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Exploring the Roles of Actual and Perceived Discrepancy in Sexual Interest
N. Fischera, A. Štulhofer b, G. M. Haldc, A. Carvalheirad, and B. Træena

aDepartment of Psychology, University of Oslo; bDepartment of Sociology, University of Zagreb; cDepartment of Public Health, University of 
Copenhagen; dWilliam James Center for Research, ISPA, University Institute

ABSTRACT
Even though sexual activity frequently takes place with another person, research rarely focuses on how 
partners influence each other’s sexual lives. This study used the sexual dyad to compare the concept of 
actual versus perceived discrepancy in sexual interest and explored how each is related to older partnered 
individuals’ sexual satisfaction. Further, the study assessed the robustness of the association between 
sexual interest discrepancy and sexual satisfaction, if any, by controlling for emotional intimacy. The 
actor–partner interdependence model (APIM) using structural equation modeling (SEM) was applied to 
examine 677 heterosexual couples ages 60 to 75 in Norway, Denmark, Belgium, and Portugal. Although 
a couple’s actual discrepancy in sexual interest was not predictive of female and male partners’ sexual 
satisfaction, perceived discrepancy was negatively associated with sexual satisfaction in both partners 
after controlling for emotional intimacy. This indicates that the subjective feelings of being sexually 
dissimilar seem to be more important to sexual satisfaction than the actual mismatch among partners 
in older heterosexual couples. Moreover, the finding that emotional intimacy is linked with sexual 
satisfaction underscores the importance of a broader perspective on sexuality among older adults.

Conceptual definitions of sexual satisfaction are scarce. An assess-
ment of a layperson’s understanding of being sexually satisfied 
within heterosexual relationships defined it “as the emotional 
experience of frequent mutual sexual pleasure” (Pascoal et al., 
2014, p. 27). This definition stresses that partnered sexuality is 
a joint activity, involving desires, feelings, and pleasure as mutual 
experiences. Despite this, the majority of studies assess sexual 
health from an individualistic perspective (Mark & Leistner, 
2014). For example, an extensive amount of research based on 
individual-level data points to the prevalence of sexual desire 
problems in older individuals (Laumann et al., 2005; Mitchell 
et al., 2013; Waite et al., 2009). Loss of sexual desire appear to be 
especially prevalent among older women (Lindau & Gavrilova, 
2010; Waite et al., 2009). Contrary to an individualistic approach, 
it seems important to understand sexual desire problems within 
a couple context (Mark & Lasslo, 2018; Mark & Leistner, 2014). 
For instance, findings based on a self-selected online survey of 
U.S. adults aged 50 to 85 years showed a significant and positive 
association between individuals’ reports on wanting sex as much 
as their partner and sexual satisfaction (Gillespie, 2017a). 
Moreover, several theoretical conceptualizations about interper-
sonal processes—such as sexual desire discrepancy (Mark, 2015; 
Mark & Lasslo, 2018; Willoughby et al., 2014), little sexual syn-
chronicity (Gillespie, 2017a, 2017b), mismatched emphasis on sex 
(Orr et al., 2019), and perceived sexual incompatibility with part-
ner (Witting et al., 2008)—have all been negatively associated with 
important relationship aspects, such as sexual satisfaction, fre-
quency of sexual activity, relationship quality, relationship stabi-
lity, and couple conflict.

According to the sexual synchronicity model, both sexual 
frequency and sexual satisfaction among older men and 
women are affected by communication and three intertwined 
forms of sexual synchronicity/asynchronicity (Gillespie, 2017b; 
Gillespie et al., 2017). The first form, situational asynchroni-
city, refers to conditions outside of the couple’s relationship 
that disrupt the possibility for sexual activity (e.g., conflicting 
time schedules or health incapability). The second form, beha-
vioral asynchronicity, refers to partners being different in their 
sexual interests and behaviors, and the absence of sexual reci-
procity (e.g., one partner requesting but not giving oral sex). 
The third form, attitudinal asynchronicity, pertains to differ-
ences in sexual attitudes (e.g., the way partners evaluate the 
importance of sex in older age). Although initial evidence 
suggests a negative relationship between sexual desire discre-
pancy and sexual satisfaction (Mark, 2015), research exploring 
mismatches in sexual interest in older heterosexual couples is 
lacking. Our aim in this study was to focus on the interpersonal 
dynamics of sexual interest by exploring the links between two 
sexual discrepancy concepts (actual discrepancy in sexual 
interest within couples versus individuals’ perceived discre-
pancy in sexual interest) and sexual satisfaction in heterosexual 
couples aged 60 to 75 years.

Actual versus Perceived Discrepancy Concepts

A study among heterosexual dating couples with a mean age of 
20 years found that the perception of a discrepancy in sexual 
desire was negatively associated with both men’s and women’s 
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sexual satisfaction (Davies et al., 1999). In men, however, the study 
did not show a significant association between a couple’s actual 
desire discrepancy score (measured by a divergence between his 
and her reports of the level of sexual desire) and sexual satisfac-
tion. Furthermore, no significant association was found between 
the individual’s perception of desire discrepancy and the couple’s 
actual desire discrepancy score, which may indicate conceptual 
differences between the two measures. The possibility that there 
may be systematic differences in actual and perceived desire 
discrepancies complements the findings of three dyadic studies 
indicating perceptual biases in the estimation of a partner’s sexual 
desire, with men being particularly likely to underperceive their 
female partners’ level of desire in all three studies (Muise et al., 
2016). Women also significantly underperceived their partners’ 
sexual desire, but only in one of the three studies. Another study 
exploring the association between sexual satisfaction and actual 
versus perceived desire discrepancies among two samples of long- 
term couples (on average aged 30 to 40 years) found that greater 
perceived, but not actual, sexual desire discrepancy was negatively 
related to sexual satisfaction (Sutherland et al., 2015). A limitation 
of this study was that couples’ actual and perceived desire dis-
crepancies were assessed in separate samples and that different 
measures were used to assess the two concepts.

Emotional Intimacy in Aging Couples

Some studies suggest that sexual satisfaction and well-being in 
older women and men are not matters of quantity but quality 
(Forbes et al., 2017; Gillespie, 2017b; Lodge & Umberson, 2012; 
Ménard et al., 2015). For instance, research findings seem to 
indicate that, compared to penetrative intercourse, other types 
of intimate physical activities such as exchanging affection 
(kissing, cuddling, hugging, caressing) become more essential 
as a source of sexual satisfaction as people age (Clarke, 2006; 
Hinchliff & Gott, 2004; Hinchliff et al., 2018; Sandberg, 2013). 
In addition, emotional intimacy, defined as “a perception of 
closeness to another that is conducive to the sharing of perso-
nal feelings, accompanied by expectations of understanding, 
affirmation, and demonstrations of caring” (Sinclair & Dowdy, 
2006, p. 194), seems to be associated with what is perceived as 
“good sex.” For example, a qualitative study investigating facil-
itators of “optimal” sexuality in older age indicated a strong 
link between relationship quality (closeness, emotional inti-
macy, trust, feelings of love, caring for each other, and com-
munication) and “optimal sexual experiences” (Ménard et al., 
2015, p. 87). It is interesting that while a growing number of 
qualitative approaches point to the importance of emotional 
and sexual intimacy in older ages (Clarke, 2006; Hinchliff & 
Gott, 2004; Hinchliff et al., 2018; Lodge & Umberson, 2012; 
Ménard et al., 2015; Sandberg, 2013), quantitative studies 
exploring the relationship between emotional intimacy and 
sexual satisfaction in older heterosexual couples are lacking.

Aims

Four considerable gaps in the research literature can be 
observed. First, despite the fact that sexual relations are inher-
ently dualistic (Byers & Rehman, 2014; De Jong & Reis, 2014), 
few studies have used dyadic approaches to explore sexual 

satisfaction, particularly in older adults (Muise et al., 2018; 
Štulhofer et al., 2020). This is regrettable, as recent evidence 
demonstrates how dynamics within couples can promote rela-
tionship quality and sexual satisfaction in midlife and older 
couples (Fisher et al., 2015; Orr et al., 2019). Second, despite 
the fact that initial research points to the significance of emo-
tional intimacy and physical affection later in life (Clarke, 2006; 
Lodge & Umberson, 2012; Sandberg, 2013), scant attention has 
been directed to the dynamics of older couples’ sexuality and 
their perceived emotional support. The third gap in the litera-
ture concerns the lack of an interpersonal perspective on sexual 
interest (Dewitte et al., 2020; Mark, 2015). For instance, while it 
is common to explore the lack of sexual interest in older 
individuals (Laumann et al., 2005; Mitchell et al., 2013), under-
standing an individual’s sexual interest relative to their partner’s 
sexual interest seems highly understudied in aging couples. A 
fourth gap in the literature concerns inconsistencies on how to 
conceptualize sexual discrepancy concepts (Mark, 2012, 2015). 
Preliminary studies point to conceptual and empirical differ-
ences between actual and perceived desire discrepancy (Davies 
et al., 1999; Sutherland et al., 2015). However, to the best of our 
knowledge, no studies have explored these concepts in older 
heterosexual couples.

Based on these four literature gaps and building on a recent 
exploration of the mechanisms underlying the association 
between perceived discrepancy in sexual interest and sexual satis-
faction among older heterosexual partnered adults (Fischer et al., 
2020), the present study aimed to (1) examine how discrepancies 
among partners’ self-reported sexual interest score compare to 
a person’s perceived discrepancy by applying similar methodolo-
gies within the same sample; (2) assess if and how each concept is 
related to sexual satisfaction in older heterosexual couples using 
dyadic analysis; and (3) explore the robustness of the associations 
between sexual interest discrepancy and sexual satisfaction by 
controlling for perceived emotional intimacy. The theoretically 
expected associations of the dyadic model are depicted in Figure 1.

Using dyadic data collected from European heterosexual 
couples aged 60 to 75 years, the study addressed three specific 
research questions: 

RQ1: Is there a significant difference between perceived dis-
crepancy in sexual interest and actual discrepancy in sexual 
interest within the couple?

RQ2: What are the associations between actual and perceived 
discrepancy in sexual interest and sexual satisfaction in older 
couples?

RQ3: Finally, does controlling for perceived emotional inti-
macy change the associations between actual and perceived 
discrepancy and sexual satisfaction, if any?

Method

Procedure
Data for this multinational survey on healthy sexual aging were 
collected in late 2016 and early 2017. Using probability-based 
sampling, the international polling organization Ipsos recruited 
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3,816 individuals aged 60 to 75 years from Norway, Denmark, 
Belgium, and Portugal. In keeping with the working definition of 
“older age” used by the World Health Organization (WHO) and 
the United Nations (UN), the inclusion criteria for both partners 
was defined as being at least 60 years old (WHO, 2001). Due to 
concerns for falling response rates and the uncertainty of 
whether decreasing cognitive skills would impede participation 
in respondents who were older than age 75, the upper age limit 
was set at 75 years. Potential subjects were contacted by phone 
using the national phone registries in Norway, Denmark, and 
Belgium. Due to the absence of an updated and complete 
national phone registry, multistage stratified sampling was 
implemented in Portugal. Individuals who confirmed their par-
ticipation during the telephone recruitment interview received 
a 200-item postal/mail questionnaire with a prepaid return 
envelope. The rates of those who actually returned the completed 
and approved questionnaire after having confirmed their parti-
cipation during the recruitment interview were 68% in Norway, 
57% in Belgium, 52% in Denmark, and 26% in Portugal. For 
a more detailed description of the sample and the recruitment 
process, see Træen et al. (2019).

In addition to recruiting individual participants, we aimed 
to collect data from both members of a couple. The objective 
was to recruit at least 100 couples in each country within the 
targeted age range of 60 to 75 years. During the telephone 
recruitment interview, Ipsos asked the prospective participant 
whether he or she lived with a partner, and if they could talk to 
this partner. In cases where the partner was at home, Ipsos 
continued the interview with the partner (reciting all recruit-
ment text). If the partner was not available, Ipsos asked for the 
partner’s name and telephone number, as well as the best time 
to call. Sampled couples were asked to fill out the questionnaire 
in private and submit it separately. In the current study, all 
analyses were based on this dyadic subsample of 677 hetero-
sexual couples (218 from Norway, 207 from Denmark, 135 
from Belgium, and 117 from Portugal). The project team had 
no information about the percentages of partners who refused, 
could not be reached, or did not complete the recruitment 
process.

Questionnaire
The survey contained approximately 200 items covering ques-
tions on participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, physical 

and mental health, lifestyle, satisfaction with life, body image, 
relationship factors, sexual behavior, sexual attitudes, sexual 
function, and sexual satisfaction, with most of the indicators 
being used in previous sex surveys (Træen et al., 2019). 
Questions were initially written in English and thereafter trans-
lated—applying translation and back-translation procedures— 
into the countries’ respective languages (Norwegian, Danish, 
Dutch/French, and Portuguese) by native speakers on the pro-
ject’s research team and staff from Ipsos.

Measures
The main components of the proposed model were sexual 
satisfaction, actual discrepancy in sexual interest (defined as 
actual differences in self-reported sexual interest among part-
ners), perceived discrepancy in sexual interest (defined as 
a person’s own sexual interest compared to the perception of 
his or her partner’s sexual interest), and emotional intimacy 
(see Appendix A for wording and construction of all items).

Sexual Satisfaction. Two single-item indicators assessed sex-
ual satisfaction. One item assessed participants’ satisfaction 
with their sexual life in the past year on a 5-point scale 
(1 = Completely dissatisfied, 5 = Completely satisfied), and one 
asked participants to assess how satisfied they were with their 
current level of sexual activity on a 5-point scale (1 = Very 
satisfied, 5 = Very dissatisfied). Scores from the latter item were 
reverse-recoded, so higher scores denoted higher sexual satis-
faction. The indicator demonstrated a satisfactory internal 
consistency reliability in our dyadic sample (coefficient α =.90).

Actual Discrepancy in Sexual Interest. All participants were 
asked to indicate their sexual interest (i.e., “I am not interested 
in sex”) while having their regular partner or spouse in mind. 
The item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly agree, 
5 = Strongly disagree), where higher scores denoted greater 
interest in sex. To assess the actual discrepancy in sexual 
interest within couples, we computed the difference between 
each partner’s score (the absolute value of the male partner’s 
interest in sex subtracted from the absolute value of the female 
partner’s interest in sex). Difference scores ranged from 0 (no 
actual difference in partners’ sexual interest) to 4, with higher 
scores indicating greater discrepancy in sexual interest within 
a couple. Since both members of each couple had the same 

Figure 1. The actor–partner interdependence model (APIM) schematically illustrating the association between discrepancy in sexual interest (actual and perceived) and 
each partner’s sexual satisfaction, statistically controlling for age and country affiliation. Perceived emotional intimacy was used as an additional control in the second 
path-analytic APIM (control variables and covariances are not depicted in the conceptual model).
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discrepancy score, the new construct is a dyad-level indicator 
(Kenny et al., 2006).

Perceived Discrepancy in Sexual Interest. To assess perceived 
discrepancy in sexual interest, we computed the absolute dif-
ference between a participant’s own sexual interest (i.e., “I am 
not interested in sex”) and the participant’s perception of his or 
her partner’s sexual interest (i.e., “My partner has no interest in 
sex”). Both items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = Strongly agree, 5 = Strongly disagree) (Fischer et al., 
2020). Perceived discrepancy scores ranged from 0 to 4, with 
0 indicating no mismatch between the partners’ interest in sex; 
the higher the score, the greater the perceived discrepancy in 
sexual interest.

Emotional Intimacy. Adopted from Sinclair and Dowdy 
(2006), the validated five-item Emotional Intimacy Scale 
assessed a person’s perceived emotional support in his or her 
closest relationship (e.g., “My thoughts and feelings are under-
stood and affirmed by this person”). All items were measured 
on a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly agree, 5 = Strongly disagree) and 
were reverse-scored, so higher scores reflect higher emotional 
intimacy. The scale had excellent internal consistency reliabil-
ity in the dyadic sample (coefficient α = .90).

Statistical Analysis
We used the actor–partner interdependence model (APIM; 
Kenny et al., 2006) to examine intimate partners’ influence 
on each other’s sexual satisfaction. One advantage of APIM is 
that it enables the estimation of individuals’ sexual satisfaction, 
taking into account both intrapersonal (actor) effects and 
interpersonal (partner) effects. In the current study, actor 
effects refer to how an individual’s perceived discrepancy in 
sexual interest influences his or her own sexual satisfaction, 
while partner effects refer to how the individual’s perceived 
discrepancy in sexual interest influences his or her partner’s 
sexual satisfaction (Figure 1) (Cook & Kenny, 2005; Kenny 
et al., 2006). Because actual discrepancy in sexual interest is 
a dyad-level variable—in other words, both partners have the 
same discrepancy score—the distinction between actor and 
partner effects is not feasible here. Perceived emotional inti-
macy was used as a control in the second path analytic APIM. 
All analyses controlled for age and country of residence (three 
dummy variables, with Norway as a reference category, were 
used).

Actor and partner effects were estimated using a structural 
equation modeling (SEM) approach (Kenny et al., 2006). 
Model fit was evaluated using the comparative fit index (CFI; 
values ≥ 0.95 represent good fit) (Hu & Bentler, 1998; Kenny 
et al., 2006), and the root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA; values ≤ 0.08 indicate acceptable fit and ≤ 0.05 
indicate good fit) (Byrne, 2016). Due to the size of our sample 
(677 dyads), the model’s chi-square value was expected to be 
significant regardless of actual fit (Kenny et al., 2006). To 
handle missing values, we applied the full information max-
imum likelihood (FIML) method (Graham, 2012). Except for 
descriptive and bivariate analyses, which were carried out in 
SPSS 25.0, all statistical analyses were conducted in IBM 
AMOS, Version 25.0 (Arbuckle, 2017).

Results

Sample Characteristics
On average, male partners were older than female partners 
(Mmen = 68.0, SD = 4.04; Mwomen = 66.1, SD = 3.92, t 
(676) = 15.24, p < .001; η2 = .26) (Table 1). Most couples 
reported either secondary (40% of men and 42% of women) 
or tertiary/college education (lower to higher university level) 
(39% of men and 37% of women). The majority of partners 
were retired (79% of men, 70% of women) and living in a small 
town or rural area (37% and 29%, respectively). The vast 
majority of the couples had been in the relationship for 
30 years or more (81%). With regard to the level of sexual 
activity (sexual intercourse, masturbation, petting, or fondling) 
in the past year, the vast majority reported that they had been 
sexually active (89% of men and 87% of women), with almost 
all participants reporting that their most recent sexual partner 
had been their spouse (99%). Because all recruited couples were 
heterosexual, all dyad members could be distinguished/differ-
entiated from each other by sex (Kenny et al., 2006).

Female partners reported being more sexually satisfied than 
their male partners, t(668) = −3.65, p < .001, η2 = .02 (Table 2). No 
significant difference in reported levels of emotional intimacy was 
found between male and female partners. Actual discrepancy in 
sexual interest was observed in 56% of the couples. A discrepancy 
between how an individual’s sexual interest compared to his or 
her partner’s perceived sexual interest was observed in 38% of the 
male partners and 31% of the female partners.

The strongest within-couple correlation was found between 
male and female sexual satisfaction (r = .53, p < .001), while the 
weakest association was observed between male and female 
perceived discrepancy in sexual interest (r = .27, p < .001).

Table 1. Individual and relational characteristics of couples, aged 60 to 75 years, 
from four European countries (n = 677 dyads).

Male Partner Female Partner
n (%)

Age groups
60–65 204 (30.1) 309 (45.6)
66–70 260 (38.4) 259 (38.3)
71–75 213 (31.5) 109 (16.1)

Level of education
Primary 140 (20.8) 142 (21.1)
Secondary 271 (40.2) 284 (42.1)
Tertiary 263 (39.0) 248 (36.8)

Employment
In paid work 131 (19.4) 134 (19.8)
Retired 534 (78.9) 471 (69.6)

Place of residence
Rural 191 (28.6)
Small town 248 (37.2)
Medium-sized city 92 (13.8)
Suburb of a large city 64 (9.6)
Central large city 72 (10.8)

Relationship length
≤ 1 year 41 (6.5)
2–9 years 16 (2.5)
10–29 years 65 (10.4)
≥ 30 years 506 (80.6)

Sexually active in the past yeara

Yes 574 (89.0) 541 (86.7)
No 71 (11.0) 83 (13.3)

Recent sexual partner
Spouse 581 (99.0) 573 (98.8)
Not spouse/won’t say 6 (1.0) 7 (1.2)

aIncluding sexual intercourse, masturbation, petting, or fondling.
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Comparison of Actual versus Perceived Discrepancy
To test for group differences in the discrepancy concepts 
(research question 1), a paired-sample t test was conducted 
(Table 3). Couples’ actual discrepancy in sexual interest was 
significantly higher than both male (p < .001) and female 
partners’ perceived discrepancy interest in sex (p < .001). No 
significant difference between male and female partners’ per-
ceived discrepancy was found (p < .059).

Actor and Partner Effects
The results of path-analytic APIM analysis (Models 1 and 2) are 
presented in Table 4. Both models were a good fit to the data 
(Model 1: χ2

(15) = 18.10, CFI = .999; RMSEA = .017, 90% con-
fidence interval [CI] = [.000–.042]; Model 2: χ2

(144) = 415.26, 
CFI = .961; RMSEA = .053, 90% CI = [.047–.059]).

To answer research question 2, we assessed the associations 
between actual and perceived discrepancy in sexual interest and 
sexual satisfaction while controlling for age and country 
(Model 1). Three patterns in the findings emerged. First, the 
greater the discrepancy in sexual interest that partnered women 
and men perceived, the lower their reported sexual satisfaction 
(actor effects). Second, male partners’ perceived discrepancy in 
sexual interest was negatively related to their female partners’ 
sexual satisfaction; the greater the male partner’s perceived dis-
crepancy, the lower the female partner’s sexual satisfaction (part-
ner effect). Third, actual discrepancy in sexual interest was 
unrelated to sexual satisfaction in both partners.

Concerning research question 3, we found that, when con-
trolling for age, country, and emotional intimacy (Model 2), 
the pattern of relationships between discrepancy in sexual 
interest (actual and perceived) and sexual satisfaction did not 
substantially change. In addition, we observed a positive asso-
ciation between emotional intimacy and reported sexual satis-
faction, but only as actor (and not partner) effects; that is, the 
more emotional intimacy partnered men and women per-
ceived, the greater their own sexual satisfaction.

Considering the other control variables, country of residence 
was not significantly associated with either male or female part-
ner’s sexual satisfaction. Age, which was used as another control 
variable, was negatively related to male sexual satisfaction 
(b = −.03; p < .05) but positively related to female sexual satisfac-
tion (b = .02; p < .05). Overall, APIM explained 25% of the 
variance in female and 26% of variance in male sexual 
satisfaction.

Discussion

Compared to other couple-related research (e.g., studies of 
romantic relationships), the implementation of dyadic 
approaches in sexual satisfaction research is limited (Byers & 
Rehman, 2014; Muise et al., 2018). In the current study, 
a dyadic sample of heterosexual adults was used to investigate 
actual versus perceived discrepancy in sexual interest and to 
explore their role in older couples’ sexual satisfaction. We 
found that while a couple’s actual discrepancy in sexual interest 
did not predict individual sexual satisfaction, perceived discre-
pancy was negatively associated with sexual satisfaction in both 
men and women. In addition, reported emotional intimacy was 
positively related to sexual satisfaction, but only as actor (and 
not partner) effects.

Concerning research question 1, exploring the differences 
between actual and perceived discrepancy in sexual interest, we 
found that actual discrepancy in sexual interest within couples 
was significantly higher than individually perceived discrepan-
cies in sexual interest. This finding is similar to that of Davies 
et al. (1999), who found a higher prevalence of couples’ actual 
desire discrepancy than the individuals’ perception of desire 

Table 2. Overview of the studied variables: Means, standard deviations, frequencies, and percentages (n = 677 dyads).

Male Partner Female Partner

M (SD)/n (%) Gender Difference Within-Couple Correlation

Sexual satisfactiona 3.4 (1.0) 3.6 (.95) *** .53***
Emotional intimacyb 4.3 (.64) 4.3 (.69) n.s. .44***
Actual discrepancy in sexual interestc

None 251 (44.3%)
1-unit discrepancy 213 (37.6%)
2-unit discrepancy 65 (11.5%)
3-unit discrepancy or more 38 (6.7%)

Perceived discrepancy in sexual interest n.s. .27***
None 380 (62.1%) 410 (69.0%)
1-unit discrepancy 132 (21.6%) 112 (18.9%)
2-unit discrepancy 71 (11.6%) 40 (6.7%)
3-unit discrepancy or more 29 (4.7%) 32 (5.4%)

Note. Dyadic sample size varies somewhat across analyses due to missing data. Gender difference = paired two-tailed t test. Within-couple correlation = Pearson’s r. 
aSexual satisfaction values range from 1 to 5. 
bEmotional intimacy values range from 1 to 5. 
cDyad-level variable, thus both members of the couple have the same score. 
***p > .001; n.s. = not significant.

Table 3. Bivariate analyses: Differences in discrepancy in sexual interest in older 
heterosexual couples.

M SD t df pa η2

Actual discrepancy within couples .83 .96 −5.37 .562 < .001 .05
Perceived discrepancy in male partners .60 .93
Actual discrepancy within couples .83 .96 −9.20 .559 < .001 .13
Perceived discrepancy in female partners .51 .91
Perceived discrepancy in male partners .60 .94 1.89 .555 .059 .01
Perceived discrepancy in female partners .51 .92

Note. Dyadic sample size varies somewhat across analyses due to missing data. 
aP values derived from paired two-tailed t test.
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discrepancy. One possible explanation for why older adults 
perceive less within-couple differences in sexual interest may 
be due to the unintentional use of heuristic shortcuts, where 
the individual uses personal characteristics/preferences as 
a point of reference when assessing their partners’ characteris-
tics/preferences (Davis et al., 1986; Schul & Vinokur, 2000). For 
instance, in three dyadic studies that sampled established cou-
ples, Muise et al. (2016) found that individuals were inclined to 
project their own level of sexual desire onto their intimate 
partner––assuming similarity between their own levels of sexual 
desire and the levels of sexual desire of their partners. Despite the 
possibility that projection may lead to biased judgments (Schul 
& Vinokur, 2000), assumed similarity, such as perceived sexual 
compatibility, has been found to increase the likelihood of being 
sexually satisfied (Mark et al., 2013; Offman & Matheson, 2005). 
Moreover, it has recently been suggested that individuals’ sexual 
satisfaction may be a result of motivated cognitions strategies 
(De Jong & Reis, 2014). Specifically, according to De Jong and 
Reis, individuals are motivated to overperceive sexual similarity 
as a strategy to reduce vulnerability in their sexual relationship–– 
thereby promoting positive feelings of security, safety, intimacy, 
and sexual satisfaction. Motivational cognition strategies may 
also explain why the average levels of perceived discrepancy in 
sexual interest were generally low in our sample.

In exploring the association between actual and perceived 
discrepancies in sexual interest and sexual satisfaction 
(research question 2), it was found that as older adults perceive 
a greater discrepancy between their own and their partners’ 
interest in sex, they tend to report lower sexual satisfaction. 
This finding is consistent with previous research, suggesting 
a negative link between perceived desire discrepancy and sex-
ual satisfaction in several samples of partnered adults (Bridges 
& Horne, 2007; Davies et al., 1999; Fischer et al., 2020; 
Gillespie, 2017a; Sutherland et al., 2015). Moreover, it is con-
sistent with Gillespie’s (2017b) model of sexual synchronicity, 
where feeling “out of sync” (p. 453) can lead to lower sexual 
satisfaction in aging men and women. Interestingly, actual 
mismatch in partners’ sexual interest did not predict their 
sexual satisfaction levels. This suggests that perceptions may 
be more important than reality––a finding which has also been 
evident in other research areas (Cohen et al., 2012; Hinnekens 
et al., 2020; Mark et al., 2013; Montoya et al., 2008; Murray 
et al., 2002). This means that the subjective feelings of being 
sexually similar/dissimilar seem to be more important to sexual 
and/or relationship satisfaction than a couple’s actual sexual 

(mis)match (De Jong & Reis, 2014; Mark et al., 2013). Our 
findings strongly support conceptual, methodological, and 
empirical distinctions between perceived and actual sexual 
interest and/or desire (Davies et al., 1999; Sutherland et al., 
2015).

In addition to the aforementioned actor effects, we found 
one gender-specific partner effect. Men’s perceived discrepancy 
in sexual interest significantly contributed to their female part-
ners’ sexual satisfaction. One possible explanation may be that 
the male partner’s perceived discrepancy in sexual interest 
elicits feelings of pressure or sexual obligation, which in turn 
decreases the female partner’s sexual satisfaction. For instance, 
both partner conflicts due to sexual desire discrepancies and 
feelings of obligation to meet partners’ sexual desires are com-
mon among older women (Hartmann et al., 2004).

Regarding research question 3, we found that controlling for 
emotional intimacy did not change the pattern of significant/ 
nonsignificant relationships between discrepancy in sexual 
interest (actual and perceived) and sexual satisfaction in 
aging couples. In addition, we found positive associations 
between individuals’ emotional intimacy and older adults’ sex-
ual satisfaction. These findings are similar to those of earlier 
studies where emotional intimacy was found to be associated 
with sexual satisfaction (Štulhofer et al., 2014).

Strengths and Limitations
The strengths of the current research include a dyadic 
approach to the examination of processes of mutual influence 
in older couples’ sex lives and a statistical, high-powered, large- 
scale sample. However, several limitations need to be acknowl-
edged. First, it should be noted that actual discrepancy in 
sexual interest, although different from the measure of per-
ceived discrepancy, is not an objective measure. It is likely that 
individuals use different benchmarks when they evaluate their 
levels of sexual interest. This means that two partners may in 
fact have the same level of sexual interest but report different 
scores (or vice versa) due to specific personal benchmarks. We 
acknowledge that calculating actual discrepancy in sexual 
interest through an item measuring each partner’s agreement 
with the statement “I’m not interested in sex” may cause 
variability in how partners interpret the item and may encou-
rage misinterpretations of the finding (Schick et al., 2014). To 
address this limitation, we suggest that future studies build 
their discrepancy measures on components assessing not the 
degree but the absolute frequency of each partners’ sexual 

Table 4. Relationships between actual and perceived discrepancy in sexual interest and sexual satisfaction in older couples from four European countries.

Male Partners’ 
Sexual Satisfaction

Female Partners’ 
Sexual Satisfaction

b (SE) b (SE)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Male perceived discrepancy in sexual interest AE –.36*** (.04) –.28*** (.05) PE –.12** (.04) –.10* (.04)
Female perceived discrepancy in sexual interest PE –.04 (.05) .00 (.05) AE –.21*** (.05) –.17*** (.05)
Actual discrepancy in sexual interesta –.03 (.05) –.05 (.05) –.07 (.05) –.06 (.05)
Male emotional intimacy AE .33*** (.07) PE .06 (.06)
Female emotional intimacy PE .10 (.06) AE .27*** (.06)

Note. Model 1: Controlling for country and age. Model 2: Controlling for country, age, and perceived emotional intimacy (path-analytic actor–partner interdependence 
model). Norway is reference category; b = unstandardized path coefficients; SE = standard error; AE = actor effect; PE = partner effect. 

aDyad-level variable; thus, both members of the couple have the same score. 
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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interest (e.g., “Thinking about the past month, how often have 
you been interested in engaging in some kind of sexual activity 
with your partner?”; with response options from 1 = Not at all 
to 7 = Many times a day). Further, it is important to note that 
although we found that couples differed in their actual and 
perceived levels of sexual interest, the means of the reported 
discrepancies were fairly small. It is likely that couples with 
major desire discrepancies may not have wanted to participate 
in a study on sexual health, or that those couples already have 
dissolved their relationships and thus were no longer accessible 
for recruitment (Fisher et al., 2015; Heiman et al., 2011). 
Although individual data were collected in national probabil-
ity-based samples of adults’ aged 60 to 75 years in Norway, 
Denmark, Belgium, and Portugal, the sampling procedure of 
the dyadic subsample did not ensure that our findings are 
representative of the respective European populations at that 
age. It is likely that more liberal and sexually positive older 
couples are overrepresented in the sample (Bogaert, 1996; 
Dunne et al., 1997; Strassberg & Lowe, 1995). Exactly how 
this sampling bias has affected our findings is not clear, but it 
may limit the generalizability of results. In addition, we were 
unable to recruit nonheterosexual couples, so this study’s find-
ings cannot be extended to older same-sex couples.

Another limitation pertains to the use of single-item mea-
sures to assess sexual satisfaction. We acknowledge that the 
psychometric properties of multiple-item scales may outweigh 
those of a single-item measure. However, comparable one-item 
measures of sexual satisfaction have been used in many large- 
scale national surveys (Corona et al., 2010; Field et al., 2013; 
Heiman et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2016). Further, there is evidence 
that single-item measures of sexual satisfaction demonstrate 
convergent validity with several sexual satisfaction scales (Mark 
et al., 2014; Štulhofer et al., 2010). In addition, Mark et al. (2014) 
found support for convergent validity by assessing the associa-
tion between a single-item measure of sexual satisfaction and 
participants’ relationship satisfaction. Following Mark et al. 
(2014), we correlated the additive indicator of sexual satisfaction 
with participants’ relationship satisfaction and found significant 
positive associations between the two theoretically related con-
cepts (rmen = .36, p < .001; rwomen = .40, p < .001). Next, it was 
originally planned to select countries that would reflect different 
geographical regions in Europe (south, north, east, and west), 
which we assumed would differ in their sexual cultures. Owing 
to financial constraints and problems finding research associates 
from Eastern Europe, the selected countries (Norway, Denmark, 
Belgium, and Portugal) rather represent the national affiliation 
of the final project team (Štulhofer et al., 2019). Finally, given the 
cross-sectional design of our study, the direction of paths 
between emotional intimacy, actual and perceived discrepancy 
in sexual interest, and sexual satisfaction could not be estab-
lished. Consequently, the terms actor and partner “effects” were 
used in a methodological, not causal, sense. Longitudinal dyadic 
studies would be needed to explore the direction of these 
associations.

Conclusion

Previous research on sexual desire discrepancy suggested 
several important conceptual and methodological points: (1) 

the construct should be explored in both short-term and 
long-term relationships and (2) the construct should be care-
fully specified to minimize inconsistent findings (Davies et al., 
1999; Mark, 2012, 2015; Sutherland et al., 2015). The current 
study’s findings provide evidence supporting the need to 
differentiate between actual and perceived discrepancy in 
sexual interest/desire. We found that only perceived discre-
pancy in sexual interest predicted sexual satisfaction in older 
couples (Davies et al., 1999; Sutherland et al., 2015). In addi-
tion, the finding that emotional intimacy was important for 
sexual satisfaction in older heterosexual couples adds to an 
emerging body of literature concerning diverse, intimate, and 
erotically flexible pathways to healthy sexual aging (Clarke, 
2006; Hinchliff et al., 2018; Müller et al., 2014; Sandberg, 
2013; Štulhofer et al., 2020).
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Appendix A. Wording and construction of the variables used in the actor–partner interdependence model.

Survey Variables Item Wording Response Scale

Sexual satisfaction Thinking about your sex life in the last year: All things considered, how satisfied are you with 
your sexual life?

1 = Completely dissatisfied 
2 = Dissatisfied 
3 = Neither satisfied nor 

dissatisfied 
4 = Satisfied 
5 = Completely satisfied

How satisfied are you with the current level of sexual activity in your life, in a general way?a 1 = Very satisfied 
2 = Rather satisfied 
3 = Neither satisfied nor 

dissatisfied 
4 = Rather dissatisfied 
5 = Very dissatisfied

Emotional intimacy scale Please indicate how much you agree with each of the following statements with your regular 
partner or spouse in mind:a

● This person completely accepts me as I am.
● I can share my deepest thoughts and feelings with this person.
● This person cares deeply for me.
● This person would willingly help me in any way.
● My thoughts and feelings are understood and affirmed by this person.

1 = Strongly agree 
2 = Agree 
3 = Neither agree nor disagree 
4 = Disagree 
5 = Strongly disagree

Sexual interest Please indicate how much you agree with each of the following statements with your regular 
partner or spouse in mind:

● I am not interested in sex.b

● My partner has no interest in sex.c

1 = Strongly agree 
2 = Agree 
3 = Neither agree nor disagree 
4 = Disagree 
5 = Strongly disagree

Discrepancy Variables Item Construction Scale Range

Actual discrepancy in sexual 
interest

Absolute score of male’s sexual interestb subtracted from absolute score of female’s sexual 
interestb

0 = No discrepancy in sexual 
interest 

1 = One-unit discrepancy in sexual 
interest 

2 = Two-unit discrepancy in sexual 
interest 

3 = Three-unit discrepancy in 
sexual interest 

4 = Four-unit discrepancy in sexual 
interest

Perceived discrepancy in 
sexual interest

Absolute score of own interest in sexb subtracted from absolute score of perceived partner’s 
interest in sexc

0 = No discrepancy in sexual 
interest 

1 = One-unit discrepancy in sexual 
interest 

2 = Two-unit discrepancy in sexual 
interest 

3 = Three-unit discrepancy in 
sexual interest 

4 = Four-unit discrepancy in sexual 
interest

aScores are reverse-coded. 
bPersonal interest in sex. 
cPerception of partner’s interest in sex.
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