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Abstract   

This study focuses on the effect of communication on sexual relationship satisfaction when 

comparing cohabiting couples with married couples. Communication is an important part of 

relational and sexual satisfaction. Research was conducted using scholarly journal articles and 

quantitative data from questionnaires. Fifty-four questionnaires were completed by males and 

females that were at least forty years, married or cohabitating, and identified as Latino, African 

American, or Caucasian. The data from the questionnaires found that both heterosexual and 

homosexual couples in domestic partnerships had better sexual communication than those who 

were married.  People from diverse backgrounds can relate to the data collected because 

marriage and sexual communication are relevant to people all over the world. 

 

 

1. Introduction   

Human beings are a group of complex individuals, but acquire the same basic needs in life. 

According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, all humans are genetically equipped with the need 

for physiological stability, safety, love, esteem and self-actualization. When it comes to 

relationships and humans, sexual intimacy is an important aspect to having a physiologically 

sound relationship. According to Heather Blunt, “sexual health is an important component to 

overall well-being and quality of life” (12).  In order to achieve a highly-satisfied sexual 

relationship, good communication about one's own anticipated needs between both individuals is 

essential.  

 

A majority of Americans will be married at one point in life. However, cohabitation is also on 

the rise and becoming a popular option. This is changing the way couples behave and 

communicate, affecting how well their needs are being met. Referencing Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs, specifically the physiological portion, we hope to discover a positive correlation between 

good communication regarding sexual wants and a successful relationship in middle-aged and 

older couples. 
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Using statistical analysis, the purpose of this research is to examine if sexual 

communication between both married individuals and cohabiting individuals affects one's 

general relationship satisfaction. According to Elizabeth Babin, ineffective communication can 

facilitate the development and maintenance of sexual dysfunction and can result in negative 

sexual and relational outcomes, thus reducing the motivation to engage in future sexual 

communication (271). Literary research suggests that the lack of communication regarding the 

topic of sex poses the potential of negative consequences within individual relationships. The 

objective of this study is to examine the ways in which communication plays an important role in 

determining how satisfied the individuals are in or out of a marriage. We hypothesize that 

couples who are married will have better communication than those who are in a domestic 

partnership, and thus get their needs met better and experience more general satisfaction with 

their relationship as a whole.  

 

It is important to study sexual communication because these communications serve many 

functions in a relationship. The first major function serves to create sexual satisfaction and 

sexual well-being. That is, individuals who self-disclose more about their sexual likes and 

dislikes report greater sexual well-being (Byers 20). If the couple has positive experiences and 

achieves pleasure which leads to intimacy within this part of the relationship, it stands to reason 

that it betters the couple's outlook on their relationship in its entirety. Secondly, sexual 

communication serves to help individuals achieve personal and relational goals. Research shows 

that achievement of these goals leads to personal, sexual, and relational attainment (Hess & 

Coffelt 603). Our study helps to create a level of understanding that can be used within sex 
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therapy and marriage counseling in middle to older adulthood, specifically from the ages of 40 

years old and upward. Our research findings may provide information that will help lead to 

longevity within relationships and ultimately increase understanding of the importance of sexual 

communication and its effects on relationships.   

 

The first objective of this study, using empirical research, is to examine the effects of marriage 

versus cohabiting on sexual communication. The second objective of this study is to analyze the 

data gathered from the Sexual Satisfaction Survey in regard to marriage, cohabitation, 

communication, and other variables. The third objective is to identify the patterns and 

correlations between marriage and cohabitation. 

  

2. Research Methods  

The study is an example of exploratory research using the survey method. Specifically, by using 

a questionnaire, it was possible to identify the participants’ gender, ethnicity, marital status, and 

the comfort level of each participant when communicating with their partner. The first portion of 

the questionnaire relates to the subjects’ information that helped categorize them while not 

obtaining personal identifiers, allowing each respondent to remain anonymous. The next set of 

questions provided information about how couples feel within the relationships, if they are in 

love and how they rate their relationship in comparison to other couples. Also, participants were 

asked if the couple communicated specifically about sexual satisfaction, and the level of pleasure 

and the manner in which they communicate about the subject. The questions were answered 

based on a scale, one being very poor or low to five being very good or high. With this method, 
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an understanding is achieved of the individuals’ feelings, their thoughts about their own 

communication skills, as well as sense of their partner’s communication skills.  

 

The questionnaire was given to fifty-four different individuals based on a select set of 

predetermined criteria to divide individuals into groups to compare information. The groups 

were divided into sections based on their gender; there were twenty-five males and twenty-nine 

females. The survey participants were asked to identify their ethnic group. There were twenty-six 

individuals who identified as Caucasian, seventeen who identified as African American, and 

eleven who identified as Hispanic/Latino. Finally, the participants were divided into two groups 

based on marital status; there were thirty-two married respondents and twenty-two in domestic 

partnerships. An additional criterion included the ages of the individual, which was forty years 

old or older. The criteria for the questionnaire were meant to provide a variety of data and 

information about older adults to gain a better understanding of how their sexual communication 

affects their relationship and to consider how this varies across different ethnicities, ages, and 

genders. The topic discussed is something applicable to people who live in a variety of different 

cultures since marriage and sexual communication are key factors in a high quality of life. 

 

 3.  Literature Review 

Middle to older adult populations have become a popular topic for researchers within the United 

States. Amelia Karraker and John DeLamater, from the Department of Sociology at the 

University of Wisconsin, have found that sexual expression and sexual communication are areas 

in need of attention (142). This topic is important to study because of the continuing population 
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Figure 5. I tell my partner whether or not I am sexually satisfied.  
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Scale 1=Strongly disagree 7=Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Married 2 4 5 6 7 6 1

Domestic Partnership 0 3 2 2 0 2 13

I tell my partner whether or not I am sexually satisfied. 

Married

Domestic Partnership

0

2

4

6

8

10

1
2

3
4

5
6

7

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
P

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

 

Scale 1=Strongly disagree 7=Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Married 3 2 3 6 5 8 3

Domestic Partnership 0 1 1 3 3 3 10

I am satisfied with the degree to which my partner and I talk about the sexual aspects of 
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Figure 6. I am satisfied with the degree to which my partner and I talk about the sexual aspects of our relationship. 

 

Figure 7. I am not afraid to show my partner what kind of sexual behavior I like  

 

Figure 8. I would not hesitate to show my partner what is a sexual turn-on for me.  
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Figure 9. My partner shows me what pleases her/him during sex  
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Figure 10. My partner tells me when he/she is sexually satisfied  

 

 

 

Figure 11. I am pleased with the manner in which my partner and I communicate with each other about sex  
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Figure 12. It is never hard for me to figure out if my partner is sexually satisfied.  
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Figure 13. Average Ratings of Sexual Communication 
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