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Abstract 

Sexual conflict is common, yet it is one of the most challenging topics for couples 

because it provokes more negative emotions relative to other conflicts. Such challenges might 

prompt couples to rely on less adaptive sexual communication styles. Communication patterns 

during sexual conflict—such as demand-withdrawal—have received little attention, and studies 

that do exist relied on self-report measures. Demand-withdrawal communication refers to when 

one partner exerts pressure to talk about a problem while the other withdraws, and is associated 

with poorer psychological and relationship well-being. In an observational dyadic study, we 

examined associations between demand-withdrawal patterns during a sexual conflict and sexual 

and relationship outcomes concurrently and over time. Couples (N = 151, Mage = 31.92, SDage = 

9.07) in long-term relationships completed measures of relationship satisfaction, sexual 

satisfaction, and sexual distress at baseline (T1) and 12 months later (T2). One week after T1, 

they engaged in an in-lab discussion of an important sexual conflict, coded by trained observers 

for degree of demand-withdrawal. Individuals in a couple who were observed to display higher 

demand-withdrawal reported lower relationship and sexual satisfaction and higher sexual distress 

at T1, as well as lower relationship satisfaction at T2. Effects were not moderated by gender. 

Findings demonstrate the relevance of demand-withdrawal patterns during sexual conflict.  
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Do demand-withdrawal communication patterns during sexual conflict predict couples’ 

relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and sexual distress? An observational and 

prospective study 

Sexual conflict that arises from continuing disagreement between partners about a sexual 

problem within one’s relationship, while common, is one of the most challenging topics for 

couples as it tends to provoke more anxiety relative to other relationship topics (Rehman et al., 

2017). Difficulties communicating about sex can be problematic because they interfere with 

couple intimacy and are linked to lower sexual, relationship, and psychological well-being 

(Byers, 2011; Byers & MacNeil, 1997; Mallory et al., 2019). Although couples’ overall quality 

of sexual communication has been studied fairly extensively, specific communication patterns 

between partners during sexual conflict—such as demand-withdrawal—have received less 

attention, and studies that do exist have relied primarily on self-report measures (Jones et al., 

2018; Rancourt et al., 2022; Rancourt et al., 2017). Demand-withdrawal communication refers to 

when one partner exerts pressure to talk about a problem while the other partner withdraws (e.g., 

becomes silent or acquiesces). Demand-withdrawal patterns are associated with lower 

relationship intimacy and satisfaction, and higher psychological distress (Baucom et al., 2010; 

Manne et al., 2010; Manne et al., 2006). Although one study of couples coping with cancer 

linked demand-withdrawal communication to more sexual problems (Milbury & Badr, 2012), no 

studies to our knowledge have examined this pattern in the specific context of sexual conflicts, 

despite evidence that sexual communication differs from communication about other topics 

(Rehman et al., 2017; Roels et al., 2022). Using an observational study design, we examined 

demand-withdrawal patterns during sexual conflict discussions and their associations with 

couples’ relationship and sexual satisfaction (overall evaluation of the positive relative to 
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negative aspects of one’s romantic and sexual relationship, respectively), and sexual distress 

(sexually related personal distress), concurrently and over time.  

Sexual Communication 

In intimate relationships, sexual communication is multidimensional and includes the 

frequency of sexual communication (how often couples discuss their sexual relationship), the 

quality of sexual communication (openness to discussing the sexual relationship and positive 

affect, emotional safety, and satisfaction with these discussions), and sexual self-disclosure 

(sharing sexual preferences with a partner; Metts & Cupach, 1989). Importantly, according to a 

meta-analysis, the quality of sexual communication appears to have the strongest association 

with sexual and relationship satisfaction, potentially because this more global construct overlaps 

and impacts the other dimensions (Mallory, 2022). Theoretical models of sexual communication, 

such as the two-pathway model, suggest that better communication promotes couples’ 

understanding of their partners’ sexual preferences and contributes to greater intimacy, leading to 

more satisfying sexual and romantic relationships (Cupach & Metts, 1991; MacNeil & Byers, 

2005, 2009). In mostly cross-sectional studies of community samples of men and women in 

dating or committed relationships, greater sexual communication across all three dimensions has 

been linked to higher sexual satisfaction (Mallory, 2022; Mark & Jozkowski, 2013; Montesi et 

al., 2011), lower sexual distress (Hayes et al., 2008), and greater relationship satisfaction 

(Mallory, 2022; Montesi et al., 2011).  

Yet, it is not uncommon for couples to experience difficulties communicating about sex, 

even more so than other relationship topics (Rehman et al., 2011; Sanford, 2003). Couples avoid 

communication about sexual topics more than nonsexual topics (Byers & Demmons, 1999), even 

though talking about sexual preferences promotes more satisfying sexual experiences (Byers, 
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2011). In observational studies of couples’ discussions of nonsexual and sexual relationship 

problems, sexual problems are rated as more difficult to discuss, activate greater levels of anxiety 

and feelings of inadequacy and failure, and prompt higher levels of negative emotion (e.g., 

shame, anger, and sadness) in anticipation of discussing a sexual topic (Rehman et al., 2019; 

Rehman et al., 2017). At the same time, two observational studies have documented that partners 

display more positive communication behaviors such as warmth, affection, and validation during 

sexual relative to nonsexual discussions, perhaps as a way of mitigating against heightened 

negative emotions (Rehman et al., 2017; Roels et al., 2022). Still, sexual conflicts remain 

difficult to address given that communication is often avoided due to the negative emotions it 

triggers as well as fears that it could reveal incompatibilities in the relationship (MacNeil & 

Byers, 2009). Thus, it is not surprising that sexual conflicts are common among those seeking 

couple therapy (Doss et al., 2004; Péloquin et al., 2018).  

Sexual Communication Patterns 

Challenges to sexual communication might prompt couples to rely on less adaptive styles 

of communication. One aspect of the quality of sexual communication involves distinct patterns 

of sexual communication between partners, which have received much less attention in the 

literature. Sexual communication patterns refer to the affective and behavioral patterns displayed 

by couples when they discuss a sexual topic, such as difficulties in their sexual relationship 

(Rancourt et al., 2020). A cross-sectional study found that self-reported perceptions of positive 

interaction patterns between partners when discussing sexual issues was linked to greater sexual 

satisfaction for both women and men (Jones et al., 2018). In another cross-sectional study 

focused on couples where a woman experienced genito-pelvic pain during sexual activities, 

greater self-reported perceptions of collaborative sexual communication patterns (i.e., partners’ 
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cooperating, such as problem-solving and mutually expressing feelings) were associated with 

higher sexual and relationship satisfaction, and lower sexual distress for both partners (Rancourt 

et al., 2017). In contrast, more negative sexual communication patterns (i.e., expressing negative 

affect and/or withdrawing) were associated with lower relationship satisfaction and higher sexual 

distress. In a randomized clinical trial, improvements in collaborative communication mediated 

the beneficial effects of a couple therapy treatment for genito-pelvic pain (but not a medical 

treatment) on post-treatment sexual satisfaction and sexual distress (Rancourt et al., 2022). The 

studies by Rancourt et al. collapsed distinct styles of positive and negative communication 

patterns into only two groups, used self-report measures that are subject to memory biases, and 

focused on a clinical sample whose overall sexual communication was more compromised than 

those without sexual dysfunction (Pazmany et al., 2014). They did not examine the specific 

pattern of demand-withdrawal independently from other negative styles of communication. 

Doing so may shed light on the specific consequences of this pattern of communication to better 

inform interventions.  

Demand-Withdrawal Communication 

Theoretical and clinical models of couple communication have established demand-

withdrawal as a common and particularly detrimental pattern for couples’ relationships in both 

mixed- and same-gender/sex couples as well as across different cultures (Baucom et al., 2010; 

Christensen et al., 2006; Gottman & Levenson, 2000; Heavey et al., 1995; Schrodt et al., 2014). 

For instance, it is associated with declines in relationship satisfaction, elevated cortisol levels 

during conflict, depression, physical abuse, and relationship dissolution (see Schrodt et al., 2014 

for review). Empirically-supported behavioral couple therapies have been designed to 

specifically address demand-withdrawal interactions, underscoring the centrality of this pattern 
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(e.g., Baucom, Atkins, et al., 2015; Johnson, 2004). A demand-withdrawal pattern arises when 

one person exerts pressure to discuss a concern about an aspect of the relationship and may 

request change or accommodation from their partner, while the other person avoids or 

disengages from the issue at hand. The Interpersonal Process Model of Demand-Withdrawal 

Behavior (Baucom, Dickenson, et al., 2015) conceptualizes this pattern as a consequence of 

incompatible needs associated with the emotional distress of a conflict. The demanding partner 

has a need for engagement such that their emotional intensity increases as they perceive their 

partner pulling back, while the withdrawing partner has a need to lower the emotional intensity 

of the situation in response to their own and their partners’ negative affect. Over time, both 

partners’ reactions self-perpetuate and can become entrenched, leaving them each frustrated and 

dissatisfied with the relationship. In community samples and in couples coping with cancer, 

higher demand-withdrawal communication has been linked to lower relationship intimacy and 

relationship satisfaction, and higher psychological distress, physiological indicators of stress, and 

intimate partner violence (e.g., Baucom et al., 2010; Eldridge et al., 2007; Manne et al., 2010; 

Manne et al., 2006). A meta-analysis of k = 74 studies (N = 14,255) including both community 

and clinical samples indicated an effect size of r = .36 for demand-withdrawal predicting all 

outcomes overall and the strongest correlations were for relationship outcomes (r = .423; Schrodt 

et al., 2014). In mixed-gender/sex couples, women tend to show more demanding behavior while 

men show more withdrawal (e.g., Baucom et al., 2010; Leo et al., 2021), and some studies have 

shown that this configuration is more predictive of lower relationship satisfaction compared to 

the reverse (e.g., Eldridge et al., 2007; Ross et al., 2019). However, the meta-analysis concluded 

that the overall effect sizes were similar regardless of gender of the person in the 

demand/withdrawal role (Schrodt et al., 2014).  
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Only one study to our knowledge has examined demand-withdrawal patterns in relation 

to sexuality. In couples coping with breast cancer, greater self-reported endorsement of demand-

withdrawal communication within the relationship was associated with more sexual problems 

common among breast cancer (e.g., loss of attractiveness, low desire, pain during sex; Milbury & 

Badr, 2012). No studies have examined demand-withdrawal communication in the specific 

context of sexual conflicts, where vulnerability and heightened negative emotions are salient. 

This omission is striking given that models of relationship maintenance argue for the importance 

of contextual factors—such as the topic of discussion—for couple processes and outcomes 

(Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Randall & Bodenmann, 2009). Uncovering the associations between 

demand-withdrawal communication during sexual conflict discussions and community couples’ 

sexual and relationship outcomes could inform the development of interventions aimed at 

alleviating distressing sexual concerns.  

Current Study 

The current study utilized an observational study design to examine associations between 

demand-withdrawal communication patterns observed during a sexual conflict discussion and 

couples’ sexual satisfaction, sexual distress, and relationship satisfaction, concurrently and 12 

months later. Use of an observational design offers many benefits. This approach allows 

researchers to capture and independently code couple interactions that are less biased (e.g., by 

memory or heuristics related to gender or individual traits) by participant perceptions of their 

own and their partners’ communication style (McNeil et al., 2018). This design can also capture 

communication behaviors that participants are less aware of and therefore unable to identify via 

self-report (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010). Finally, observational methods more closely resemble real-

life experiences, including what might occur in clinical settings, enhancing the generalizability of 
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the findings. Inclusion of a follow-up assessment allowed us to examine whether any observed 

effects predict future sexual and relationship outcomes. We hypothesized that greater observed 

demand-withdrawal patterns during a sexual conflict discussion would be associated with lower 

sexual and relationship satisfaction and greater sexual distress for both members of the couple, 

cross-sectionally and 12-months later. We also examined the role of gender in an exploratory 

manner given mixed prior evidence. 

Method 

Participants 

We recruited a community sample of couples (N = 151) in two Canadian cities via online 

advertisements, posters, and word of mouth between May 2019 and January 2020. Interested 

couples completed an eligibility screening interview by telephone, which assessed for the 

following inclusion criteria: (a) at least 18 years old, (b) having engaged in sexual activity with 

their partner in the last 12 months (including penetrative and non-penetrative activities), (c) 

fluent in English or French (i.e., language of the study), and (d) in a monogamous relationship 

and cohabitating with their current partner for a minimum of 12 months. We excluded 

participants if one member of the couple was (a) pregnant, breastfeeding, or within one-year 

postpartum, (b) experiencing serious self-reported psychiatric or physical illness, (c) receiving 

treatment for sexual difficulties, or (d) taking medication and/or drugs with significant sexual 

side effects. Couples were not invited to complete the laboratory session or follow-up survey if 

one member of the couple failed two out of three attention check items in the initial survey or 

failed to complete the initial survey.  

The current study is a secondary analysis of data collected for a larger project examining 

emotion regulation during a sexual conflict and sexual well-being (Dubé et al., 2023). The 
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sample size was determined by an a priori power analysis for the larger project (see Dubé et al., 

2023 for a detailed description). As shown in Figure 1, 570 couples contacted our study; 304 

couples did not respond after first contact and 115 were ineligible after screening or excluded 

from the follow-up survey, resulting in a final sample of 151 couples. Participant characteristics 

are reported in Table 1. 

All members of eligible couples (N = 302 participants) completed the T1 survey and 269 

participants completed some part of the T2 survey, for a retention rate of 89%. Several patterns 

of missingness characterized the data from this sample. Six couples had missing data from the 

laboratory session (i.e., they did not attend). Data from the laboratory session was missing for 

one of the partners of three other couples due to errors in the recording equipment. For these 

couples, the demand – withdrawal pattern score of the other partner was used as the couple score. 

Among the participants missing the demand–withdrawal pattern score, five had complete 

missing data at T2, and one had only reported on their sexual distress. In addition, five couples 

had separated (n = 10 participants) at T2. Among these participants, one had complete missing 

data at T2; six reported on their sexual distress but had missing data in sexual satisfaction and 

relationship satisfaction; and three partners reported on all T2 variables. Lastly, 27 participants 

had missing data on all the T2 variables; one reported on sexual distress and relationship 

satisfaction; and one reported only on sexual distress.  

To determine if study variables differed between participants who had complete data at 

T2 vs those with missing data on at least 1 of the T2 outcomes (n = 42), we used an Actor-

Partner Interdependence Modeling (APIM) approach to compare these groups in their T1 

measures. No actor effects were found. Participants with a missing T2 relationship satisfaction 

score had partners (i.e., cross-partner or partner effect) who were less satisfied with the 
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relationship at T1 than participants with complete data. No difference in the demand–withdrawal 

pattern emerged among participants with complete T2 data vs. those with missing data on at least 

1 of the T2 outcomes. Lastly, the probability of missing data in at least one of the outcome 

variables was modeled as a function of each of the following demographic variables: age, 

income, education level, relationship status, and duration of relationship. None of these variables 

were related to the probability of missing data at T2. Based on the findings on the missing data 

patterns, the use of the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) approach to handle missing 

values was justified and we retained all participants in the analyses (including those couples who 

had separated at T2). FIML produces unbiased estimates when missingness is assumed to have 

occurred at random and when the variables related to missingness (e.g., partner’s T1 relationship 

satisfaction) are included in the model (Enders & Bandalos, 2001; Graham, 2009). 

Procedure 

This study was part of a larger project for which there are two prior publications (Bosisio, 

et al. 2022; Dubé et al., 2023). The larger study and prior publications included various measures 

of sexual, relationship, and psychological well-being and focused on different predictors (i.e., 

none used the demand-withdrawal variable). Screening materials, measures, data, and syntax for 

the current study can be found at the following Open Science Framework (OSF) link: 

https://tinyurl.com/y3dbktje 

Relevant to the current study, couples completed two main activities: an online survey at 

baseline and 12 months later, and a laboratory-based couple interaction task one week after 

completing the baseline survey. For the survey, each member of the couple provided informed 

consent and independently completed a battery of self-report questionnaires, which included 

standardized measures of relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and sexual distress. The 

https://tinyurl.com/y3dbktje
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survey also assessed participants’ socio-demographic information. Participants completed the 

survey during the week that preceded their laboratory session—Time 1 (T1)—and again 12 

months later, at Time 2 (T2). Surveys were hosted on Qualtrics and administered via a secure 

email link. Study procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Board at each site. 

During the laboratory session, couples participated in four discussion tasks: (1) a 5-

minute warm-up discussion about everyday events, (2) an 8-minute positive-event discussion 

about a previously undisclosed personal pleasant experience, (3) an 8-minute sexual conflict 

discussion (Rehman et al., 2017) about an important area of disagreement within their sexual 

relationship, and (4) a 5-minute cool-down discussion in which members of the couple discussed 

each other’s attractive qualities. The current study utilized the sexual conflict discussion only. 

Participants were told that they would be discussing an important area of disagreement in their 

sexual relationship and this sexual conflict topic was selected and assigned using the Sexual 

Problems Questionnaire and protocol (Rehman et al., 2017; see Measures section). Participants 

rated the degree to which their in-lab sexual conflict resembled a typical sexual conflict 

discussion for the couple on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 5 (extremely; M = 4.06, SD = 0.86). The 

discussion tasks were recorded from an adjacent room using two discretely placed cameras 

positioned to capture the body language and facial expressions of each participant. Each member 

of the couple was compensated via $20 Amazon gift cards for completing both online surveys 

and $50 for the laboratory session (total of up to $140/couple). They also received a list of 

resources about romantic and sexual relationships.  

Measures 

Sexual Conflict Topic  
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Couples’ sexual conflict was assessed via the Sexual Problems Questionnaire (Rehman et 

al., 2017). Each participant rated the degree to which they considered 25 items to be a problem in 

their sexual relationship (e.g., sexual frequency, sexual initiation) on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 

7 (very much so). Using the same scale, participants could rate up to five self-generated items if 

they experienced problems that were not listed. Participants subsequently ranked the three topics 

that they perceived to be the most problematic for their sexual relationship. A research assistant 

then reviewed participants’ top-ranked items and assigned either the highest ranked item (if it 

was the same for both members of the couple) or an item that each partner ranked in their top-

three problems as the topic of discussion. There was a high degree of overlap in problems 

endorsed by participants within a couple. All couples (100%) discussed a topic that was rated as 

the most important problem by at least one member of the couple; 52 couples (35%) discussed a 

problem that was rated as the most important by both members of the couple. Similar to 

Sutherland et al. (2019), sexual frequency (n = 80 couples, 26.8%), sexual initiation (n = 60 

couples, 20.1%), and showing an interest in having sex (n = 24 couples, 8.1%) were the most 

frequently assigned sexual conflict topics. 

Demand-Withdrawal Pattern  

The demand-withdrawal communication pattern was assessed by four independent coders 

(2 at each research site) using recorded footage from the sexual conflict discussions. Coders were 

instructed to rate the extent to which they perceived a demand-withdrawal pattern occurring 

during the sexual conflict discussion and were provided the following definition: “A demand-

withdrawal pattern emerges between romantic partners during interactions where one partner 

demands engagement (e.g., nags) while the other partner withdraws from the conversation (e.g., 

becomes silent, acquiesces)”. Coders were asked to rate the degree of demand-withdrawal, 
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considering both the intensity and frequency, during the sexual conflict discussion using a five-

point scale from the Brief Romantic Relationship Coding Scheme (Humbad et al., 2011), of 

1=absent, 2=slightly present, 3=present, 4=moderately present, 5=very present. Presence of the 

pattern was individually coded for each partner (i.e., coders viewed video recordings focused on 

each partner in a randomized order, though they could hear the audio for both partners) and then 

averaged across the couple. Intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) estimates and their 95% 

confidence intervals (CIs) were calculated to assess coder reliability per site using a mean-rating 

(k = 2), absolute-consistency, 2-way random-effects model (Koo & Li, 2016). The ICCs were 

.76, 95% CI [.66, .82] in site 1, .71, 95% CI [.59, .79] in site 2, and overall .80, 95% CI [.75, 

.84], which are considered acceptable to good (Cicchetti, 1994).  

Relationship Satisfaction  

Relationship satisfaction was measured using the 16-item Couples Satisfaction Index 

(CSI-16; Funk & Rogge, 2007), a measure with strong convergent and construct validity. The 

CSI-16 asks participants to rate their relationship across several areas such as the overall degree 

of happiness and how rewarding they find the relationship to be, using 6-point scales with 

varying anchors. Possible scores range from 0-81, with higher scores indicating greater 

satisfaction. Omega’s for relationship satisfaction were .95 at T1 and .96 at T2. 

Sexual Satisfaction  

Sexual satisfaction was measured using the well-validated Global Measure of Sexual 

Satisfaction (GMSEX; Lawrance & Byers, 1995). The GMSEX consists of 5 bi-polar items that 

participants rate on 7-point scales (e.g., negative-positive, satisfying-unsatisfying) to describe 

their sexual relationship with their partner. Scores range from 5 to 35, with higher scores 
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indicating higher sexual satisfaction. Omega’s for sexual satisfaction were .92 at T1 and .93 at 

T2. 

Sexual Distress 

Sexual distress was assessed with the 13-item Female Sexual Distress Scale-Revised 

(Derogatis et al., 2008), which has also been validated for use in men (Santos-Iglesias et al., 

2018). Participants respond to items on  a Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (never) to 4 (always) 

to measure sexually related personal distress. Total scores range from 13 to 36, with higher 

scores reflecting greater sexual distress. This scale has demonstrated good discriminant validity 

and test-retest reliability. Omega’s for sexual distress were .93 at T1 and .94 at T2. 

Data Analyses 

Data were analyzed in Mplus (Version 8.9; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017) using the 

APIM (Kenny et al., 2020), which is well suited to analyze dyadic data that are characterized by 

non-independence of observations. Non-independence was modeled by permitting partners’ 

residuals to correlate and by regressing one partner’s dependent variable on the other partner’s 

independent variable. Thus, we examined simultaneously the “actor” or “within-partner” 

associations (i.e., the actor’s relationship satisfaction at T2 and, e.g., the actor’s relationship 

satisfaction at T1) and the “partner” or “cross-partner” associations (i.e., the actor’s relationship 

satisfaction at T2 and, e.g., the partner’s relationship satisfaction at T1). However, our key 

research question examined whether the degree of demand-withdrawal present in the sexual 

conflict discussion was associated with our participants’ sexual and relationship well-being. 

Given that demand-withdrawal is a couple-level variable, no cross-partner associations could be 

examined. As both mixed- and same-gender couples were present in the data, we treated dyads 

as indistinguishable (Olsen & Kenny, 2006). Following Olsen and Kenny (2006), dyad members 
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were randomly assigned to be either partner 1 or partner 2. Subsequently, all model parameters 

(i.e., actor effects, partner effects, intercepts, residual variances, variances, and means) were 

constrained to be equal between dyad members.  

To examine our hypothesis that greater observed demand-withdrawal patterns would be 

associated with lower relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction, and higher sexual distress 

at T1 and T2, we constructed three models (i.e., relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, 

sexual distress). Given that models were built in the same way, we only describe the model for 

relationship satisfaction. A set of regression paths were constructed as follows. Relationship 

satisfaction at T2 was first regressed on the actor’s and partner’s relationship satisfaction at T1. 

The actor effect represents the stability of the rank order of the actor’s scores between the two 

time points. The partner effect indicates the extent to which partner’s T1 relationship satisfaction 

accounted for any change in the rank order of the actor’s relationship satisfaction scores from T1 

to T2. We then added couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern as a predictor of the individual’s (i.e., 

actor’s) T1 and T2 relationship satisfaction, respectively. The regression slope for the former 

indicates the extent to which variability in the individual’s T1 relationship satisfaction is 

accounted for by the couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern; for the latter, it reflects the extent of 

change in the rank order of the individual’s relationship satisfaction between the two time points 

that is accounted for by the couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern. All predictors were centered at 

the mean of all couples in the sample. The covariance between partners’ residuals within each 

time point was estimated by default.  

To examine whether gender moderated the associations between the couple’s demand-

withdrawal pattern at T1 and the individual’s T1 and T2 relationship satisfaction, respectively, 

we added the main effects of actor and partner’s gender, demand-withdrawal, and the interaction 
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between gender and the couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern into the models. For the gender 

analysis only, due to their small number (n = 7), dyads in which one member self-identified as 

non-binary, queer, or gender fluid were excluded. Gender was entered as a dummy variable with 

1 indicating men and 0 women. The main effect of gender indicated the extent to which men, 

relative to women, reported on average higher relationship satisfaction at T1 and T2. The 

interaction term indicated the degree to which the association between T1 (or T2) relationship 

satisfaction and the couples’ demand-withdrawal pattern differed in strength for men relative to 

women.  

As explained above, the predictor variable, couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern, and one 

of the dependent variables, relationship satisfaction at T2, were characterized by missingness, 

which is not uncommon in longitudinal studies. We used FIML with robust standard errors 

(MLR) on all available data from all participants (n = 302 for the main effect models; n = 288 

for the models with gender as moderating variable). To use all available data from all 

participants, the predictor variable was treated as a dependent variable and its variance was 

estimated. Model fit was examined using the χ² test statistic, the root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA), standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), comparative fit 

index (CFI), and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI). A non-significant χ² test statistic, RMSEA and 

SRMR values of .08 or less (Hu & Bentler, 2009) and CFI and TLI values over .90 (Hoyle & 

Panter, 1995) indicates good model fit. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics and FIML estimated within- and cross-partner correlations are 

presented in Table 2. FIML-estimated sexual satisfaction decreased between the two time points, 
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T1 – T2 difference = -1.54, SE = .52, z = -2.97, p < .01. There were no significant differences 

between the two time points for relationship satisfaction, -.85, SE = .78, z = -1.09, ns, or sexual 

distress, -.51, SE = .54, z = -.95, ns.  

Associations between Demand-withdrawal and Relationship Satisfaction 

 The model in which an actor’s T2 relationship satisfaction was regressed on the actor’s 

and partner’s T1 relationship satisfaction fit the data well (see note below Table 3). The addition 

of the couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 as a predictor of individual’s relationship 

satisfaction at both time points also resulted in a good fitting model (see note below Table 3). 

Couples’ demand-withdrawal pattern was negatively related to the individual’s T1 relationship 

satisfaction; when the couple was observed to manifest higher demand-withdrawal during their 

sexual conflict discussion, both individuals in a couple reported lower relationship satisfaction 

compared to couples who were observed to engage in lower demand-withdrawal. The couple’s 

demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 was also negatively related to the individual’s T2 relationship 

satisfaction such that individuals in couples who exhibited higher demand-withdrawal reported 

decreasing relationship satisfaction from T1 to T2 relative to couples with lower observed 

demand-withdrawal patterns (see middle of Table 3). The demand-withdrawal pattern explained 

7% of the variance in individuals’ T1 relationship satisfaction and an additional 3% of the 

variance in individuals’ T2 relationship satisfaction. We did not find any evidence of gender 

differences in the associations between the couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern and relationship 

satisfaction at either timepoints, as indicated by non-significant interactions between the couple’s 

demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 and actor’s and partner’s gender, respectively (see bottom of 

Table 3).   

Associations between Demand-Withdrawal and Sexual Satisfaction 
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 The model in which an actor’s T2 sexual satisfaction was regressed on the actor’s and 

partner’s T1 sexual satisfaction fit the data well, as did the model in which the couple’s demand-

withdrawal pattern at T1 was added as a predictor of individual’s sexual satisfaction at both time 

points (see note below Table 4). The couple’s observed demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 was 

negatively related to the individual’s T1 sexual satisfaction; individuals in couples who were 

observed to engage in higher demand-withdrawal reported lower sexual satisfaction at T1, 

relative to couples who were observed to engage in lower demand-withdrawal. The couple’s 

observed demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 was unrelated to the individual’s T2 sexual 

satisfaction. Couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 explained 3% of the variance in 

individual’s T1 sexual satisfaction and accounted for an additional 3% of the variance in their T2 

sexual satisfaction. Lastly, gender did not moderate the within-partner association and cross-

partner association between the couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern and sexual satisfaction at 

either time points (see bottom of Table 4). 

Associations between Demand-Withdrawal and Sexual Distress 

The models in which an actor’s T2 sexual distress was regressed on the actor’s and 

partner’s T1 sexual distress, and the couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 was added as a 

predictor of the individual’s sexual distress at both time points had good fit (see note below 

Table 5). The couple’s observed demand-withdrawal pattern at T1 was positively related to the 

individual’s T1 sexual distress; individuals in couples who were observed to manifest higher 

demand-withdrawal reported higher sexual distress at T1 than those in couples observed to 

engage in lower demand-withdrawal. The couple’s demand-withdrawal pattern was unrelated to 

the individual’s T2 sexual distress. The addition of the couple’s DW pattern accounted for 4% of 
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the variance in the actor’s T1 sexual distress and an additional 1% of the variance in the actor’s 

T2 sexual distress. These associations were not moderated by gender (see bottom of Table 5). 

Discussion 

This study examined associations between demand-withdrawal communication patterns 

observed during a sexual conflict discussion and couples’ relationship satisfaction, sexual 

satisfaction, and sexual distress both proximally (T1) and 12 months later (T2). Individuals in a 

dyad who were observed to display higher demand-withdrawal during sexual conflict reported 

lower relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction, and higher sexual distress at T1, in 

addition to a decrease in their relationship satisfaction 12 months later at T2. The results were the 

same regardless of participant gender, though we could only examine two genders of men and 

women due to the small samples of additional gender identities. The amount of variance 

accounted for in the outcomes was low, which is consistent with the many factors known to 

contribute to relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and sexual distress. Our findings 

corroborate the one prior cross-sectional study that linked broader negative sexual 

communication patterns with lower relationship satisfaction and higher sexual distress in a 

sample of women experiencing genito-pelvic pain and their partners (Rancourt et al., 2017). Our 

study extends this research by examining the specific pattern of demand-withdrawal, which is 

known to be especially harmful to couples’ relationships, and by using a more ecologically valid 

method of observation, which reduces self-report biases and can capture behaviors that 

individuals may not be aware of. The findings extend knowledge of the implications of demand-

withdrawal patterns by demonstrating their relevance during sexual conflict—a frequent source 

of relationship discord that is associated with more negative emotions relative to other topics 
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(Rehman et al., 2017) and a common issue in couple therapy (Doss et al., 2004; Péloquin et al., 

2018).  

Individuals in a couple who displayed higher demand-withdrawal during sexual conflict 

reported lower concurrent relationship satisfaction and a decrease in their relationship 

satisfaction 12 months later. Couples who engage in more demand-withdrawal during sexual 

conflicts—which is a context that already provokes heightened negative emotions (Rehman et 

al., 2017)—may struggle to co-regulate their emotions in a way that will lead to de-escalation, 

validation, and conflict resolution, resulting in lower relationship satisfaction. Indeed, 

endorsement of more demand-withdrawal in response to relationship conflict has been linked to 

more emotion regulation difficulties among individuals in relationships (Holley et al., 2018). 

This explanation is consistent with the empirically-supported Interpersonal Process Model of 

Demand-Withdrawal, which suggests that emotional processes (e.g., emotional expression) 

explain the links between demand-withdrawal communication and relationship outcomes such as 

satisfaction (Baucom, Dickenson, et al., 2015; Leo et al., 2021). Specifically, couples who 

exhibit a greater demand-withdrawal pattern have competing emotional needs—one partner has a 

need to express their discontent, while the other has a need to reduce the emotional intensity of 

the situation—which ultimately leaves both of their needs unmet and partners feeling 

dissatisfied. Our results demonstrate that exhibiting this pattern during a sexual conflict was 

linked to lower relationship satisfaction proximally but also to a decline in satisfaction 12 months 

later. Indeed, a large study using machine learning showed that the strength of couples’ (N = 

11,196) sexual relationship is one of the strongest predictors of relationship quality (Joel et al., 

2020).  
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We also found that couples who displayed higher demand-withdrawal behaviors during 

sexual conflict had members that reported lower sexual satisfaction and higher sexual distress, 

proximally, but not 12 months later. Our results extend the Interpersonal Process Model of 

Demand-Withdrawal (Baucom, Dickenson, et al., 2015) to demonstrate links with sexual 

satisfaction and sexual distress. A recent interpersonal theory of sexual dysfunction similarly 

positions emotion regulation as a core mechanism between interpersonal factors and sexual 

outcomes (Rosen & Bergeron, 2019). When discussing an important sexual challenge in their 

relationship, the differing emotional needs of the partners (i.e., to express vs reduce intensity) are 

likely to interfere with core emotional (e.g., safety and security) and behavioral (e.g., problem-

solving) processes that are known to contribute to sexual satisfaction and reduce sexual distress 

(Butzer & Campbell, 2008; MacNeil & Byers, 2009). Recent studies support the role of adaptive 

emotion regulation in maintaining sexual satisfaction and reducing sexual distress in long-term 

couples (Dubé et al., 2023; Dubé et al., 2020). However, unlike with relationship satisfaction, 

demand-withdrawal behaviors did not predict sexual satisfaction or sexual distress 12 months 

later, suggesting that these behaviors during a sexual communication may be more important for 

shaping future relationship rather than sexual outcomes. Indeed, a recent large-scale longitudinal 

study found that sexual satisfaction predicted future changes in relationship satisfaction, but the 

reverse was not true (Park et al., 2023). Nonetheless, future research should investigate the 

emotional dynamics that arise during demand-withdrawal discussions of sexual conflict and their 

interference with problem-solving and conflict resolution to better understand the mechanisms 

and inform potential interventions focused on enhancing couples’ sexual relationships. Future 

research should also examine potential moderators of these associations, such as age and 

relationship length, personality, and attachment styles (see Schrodt et al., 2014 for review).  
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Strengths and Limitations 

A key strength of this study is the multi-method design that combined observation of 

demand-withdrawal behaviors in a manner that reduces self-report biases and can capture 

behaviors that individuals may not be aware of, and a prospective approach, which allowed us to 

examine whether demand-withdrawal predicted outcomes later in time. Our study also had 

important limitations. We examined the overall presence of demand-withdrawal patterns given 

that the degree to which partners take on each role can vary across conversations (Eldridge et al., 

2007; Leo et al., 2021) and overall patterns seem to be more influential than individual behaviors 

(Schrodt et al., 2014). However, because of this approach, we did not isolate separate influences 

of demanding or withdrawing behaviors or examine specific role combinations such as woman-

demand and man-withdrawal. Other mixed-gender/sex research has suggested that conflicts that 

are characterized by wife-demand/husband-withdraw experience more relationship 

consequences, though this research often conflated role with gender (Leo et al., 2021). In the 

current study, we did not find any gender differences in the observed effects, suggesting that the 

presence of demand-withdrawal was linked to relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and 

sexual distress, for all our participants in a similar manner. We only examined gender effects for 

men and women due to sample size restrictions; we acknowledge that there are additional gender 

identities, expressions, and roles that might influence the generalizability of the findings. It might 

be valuable for future research to code for demanding and withdrawal behaviors in each 

participant to disentangle the influence of role from gender.  

Participants in our sample were in long-term and cohabiting partnerships, non-treatment 

seeking, and were culturally homogenous and primarily heterosexual. Our findings may not 

generalize to treatment-seeking individuals in newer relationships, additional cultures, and to 
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those who do not identify as heterosexual. We assessed our T1 outcomes approximately one 

week prior to couples’ visit to the laboratory to avoid potential spillover from the conflict 

discussion biasing their outcome responses. We considered these assessments together as T1, 

given their proximity, but it is possible that other confounding variables occurred during that 

week. Moreover, we only assessed demand-withdrawal during a single sexual conflict 

discussion. There is likely variability in how couples behave during conflict that is influenced by 

daily factors (e.g., mood); other study designs such as daily diaries are better suited to capture 

this variability. Future research could build on the current findings by assessing demand-

withdrawal patterns longitudinally and with moment-to-moment measurements of demand-

withdrawal behaviors to answer more nuanced questions about the sequencing of this pattern 

during sexual conflicts. We used a topic that was rated as important by both members of the 

couple (i.e., in their top 3), but not necessarily the most important for both. There is also some 

evidence that the importance of the topic to the individual has implications for demand-

withdrawal processes (Baucom et al., 2010). Future studies might have couples engage in two 

conflict discussions—one for each topic determined to be most important by each member of the 

couple to better understand these processes. We used an observational method to code for 

patterns of demand-withdrawal behaviors due to the strengths of this approach, but we did not 

collect self-reports simultaneously nor did we include a general measure of quality of sexual 

communication. Combining observation with participant perceptions via survey responses might 

offer additional insights by including the subjective experiences of the couple members. There is 

some evidence that combining observational and survey methods leads to larger and more robust 

effect sizes of demand-withdrawal (Schrodt et al., 2014). Finally, we did not include a 
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comparison group that discusses a non-sexual conflict, thus limiting our ability to establish 

whether our results are specific to demand-withdrawal patterns during a sexual conflict.  

Conclusions 

The current study found that, regardless of binary gender (man-woman), individuals in a 

couple who were observed to display higher demand-withdrawal during a sexual conflict 

discussion reported lower relationship and sexual satisfaction, and higher sexual distress, and 

they also reported a decrease in their relationship satisfaction 12 months later. The study findings 

may be useful to sex and couple therapists (Metz & Epstein, 2002). Clinicians could use 

behavioral interventions to help couples become more aware of and monitor their demand-

withdrawal exchanges when discussing sexual challenges. Therapists might explore the different 

functions of each role within this pattern for managing emotions, and work toward modifying 

behaviors to interrupt entrenched patterns. Relationally distressed couples might benefit from 

cognitive-behavioral or emotionally-focused interventions that help both members of the couple 

express their emotional needs more effectively. For example, clinicians could help the demander 

to soften their expressed negative affect during conflict, while helping the withdrawer to increase 

their tolerance for negative affect under the same circumstances. Such interventions could 

promote more constructive patterns of communication that might benefit their sexual 

relationship, an important implication that clinicians could share with couples. 
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