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Sexual satisfaction and access to sexual activity outside committed relationships may be associated with in-
dividuals' motivation to pursue a long-term partner. We examined whether within-person changes in sexual
satisfaction and intercourse frequency were associated with relationship desire among never-married men and
women. Using all fourteen waves of the German Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics
(Pairfam), individual fixed-effects models linked change between successive waves to relationship desire at the
later wave. Increases in sexual satisfaction were associated with lower relationship desire for men (b = —0.024, p
< .001) and women (b = —0.026, p < .001), with no significant sex difference. Changes in intercourse frequency
were not significantly associated with relationship desire in either sex. From an evolutionary perspective, these
findings are consistent with relationship motivation being calibrated to cues about the benefits of long-term pair-
bonding relative to other mating opportunities. Greater sexual satisfaction while single may indicate that some
mating benefits are obtainable without commitment, whereas sexual frequency appears to provide a less

consistent cue.

1. Introduction

Humans face a recurrent trade-off between pursuing short-term
sexual opportunities and investing in long-term pair-bonds (Buss &
Schmitt, 1993, 2019; Trivers, 1972). From an evolutionary perspective,
the motivation to form a committed relationship should be facultatively
calibrated in response to cues about the availability of mating oppor-
tunities (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). When sexual access is readily
obtainable without commitment, the marginal benefits of entering a
pair-bond may decline, as individuals can pursue mating opportunities
without incurring the costs of long-term investment.

Two variables are especially relevant to this calibration process:
sexual frequency and sexual satisfaction. Sexual frequency may index
the availability of short-term mating opportunities, whereas sexual
satisfaction may provide feedback about the outcomes of those en-
counters. In contrast, desire for a partner reflects motivation toward
long-term pair-bonding. These constructs therefore tap into partially
distinct motivational systems and should not be assumed to move in
tandem.

Prior research provides some support for associations between these

aspects of sexual experience and relationship desire. Most notably, Park
etal. (2021, Study 3) examined the same measures of sexual satisfaction,
intercourse frequency, and desire for a partner among singles using 10
years of Pairfam data through Wave 10. Using multilevel models that
separated between-person differences from within-person deviations
around each individual's average, they found that singles reported less
desire for a partner during years in which their sexual satisfaction was
higher than usual, but greater desire for a partner during years in which
their intercourse frequency was higher than usual. Kislev (2021) like-
wise used Pairfam data to examine associations between sexual expe-
riences and voluntary singlehood. Building directly on this prior work,
the present study addresses a distinct question that remains unresolved
by these analyses. Whereas Park et al.'s within-person analysis asked
whether individuals reported different levels of relationship desire when
their sexual satisfaction or intercourse frequency was above or below
their own typical level across observations, the present study asks
whether relationship desire is associated with an increase or decrease in
these sexual experiences since the preceding year's observation. These
two forms of within-person variation are not equivalent: for example, an
individual's intercourse frequency could remain above their typical level
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even though it has declined since the preceding observation. Drawing on
the complete 14-wave Pairfam panel and a differently defined sample of
singles, the analyses include never-married individuals who were single
in both the current and immediately preceding wave. This distinction
allows the present study to test whether previously reported within-
person associations generalize from deviations around an individual's
typical level to recent within-person changes.

1.1. Sexual satisfaction and sex frequency

From an evolutionary perspective, sexual satisfaction may serve as
feedback on the payoff of current mating arrangements and thereby
calibrate investment in long-term pair bonding. Sexual frequency may
instead index access to mating opportunities. This distinction motivates
the comparison below.

Sexual satisfaction is defined as the affective response or feedback
that informs individuals' evaluation of their sexual relationship and the
extent to which their sexual desires are met (Offman & Matheson, 2005).
From a functional perspective, such evaluations may also provide in-
formation relevant to mating decisions, rather than simply reflecting
individuals' subjective evaluations of their sexual experiences. Sexual
satisfaction has been shown to influence one's overall sense of rela-
tionship fulfillment and to improve overall marital and life satisfaction
(Stephenson & Meston, 2015). For this reason, many scholars have
looked into both interpersonal and intrapersonal variables related to
sexual satisfaction, such as sexual preoccupation (thinking about sex
most of the time) (Snell Jr & Papini, 1989), sexual competence (confi-
dence and positive feelings enabling one to enjoy and get satisfaction
from sex) (Pujols et al., 2010), and sexual depression (lack of happiness
regarding one's sex-life) (Ménard & Offman, 2009; Rostosky et al.,
2008).

Many researchers have also analyzed the experiences of men and
women separately to determine sex-specific correlators of sexual satis-
faction (Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 1997; Laumann et al., 2006; Leal &
Castilho, 1998; Moret et al., 1998). For example, McNulty and Fisher
(2008) found that women's sexual satisfaction is shaped by expecta-
tions for a long-term relationship. For men, it is derived from the
physical aspects of sex, such as sex frequency. Sprecher (2002) showed
similarly that the association between sexual satisfaction and the quality
of the relationship in non-marital relationships is stronger for men than
for women. From an evolutionary perspective, such differences are
consistent with sex-differentiated mating trade-offs, whereby men and
women may, on average, differ in how sexual access and relationship
investment contribute to reproductive outcomes, even though substan-
tial overlap is expected.

Sex frequency is typically measured directly by asking participants
how often they have sex with a partner within a specific timeframe
(Warehime & Bass, 2008). Previous findings on the relation between
sexual frequency and pleasure are mixed (Laumann et al., 1994; Leal &
Castilho, 1998; Pedersen & Blekesaune, 2003; Sprecher, 2002). Some
studies report that more frequent sex and a greater number of orgasms
are associated with enhanced emotional and physical fulfillment during
sex (Waite & Joyner, 2001a, 2001b), whereas others find sex differences
in this association. McNulty and Fisher (2008), for example, found that
higher sex frequency positively correlates with greater sexual satisfac-
tion for men alone. Other studies conducted among women in college
(Davidson Sr & Hoffman, 1986) report a positive correlation between
sex frequency and sexual fulfillment.

From an evolutionary viewpoint, both sexual frequency and sexual
satisfaction can act as cues that calibrate the allocation of mating effort.
Sexual Strategies Theory (Buss & Schmitt, 1993) and Strategic Pluralism
Theory (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000) propose that individuals adjust
their mating strategies in response to perceived costs, benefits, and op-
portunities in the mating market. Sex frequency may reflect the avail-
ability or ease of obtaining mating opportunities, whereas sexual
satisfaction may provide feedback about the payoffs of those encounters.
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When individuals can obtain sexual access without long-term commit-
ment, the incentive to invest in pair-bonding may be reduced. These
variables are therefore relevant not only to wellbeing but also to the
regulation of mating strategies.

However, these calibration processes may not operate identically
across sexes. From an evolutionary perspective, men and women have
historically faced partially different trade-offs between short-term
mating opportunities and long-term pair-bonding investment (Buss &
Schmitt, 1993, 2019; Trivers, 1972). Because female reproductive suc-
cess has, on average, been more closely tied to securing sustained
partner investment, whereas male reproductive success has been more
contingent on access to mating opportunities, cues such as sexual fre-
quency and sexual satisfaction may have different implications for
relationship desire. In particular, sexual access without commitment
may reduce the marginal benefits of pair-bonding more strongly for one
sex than the other, leading to sex-differentiated associations between
these variables and motivation to pursue a committed relationship.
Examining whether these associations differ between men and women is
therefore important for understanding how mating-related cues shape
relationship desire.

1.2. Relationship desire

To situate the term relationship desire within the existing literature,
one needs to distinguish it from related concepts (Kislev, 2024; Kislev &
Marsh, 2023). The basic distinction between voluntary and involuntary
singlehood was initially proposed by Stein (1975). According to Stein,
voluntary singles are a subgroup of singles: “single people do indeed
have a choice and a growing number of them are exercising that choice
consciously and voluntarily, to pursue lifestyles that will meet their
needs for human growth and supportive interpersonal relationships”
(Stein, 1975 p. 489). Indeed, studies that distinguished between
voluntary and involuntary singlehood with respect to subjective well-
being measures found voluntary singlehood to be associated with
favorable outcomes (Adamczyk, 2017; Apostolou et al., 2019; Kislev,
2022a, 2022b).

Broadly speaking, low relationship desire is a characteristic of singles
by choice (Slonim et al., 2015; Slonim & Schiitz, 2015b), voluntary
singles (Adamczyk, 2017), or ‘new singles’ (DePaulo, 2015, 2023), but it
might not capture all traits of these broader definitions. Therefore, the
definition proposed in this study focuses on whether one intends to have
a partner in the near future, a prominent feature of the aforementioned
definitions. This measure, also used in the previous studies on the effect
of sexual gratification mentioned above (Kislev, 2021; Park et al., 2021),
is tested longitudinally here. It avoids retrospective or value-laden in-
terpretations of singlehood (Ermer & Keenoy, 2023; Fitzpatrick, 2023;
Girme et al., 2023). Instead, this study measures singles by the degree to
which they seek a relationship (see also in Slonim & Schiitz, 2015a). In
the present framework, this measure is treated as a proximate indicator
of underlying motivation toward long-term pair-bonding.

The reasons people choose to be single and, by extension, exhibit low
relationship desire are numerous and varied (Beckmeyer & Jamison,
2023a, 2023b; Bergstrom & Brée, 2023; Lehmann et al., 2015). Un-
willingness to compromise in finding a partner, the pursuit of a career,
desire for independence, religious reasons, and preferences for solitude
are among the reasons cited for low relationship desire (Adamczyk &
Trepanowski, 2023; Girme et al., 2023; Kislev, 2019; Pepping et al.,
2018; Prabhakar, 2011). While some may consider singlehood a
choice, a low level of relationship desire may also arise from a negative
self-image, fear, or unrequited love (Jakobsson & Hallberg, 2005;
Spielmann et al., 2016). In their study of heterosexual adults, Frazier
et al. (1996) listed a variety of personal reasons for a low level of rela-
tionship desire, including not meeting the right person, marriage pri-
ority, difficulties in establishing relationships, fear that the relationship
will not work, and the belief that all good partners are already “taken”
(MacDonald & Park, 2022; Pepping et al., 2018; Pepping & MacDonald,
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2019).

Another way of organizing determinants of relationship desire is to
group the reasons for relationship desire into broader categories.
Adamczyk (2017) suggested that there are three main categories of
reasons for a low level of relationship desire: personal choice, external
circumstances, and personal deficits or self-blame. The first category
includes the view that life would not be improved by being in a rela-
tionship. The second category involves perceived external barriers to a
relationship, such as not meeting the right person or not having feelings
reciprocated. The third category involves dissatisfaction with oneself,
such as being unattractive or not “good enough” to find a partner.

Evolutionary approaches complement these sociocultural explana-
tions by treating relationship desire as part of an evolved motivational
system governing long-term pair-bonding. Such motivation is expected
to vary facultatively (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson,
2000): when external conditions or access to sexual opportunities
without commitment lower the marginal benefits of commitment, desire
for a committed relationship may decline. This functional perspective
provides an evolutionary basis for understanding individual and sex-
linked differences in the motivation to pursue relationships.

1.3. The association of sexual satisfaction and sex frequency and
relationship desire

Despite prior research linking sexual satisfaction and sexual fre-
quency to relationship desire among singles, questions remain regarding
whether these associations generalize across different operationaliza-
tions of within-person change. Understanding these associations is
increasingly relevant given broader shifts toward more liberal attitudes
regarding premarital sex and single living (Berntson et al., 2014; Kislev,
2021; Pham, 2017). Casual sexual activity between two or more in-
dividuals has grown steadily in recent years (Wade, 2017; Zheng et al.,
2017). Repeated hookups take the form of “friends with benefits” or
become purely sexual in nature (Pham, 2017; Wade, 2017). Even in
religious societies, studies indicate a shift in moral authority, thereby
allowing a more liberal approach to premarital sex (Farrell, 2011;
Sharma, 2015; Zion-Waldoks, 2015).

Taken together, the growing availability of non-committed sexual
opportunities may recalibrate mating effort in ways described by Sexual
Strategies Theory (Buss & Schmitt, 1993) and Strategic Pluralism The-
ory (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000): when sexual gratification is attain-
able without commitment, the marginal benefits of forming a pair-bond
may decline, lowering immediate desire for a committed relationship.
The longitudinal analyses below examine this proposition by testing
whether changes in sexual satisfaction and sex frequency are associated
with relationship desire at the successive wave.

Notably, prior evidence concerning intercourse frequency runs
counter to this theoretical prediction. Park et al. (2021) found that
singles reported greater desire for a partner during years in which their
intercourse frequency was higher than usual. However, being above
one's typical level of intercourse frequency is conceptually distinct from
having recently experienced an increase in intercourse frequency. The
present analysis examines the latter, testing whether changes in inter-
course frequency from the preceding year's observation are associated
with current relationship desire. This provides a test of whether the
previously observed positive association reflects a robust within-person
pattern or depends on how within-person variation in intercourse fre-
quency is operationalized.

The current study tests two hypotheses regarding the links between
sexual satisfaction, sex frequency, and relationship desire in a longitu-
dinal analysis of the Pairfam study. Phrased in longitudinal terms, the
hypotheses are:

H1. Over time, an increase in sexual satisfaction among singles is
associated with lower levels of relationship desire.

H2. Over time, an increase in sex frequency among singles is
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associated with lower levels of relationship desire.

The logic behind H1 is that singles who obtain sexual access outside
of long-term, committed relationships may have reduced incentives to
enter into a relationship. H2 tests whether sex frequency shows a similar
pattern, as frequency may reflect short-term sexual opportunity more
directly than long-term pair-bonding motivation. In both cases, the
reasoning is that when sexual access is obtainable without commitment,
the marginal benefits of entering a relationship may decline (McNulty &
Fisher, 2008; Pham, 2017; Wade, 2017; Waite & Joyner, 2001a, 2001b).
In turn, individuals are expected to express less interest in finding a
partner or entering into a stable, committed relationship.

2. Methods
2.1. Data

This study is based on all fourteen waves of the Pairfam study
(Briiderl et al., 2024; Huinink et al., 2011). The Pairfam project began
collecting longitudinal data in 2008, yet the 2008/2009 wave does not
include data on sex frequency. The Pairfam target population included
all German-speaking individuals, irrespective of nationality, living in
private households in Germany. A total of 74,969 addresses were
collected to ensure a sufficient sample size after cleaning and to facilitate
potential replacements for non-responses. From this address pool, a
baseline sample of 24,108 addresses was drawn via systematic random
sampling. Additional samples were drawn during field time.

In total, a gross sample of 42,074 addresses was contacted using the
German language. To increase panel stability, starting with wave 3,
respondents who withdrew from the previous wave were recontacted in
the subsequent wave. Respondents who did not participate in two sub-
sequent waves were excluded from the panel. In addition, several
standardized procedures were enforced to ensure long-time panel sta-
bility, including a personalized cover letter and data protection leaflet
before the first contact with an interviewer, an incentive of 10 euros (15
since wave 9) after the interview had been completed, and a thank-you
card, which was sent to all respondents after the first wave.

A refreshment sample was drawn at the start of wave 11. The goal of
the wave 11 refreshment was to increase the sample by 6000 anchor
respondents. The resulting refreshment sample was designed to re-
establish the original Pairfam design from wave 1. For wave 1, the
overall response rate was 37%, with a contact rate of 93% and a coop-
eration rate of 40%. Thereafter, the panel stability rate hovered around
70%. To maintain transparency and openness, the coding files are
available from the author upon request, and the data files are publicly
available (Briiderl et al., 2024).

2.2. Participants

The Pairfam sample includes three age cohorts. The present analyses
include respondents aged 18-50 who were classified as never-married
and single in both the current and immediately preceding survey
wave. Single respondents reported no current partnership during the
survey reference period.

For sexual satisfaction, the analytical sample includes 7070 obser-
vations from 2141 men and 4164 observations from 1458 women. For
sex frequency, there are 6554 observations from 1970 men and 4203
from 1435 women. The larger number of individuals than in (Park et al.,
2021; N = 1,282) reflects the use of all 14 waves, the wave-11
refreshment sample, and different sample and model requirements.
While Park et al. used waves 1-10, mixed never-married and divorced,
and required at least three single-year reports, the additional waves,
refreshment cohort, and different repeated-observation requirement
yielded a larger sample despite the present restriction to never-married
respondents. Observations were excluded only when respondents were
outside the age range, were not never-married singles in both adjacent
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waves, lacked a valid outcome or correlator value, or had missing model
covariates. Negative survey codes were treated as missing, and no
missing values were imputed.

2.3. Measures

The analyses include several socioeconomic and demographic vari-
ables based on previous findings (Aysan & Aysan, 2017; Koots-Ausmees
& Realo, 2015; Plouffe & Tremblay, 2017). They include age, years of
schooling, subjective health assessment (ranging from 1 - bad to 5 — very
good), employment, and the number of children, if any. Although po-
litical orientation is an important measure in this context (Fieder &
Huber, 2024; Vogl & Freese, 2020), no such variables exist in the
dataset. Sex is expected to play a significant role in the association be-
tween sexual activity and satisfaction and the level of relationship desire
as described above (Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 1997; Laumann et al.,
2006; Leal & Castilho, 1998; McNulty & Fisher, 2008; Moret et al.,
1998). Thus, the analyses distinguish between men and women.

The dependent variable in this paper is the level of relationship
desire, measured using the item “I would like to have a partner,” with
agreement ranging from 1 (“not at all”) to 5 (“absolutely”). This item has
been drawn from Pairfam's singlehood module rather than its sexuality
items and has been used in prior Pairfam-based studies as an indicator of
desire for a partner. Two independent variables are at the focus of this
paper. Sexual frequency is based on the number of times respondents
reported having intercourse in the three months preceding the survey
and is rated on a 0-7 scale ranging from O (I have never had sex) to 3
(2-3 times a month) to 7 (daily). Specifically, respondents without a
partner were asked, “How often have you had sexual intercourse on
average during the past three months?” This is while respondents with a
partner were asked, “How often have you had sexual intercourse with
your partner on average during the past three months?” The sexual
satisfaction variable was measured using a 0 (very dissatisfied) to 10
(very satisfied) scale and stems from the question: “How satisfied are
you with your sex life?”

2.4. Analysis

Descriptive statistics for the panel data are presented first. The pri-
mary analyses are sex-stratified individual fixed-effects regressions of
relationship desire, which focus on within-person variation and absorb
time-invariant individual characteristics. Corresponding sex-stratified
random-effects models are reported in the appendix, and pooled
random-effects models with sex interactions are reported in Table 4.

The primary analyses estimate individual fixed-effects models, which
remove all time-invariant person characteristics. Because sex does not
vary within individuals in most cases, sex moderation is evaluated in
pooled random-effects models. Separate fixed-effects models are also
reported for men and women.

Change was calculated only for successive waves. Fixed-effects esti-
mates use the within-person transformation, whereas the moderation
models use random-effects GLS (Kaufman, 2013). All estimations were
conducted using Stata version 18.1. Because b is an association between
prior-wave change and later-wave relationship desire, it should not be
treated as a change-on-change or strictly prospective causal effect. This
estimand differs from Park et al. (2021), whose within-person term
represented deviation from each respondent's own mean, and from
Kislev (2021), who modeled sexual satisfaction and activity as corre-
lators of voluntary singlehood.

3. Results

As the longitudinal design is the focus, Tables 1 and 2 present an
overview of the panel data characteristics, with participants separated
by sex.

However, the primary purpose of this study is to investigate whether

Evolution and Human Behavior 47 (2026) 106962

Table 1

Descriptive statistics: women aged 18 and above.
Variable Mean Std. Dev.
Age 26.69 7.95
Subjective health 3.64 1.03
Years of education 12.90 2.56
Employed 0.55 0.50
Number of children, if any 0.21 0.60
Sexual satisfaction 4.90 2.80
Sex frequency 1.57 1.48
Relationship desire 3.25 1.24

Source: Pairfam datasets.

Table 2

Descriptive statistics: men aged 18 and above.
Variable Mean Std. Dev.
Age 26.95 7.75
Subjective health 3.78 1.01
Years of education 12.35 2.48
Employed 0.61 0.49
Number of children, if any 0.07 0.36
Sexual satisfaction 4.57 2.76
Sex frequency 1.76 1.53
Relationship desire 3.48 1.13

Source: Pairfam datasets.

changes in sexual satisfaction and sex frequency are associated with
relationship desire. For this reason, Table 3 presents individual fixed-
effects regressions showing the association of changes in self-reported
sexual satisfaction and sex frequency over time on the levels of rela-
tionship desire, accounting for social and demographic characteristics.

Changes in sexual satisfaction were negatively associated with rela-
tionship desire for men (b = —0.024, p < .001) and women (b = —0.026,
p < .001). Thus, respondents reported lower relationship desire at ob-
servations when sexual satisfaction had increased since the preceding
wave. This supports H1 for both sexes. Fig. 1 presents the corresponding
descriptive pattern. The x-axis represents change in sexual satisfaction
between successive observations; points indicate bin means and error

Table 3
Individual fixed-effects regressions of relationship desire, aged 18 and above.

Relationship Desire Relationship Desire

Model 1 Model 2
Variable Men Women Men Women
Age 0.000 —0.012 0.006 —0.001
(0.004) (0.007) (0.005) (0.007)
Subjective health —0.028* —-0.023 —0.028 —0.024
(0.014) (0.020) (0.014) (0.019)
Years of education 0.046%*** 0.052** 0.053***  0.035*
(0.014) (0.017) (0.014) (0.016)
Employed —0.077* 0.059 —0.077* 0.114*
(0.033) (0.047) (0.033) (0.046)
Number of children, if any ~ 0.117 —0.190 0.059 —0.515%**
(0.127) (0.141) (0.136) (0.154)
A Sexual satisfaction —0.024%%** —0.026***
(0.004) (0.005)
A Sex frequency —0.008 0.006
(0.008) (0.011)
Constant 3.025%** 3.052%%* 2.754%%*  2,929%*
(0.184) (0.243) (0.183) (0.227)
N (observations) 7070 4164 6554 4203
N (individuals) 2141 1458 1970 1435
R? within 0.012 0.016 0.007 0.010
R? between 0.012 0.003 0.019 0.010
R? overall 0.013 0.007 0.017 0.008

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
Source: The Pairfam dataset.
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0.51

0.0

-0.54

-1.04

Mean Change in Relationship Desire from Previous Wave

Sex
Male

—e— Female

55 % 3 % 3¢

H 42 43 44 45 46

Change in Sexual Satisfaction from Previous Wave

Fig. 1. Descriptive plot, shown separately for men and women, range — 6 to + 6, age 18 and above.

Source: The Pairfam dataset.

bars show 95% confidence intervals.

The final two columns of Table 3 show that change in sex frequency
was not significantly associated with relationship desire among men (b
= —0.008, SE = 0.008, p > .05) or women (b = 0.006, SE = 0.011, p >
.05). H2 was therefore not supported: greater intercourse frequency was
not reliably associated with lower relationship desire in either sex.

Several covariates were associated with relationship desire.
Employment showed different coefficients across the sex-specific
models, and the pooled random-effects models indicated lower
average relationship desire among women than men. These secondary
associations are interpreted cautiously because they are not the primary
hypotheses. In addition, Fig. 2 presents an overview of the coefficient
plot, divided by sex.

Table 4 presents pooled random-effects moderation models. The
correlator labels were aligned with the model-specific sample sizes. For
sexual satisfaction (Model 2), the slope for men was negative (b =

—0.026, p < .001) and the interaction with sex was not significant (b =
—0.003, p > .05); the corresponding sex-specific fixed-effects estimates
were b = —0.024 for men and b = —0.026 for women, both p < .001. For
sex frequency (Model 1), the main slope was not significant (b = —0.012,
p > .05) and the interaction was positive (b = 0.028, p < .05), although
neither sex-specific fixed-effects slope was significant. Women reported
lower average relationship desire than men in both pooled models (b =
—0.180 and — 0.128, both p < .001).

Taken together, the negative association between change in sexual
satisfaction and relationship desire was similar for men and women. Sex
frequency showed no consistent association across the sex-specific fixed-
effects models, and its pooled interaction should be interpreted as
specification-dependent.

Model 1 Model 2
A Sex frequency * Men o * Men
<+ Women <+ Women
A Sexual satisfaction -
Number of children if any —_——
Employed —_—— —— — —
Years of education ——— -
Subjective health - e s
Age *>4q L
-03 -0.2 -0.1 0.0 01 03 -08 -0.6 -0.4 -0.2 0.0 0.2

Coefficient Estimate

Coefficient Estimate

Fig. 2. Coefficient Plot of Fixed-effects regressions of relationship desire, aged 18 and above.

Source: The Pairfam dataset.
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Table 4
Random-effects moderation regressions of relationship desire, aged 18 and
above.

Relationship Desire

Variable Model 1 Model 2
Age 0.015%** 0.014%***
(0.002) (0.002)
Subjective health —0.042%** —0.043%**
(0.010)
Years of education 0.027%**
(0.006)
Employed —0.011
(0.023) (0.023)
Number of children, if any —0.178%*** —0.126%**
(0.036) (0.033)
Sex (women) —0.180%** —0.128%**
(0.035) (0.035)
A Sex frequency —0.012
(0.008)
Womenx A Sex frequency 0.028*
(0.012)
A Sexual satisfaction —0.026%**
(0.004)
Womenx A Sexual satisfaction —0.003
(0.006)
Constant 2.813%** 2.913%%*
(0.089) (0.089)
N (observations) 10,757 11,234
N (individuals) 3405 3599
R? within 0.004 0.009
R? between 0.045 0.041
R? overall 0.027 0.032

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
Source: The Pairfam dataset.

4. Discussion

The present study examined whether recent within-person changes
in sexual satisfaction and intercourse frequency were associated with
relationship desire among never-married singles. Increases in sexual
satisfaction were associated with lower relationship desire, whereas
changes in intercourse frequency were not significantly associated with
relationship desire. By distinguishing changes from the preceding year's
observation from whether individuals are above or below their typical
level across observations, the present findings test the robustness of
previously reported within-person associations under an alternative
longitudinal specification and identify a potential boundary condition
for the association between intercourse frequency and relationship
desire.

The negative association between change in sexual satisfaction and
relationship desire converges with prior evidence (Kislev, 2021; Park
et al., 2021). Although the observational design does not establish
causal direction, sexual satisfaction outside committed relationships
may be linked to lower relationship motivation (Pham, 2017; Wade,
2017).

The satisfaction association did not differ significantly by sex.
Women nevertheless reported lower average relationship desire than
men in the pooled models, consistent with prior Pairfam evidence that
women more often describe singlehood as voluntary (Kislev, 2021). One
possibility is that this pattern partly reflects sex differences in mate
selectivity and the composition of the population that remains single.
From an evolutionary perspective, greater average female selectivity in
mate choice (Trivers, 1972) could make relationship formation more
contingent on the availability of sufficiently desirable partners. Women
who remain single may therefore include a relatively larger proportion
who prefer remaining single in the absence of suitable opportunities,
whereas single men may include a larger proportion who desire a rela-
tionship but have not formed one. This interpretation remains
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speculative, however, as the present analyses do not identify why in-
dividuals remain single or measure mate availability or selectivity.
Moreover, this is a between-person difference and should not be inter-
preted as a within-person effect of sex.

More broadly, sexual satisfaction may provide feedback about
whether current sexual arrangements are meeting an individual's needs.
Sexual Strategies Theory (Buss & Schmitt, 1993) and Strategic Pluralism
Theory (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000) offer one interpretation of this
association, but the present observational models do not directly iden-
tify an evolved mechanism.

The sex-frequency result differs from earlier findings (Kislev, 2021;
Park et al., 2021). Park et al. (2021) reported positive within-person and
between-person associations between sexual frequency and desire for a
partner. In the present sex-specific fixed-effects models, successive-wave
change in intercourse frequency was not significant.

Other studies and theories argue that emotional and physical factors
can incentivize entering into committed relationships (Apostolou et al.,
2019; Pepping et al., 2018; Twenge et al., 2017). When some of these
factors are addressed outside of relationships, singles may be less
incentivized to enter into a relationship and may show reduced levels of
wanting a partner.

The null sex-specific findings for intercourse frequency suggest that
the quantity of intercourse is a less consistent correlate of relationship
motivation than satisfaction with one's sex life. Sexual satisfaction is a
global evaluation and can remain high with little or no partnered in-
tercourse, including when needs are met through solitary sexual activ-
ity. This distinction may help explain why satisfaction and intercourse
frequency do not move together.

The discrepancy is best treated as a boundary condition. Kislev
(2021) examined voluntary singlehood as a correlator of sexual satis-
faction and activity, whereas Park et al. (2021) used a multilevel within-
between decomposition. The current analysis instead uses all 14 waves,
focuses on never-married singles, and estimates change since the
immediately preceding wave. These differences alter the estimand and
may account for the non-replication of the frequency association.

The difference from earlier frequency findings may reflect sample
composition, the additional waves, or the distinct within-person esti-
mand. It may also reflect reverse direction: people who want a partner
may date more actively and thereby have more opportunities for sex. To
wit, one possible explanation is that the direction of association between
sex frequency and relationship desire may sometimes run from partner-
seeking to sexual activity rather than the reverse. People who are
actively seeking a partner may also have greater motivation for intimacy
and closeness and may turn to one-night stands while remaining single.

A second possible explanation is that the same activities involved in
looking for a partner may also increase opportunities for casual sex.
While dating potential partners, some encounters may develop into
“hookup” dates (Brunell & Webster, 2013; Feingold, 1988; Wade, 2017).
In addition, even dates that evolve into more serious courtship may
increase sexual frequency as partners assess sexual compatibility
(McCabe & Collins, 1984; Willoughby et al., 2014).

Taken together, the findings suggest that sexual satisfaction is more
consistently associated with lower relationship desire than is sexual
frequency. Thus, while research has shown that many singles are
motivated to enter into relationships to obtain and maintain sexual
satisfaction (Park et al., 2021; Regan, 2016), this study documents a
possible alternative route in which singles find ways to increase their
sexual satisfaction outside of a relationship.

4.1. Limitations

The study presented here is not without limitations. First, the data in
this study comprise only participants from Germany. Some studies have
found geographical and cultural differences that may affect the associ-
ations reported herein (e.g., Gaymu et al., 2012). Future studies in this
field should include cross-national comparative analyses using data
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from countries that differ in their acceptance of and prevalence of living
without a partner (Adamczyk & Trepanowski, 2023; Dales & Kottmann,
2023; Zhu et al., 2022).

Second, the nature of the Pairfam data collection means that the
longitudinal analysis here includes only individuals who were single in
two consecutive time periods and thus excludes those whose relation-
ship status changed. In addition, the dataset may include individuals
who were single during both data-collection periods but were in
romantic relationships at some point between them. These subgroups
warrant future attention, particularly because the association of a
change in relationship status is often felt most strongly in the period
immediately after the change (Lucas, 2005; Lucas et al., 2003). Future
qualitative studies in this area will complement the findings of this study
and those of Lahad (2017), who emphasized viewing singlehood as a
temporal phenomenon. Yet, because the share of these cases is usually
low among the general singles population, the results here are expected
to remain valid.

Third, the change ends at one successive wave at which relationship
desire is measured. The design therefore establishes within-person
change, but not complete temporal precedence over the outcome. The
analysis also does not account for time since the previous relationship,
duration or quality of prior relationships, or the context of non-
committed sexual activity.

Fourth, intercourse frequency does not distinguish the number of
partners, relational context, or solitary sexual activity. Sexual satisfac-
tion may incorporate these experiences even when reported intercourse
frequency is zero. Future work should measure these components
separately.

Finally, the number of children remains a covariate rather than an
outcome. The sample includes adults as young as 18 and is not restricted
to completed fertility. Testing fertility consequences would require a
different prospective design that defines reproductive exposure, subse-
quent births, censoring, and an appropriate risk set. This is beyond the
relationship-motivation estimand of the present study but is an impor-
tant direction for future work.

4.2. Conclusion

The current study clarifies the conditions under which sexual expe-
riences are associated with relationship desire among singles. In both
men and women, increases in sexual satisfaction were associated with
lower relationship desire, and this association did not differ reliably by
sex. In contrast, changes in intercourse frequency showed no reliable
sex-specific fixed-effects association. The study therefore provides
convergent evidence for the negative association involving sexual
satisfaction while identifying a modeling and sample boundary for
conclusions about sexual frequency. These results are consistent with
the possibility that satisfying sexual experiences outside long-term pair-
bonding coincide with temporarily lower motivation for commitment,
but causal and mechanistic claims await designs that directly test tem-
poral ordering and alternative explanations.

Appendix Table Al. Random-effect GLS regressions of relationship desire, aged
18 and above.

Relationship Desire Relationship Desire

Model 1 Model 2
Variable Men Women Men Women
Age 0.017%%* 0.008* 0.017%** 0.011%**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004)
Subjective health —0.041***  —0.045** —0.040%*  —0.044**
(0.012) (0.017) (0.013) (0.017)
Years of education 0.030%** 0.022* 0.034%** 0.025*
(0.007) (0.010) (0.008) (0.010)
Employed —0.064* 0.081* —0.057* 0.130%**
(0.028) (0.039) (0.028) (0.038)

(continued on next column)
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(continued)
Relationship Desire Relationship Desire
Model 1 Model 2
Variable Men Women Men Women
Number of children, if any =~ —0.123* —0.109* —0.127* —0.198%**
(0.050) (0.047) (0.053) (0.052)
A Sexual Satisfaction —0.026%** —0.029%**
(0.004) (0.005)
A Sex frequency —0.012 0.017
(0.007) (0.010)
Constant 2.819%** 2.955%%%* 2.751%** 2.751%%*
(0.112) (0.146) (0.113) (0.141)
N (observations) 7070 4164 6554 4203
N (individuals) 2141 1458 1970 1435
R? within 0.006 0.005 0.011 0.009
R? between 0.038 0.039 0.029 0.047
R? overall 0.014 0.029 0.019 0.039

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001.
Source: The Pairfam dataset.
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