinal effects,

we conducted one final analysis to help rule out various third

variables as explanations of the significant Neuroticism �
Sexual Frequency interaction. Specifically, we again estimated

the Neuroticism � Sexual Frequency interaction in a lagged

multilevel model but this time controlled for the influence of

(a) wave of data collection and (b) the quality of nonsexual

aspects of the relationship at Level 1 and for (c) participant sex,

(d) attachment anxiety, (e) attachment avoidance, and all their

cross-level interactions at Level 2. The Neuroticism � Sexual

Frequency interaction remained marginally significant even

controlling all these other effects, B ¼ 0.22–2, SE ¼ 0.12–2,

t(139) ¼ 1.75, p < .10, r ¼ .15.

Table 4. Main and Interactive Effects of Neuroticism and Sexual
Frequency on Marital Satisfaction

Variable B SE r

Intercepta 39.05 0.42 —
Initial marital satisfactionb 0.18 0.06 .35**
Neuroticisma –7.37–2 2.22–2 –.27**
Sexual frequencya 0.94–2 1.30–2 .06
Initial marital satisfaction � neuroticisma –0.35–2 0.41–2 –.07
Sexual frequency � neuroticisma 0.25–2 0.11–2 .18*

a df ¼ 142.
b df ¼ 71.

r ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

t2

t2þdf

q

*p < .05.
**p < .01.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Marital Satisfaction and Sexual Frequency Across Waves of Measurement

Marital satisfaction Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 Time 6 Time 7

Husbands
M 40.97 40.04 39.62 39.71 37.65 38.81 38.68
SD 4.81 5.95 6.93 5.92 8.20 5.73 5.42
n 72 69 66 59 55 53 40

Wives
M 41.74 40.49 39.63 37.98 38.95 37.75 39.44
SD 4.99 5.22 6.60 7.57 5.96 7.25 4.46
n 71 72 67 62 55 53 43

Sexual frequency
Husbands

M 49.50 47.48 32.90 38.87 36.53 38.83 41.77
SD 37.68 31.13 30.87 35.35 34.99 38.57 35.61
n 72 60 68 54 51 41 44

Wives
M 51.59 45.24 45.05 37.98 40.98 39.24 35.21
SD 37.11 28.66 48.51 28.72 39.25 37.84 33.46
n 71 66 60 58 54 41 43
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Discussion

Summary of Results

Neuroticism is consistently associated with negative relationship

outcomes (Fisher & McNulty, 2008; Karney & Bradbury, 1995;

Kelly & Conley, 1987; Kurdek, 1993; McNulty, 2008b). Those

associations are never perfect, however, suggesting some neuro-

tic individuals are able to maintain satisfying relationships. The

current 4-year longitudinal study suggests one factor that may

buffer neurotic individuals against their neuroticism—frequent

sex. Specifically, results indicated that the frequency with which

couples engaged in sexual intercourse with one another over

each 6-month interval moderated the implications of their neuro-

ticism for their marital satisfaction reported after that interval,

controlling for their satisfaction reported prior to that interval.

Although neuroticism was negatively associated with marital

satisfaction after intervals during which partners reported enga-

ging in either less frequent sex or mean levels of sex, neuroticism

was unrelated to changes in marital satisfaction after intervals

during which partners engaged in more frequent sex.

Theoretical Implications and Directions for Future
Research

The current findings have important theoretical implications.

Specifically, they join others (Hellmuth & McNulty, 2008;

Little et al., 2010; McNulty, 2008a, 2010; McNulty, O’Mara,

& Karney, 2008; McNulty & Russell, 2010; Saavedra, Chap-

man, & Rogge, 2010) in highlighting the importance of consid-

ering the broader context of the relationship in which various

traits and processes are embedded when studying when and

how those traits and processes are associated with relationship

outcomes. For example, Hellmuth and McNulty (2008)

reported that the negative effects of neuroticism on intimate

partner violence are limited to spouses who demonstrate fewer

problem-solving skills or experience more stress.

The current work also joins recent work (Fisher & McNulty,

2008; Little et al., 2010; Meltzer & McNulty, 2010) in high-

lighting the importance of a particularly important aspect of

that broader context—the sexual relationship. For example,

Meltzer and McNulty (2010) recently reported that sexual fre-

quency and sexual satisfaction accounted for the rather strong

effects of women’s body image on husbands’ and wives’ mar-

ital satisfaction. Furthermore, although attachment insecurity is

consistently associated with lower relationship satisfaction (see

Cassidy & Shaver, 1999), Little et al. (2010) reported that both

attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance were unasso-

ciated with marital satisfaction among spouses reporting more

satisfying or frequent sex.

Nevertheless, the current findings also leave several ques-

tions to be addressed in future research. First, although the pre-

diction that sex should buffer intimates against the negative

implications of neuroticism was based on empirical evidence

that neuroticism harms relationships by increasing partners

experiences with negative affect and empirical evidence that

sex promotes more positive affect, we did not examine whether

changes in affect actually accounted for the effects that

emerged here. Accordingly, it remains possible that sex moder-

ated the effects of neuroticism for some other reason. For

example, although a subsequent analysis indicated that the ini-

tial quality of nonsexual domains, such as trust and communi-

cation, did not account for the effects that emerged here, it

remains possible that changes in sexual frequency led to

changes in relationship quality that accounted for these effects.

Future research may benefit from directly examining the role of

affect in mediating the extent to which sexual frequency mod-

erates the effects of neuroticism and relationship satisfaction.

Second, if affect is the mechanism through which frequent sex

protects intimates from neuroticism, future research may also

benefit from examining other factors that may buffer intimates

from neuroticism by reducing negative affect. For example, more

neurotic spouses may benefit from learning skills such as distress

tolerance, emotion modulation, or meditation. Indeed, meditation

techniques are used in mindfulness-based relationship therapies

that appear to work to improve relationship satisfaction among

some couples (Carson, Carson, Gil, & Baucom, 2004).

Strengths and Limitations

Our confidence in the reported results is enhanced by a number of

strengths of the design and methodology. First, the interactive

effects of neuroticism and sexual frequency on marital satisfac-

tion emerged in a sample of newlywed couples, participants for

whom the outcome was real and consequential. Second, the inter-

active effects of neuroticism and sexual frequency emerged on the

marital satisfaction that was reported after the interval during

which the sex was reported to have occurred and controlling for

initial levels of satisfaction, helping to rule out the alternative

interpretation that relationship satisfaction caused more frequent

sex among more neurotic individuals. Finally, the interactive
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Figure 1. Interactive effects of neuroticism and sexual frequency on
marital satisfaction
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effects of neuroticism and sexual frequency also remained con-

trolling for the main and interactive effects of time, participant

sex, the quality of nonsexual domains of the relationship, and

attachment insecurity, helping to rule out the alternative interpre-

tation that the effects were spurious because of other qualities of

the neurotic intimates who were having more frequent sex.

Despite these strengths, several factors limit interpretations

and generalizations of these findings until they can be replicated

and extended. First, although the use of longitudinal data helped

rule out the possibility that satisfaction predicted greater sex

among more neurotic intimates, and although the control of

time, participant sex, the quality of nonsexual domains of the

relationship, and attachment insecurity helped rule out the pos-

sibility that those qualities accounted for the results that

emerged here, these results are correlational and thus cannot

support strong causal conclusions. Second, our sample was pre-

dominantly Caucasian and Christian, somewhat limiting the

ability to generalize these findings to other populations. Finally,

although the dramatic changes that occur during the newlywed

period offered important variability necessary to test and

demonstrate our effects, they also make that period a unique one

from which these findings may be less likely to generalize.
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Notes

1. Data describing participants from this sample have been presented

in several previously published articles (Baker & McNulty, 2010;

Fisher & McNulty, 2008; Frye, McNulty, & Karney, 2008; Little,

McNulty, & Russell, 2010; Luchies, Finkel, McNulty, &

Kumashiro, 2010; McNulty, 2008a, 2008b; McNulty & Fisher,

2008; McNulty & Hellmuth, 2008; McNulty & Russell, 2010).

Two of these articles also described associations involving these

couples’ neuroticism scores and reported the same difference

between husbands’ and wives’ neuroticism scores that is reported

here (Fisher & McNulty, 2008; McNulty, 2008b), and Fisher and

McNulty (2008) described the association between neuroticism and

marital satisfaction at Waves 1 and 3. Nevertheless, this is the first

report to describe the interactive effects of sexual frequency and

neuroticism on marital satisfaction at any wave of data collection.

Furthermore, although another article reported the same differ-

ences between husbands’ and wives’ attachment scores that are

reported here and described significant interactive effects of sexual

frequency and attachment insecurity on marital satisfaction among

these couples at baseline (Little et al., 2010), we report subsequent

analyses here that demonstrate that the interactive effect of sexual

frequency and neuroticism is independent from that effect.

2. See Note 1.

3. See Note 1.

4. See Note 1.
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