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Abstract

Previous studies found important associations between body image, sexual satisfaction, and
perceived romantic relationship quality, but mainly focused on one individual’s perceptions
rather than both partners. In order to take the interdependency of romantic partners into
account, the present study examined these associations in romantic couples with a dyadic
approach. In a cross-sectional design, 151 Dutch heterosexual couples completed an online
survey measuring body image, sexual satisfaction, and perceived relationship quality.
Hypotheses were tested using the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM) and an
APIM extended with a mediator (APIMeM), with couple members’ body image as predictors,
couple members’ sexual satisfaction as mediators, and couple members’ relationship quality
as outcomes. Results indicated that within individuals, a more positive body image was
linked to higher perceived romantic relationship quality through greater sexual satisfaction.
No gender differences were found, implying that body image and sexual satisfaction are
equally strongly associated with perceived relationship quality in women and men. Results
revealed no associations of an individual’s body image and sexual satisfaction with the
partner’s perceived relationship quality. These findings implicate that interventions focusing
on developing and maintaining a positive body image may be helpful in building on a more
satisfying sex life and higher perceived relationship quality.

Keywords: body image, sexual satisfaction, perceived relationship quality, romantic

couples, dyadic approach
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Relationships between Body Image, Sexual Satisfaction, and Relationship Quality in
Romantic Couples.

In adulthood, romantic relationships are among the most important relationships in an
individual’s life. Individuals whose relationship is high in quality typically experience
satisfaction, commitment, intimacy, trust, passion, and love (Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas,
2000). Since sexuality is a key component of many romantic relationships (Muise, Kim,
McNulty, & Impett, 2016), it is not surprising that a couple’s sexual experiences can be
linked to the perceived quality of their romantic relationship.

Theoretical perspectives on social exchange provide a framework from which
sexuality in romantic relationships can be understood (Byers & Wang, 2004). For example,
interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) proposes that
perceived relationship quality is predicted by relational outcomes, comparison levels, and
comparison level of alternatives. Relational outcomes are the perceived ratio of rewards (i.e.,
exchanges experienced as pleasant and gratifying) and costs (i.e., exchanges that demand
effort or negative experiences) within the relationship and the comparison level represents
what rewards and costs an individual expects from the relationship. The theory posits that
perceived relationship quality is higher when the rewards overshadow the costs and
experiences of the relationship meet or exceed an individual’s expectations. Following this
perspective, Fallis, Rehman, Woody, and Purdon (2016) argued that positive and satisfying
sexual experiences may be experienced as rewards, whereas negative and dissatisfying sexual
experiences may be experienced as costs, and may therefore influence one’s perceived
quality of the romantic relationship. Previous research supports this assumption by providing
empirical evidence of a relationship between sexual satisfaction and perceived relationship

quality in dating, cohabitating, and married women and men (e.g., Fallis et al., 2016;
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McNulty, Wenner, & Fisher, 2016; Sprecher, 2002; Yeh, Lorenz,Wickrama, Conger, &
Elder, 2006).

Identifying factors that impact sexual satisfaction and perceived relationship quality is
important for selecting the appropriate targets for treatment intervention in the context of
sexual and relational problems in romantic couples. As many women and men that undergo
sex and couple therapy are struggling with their physical appearance (Wiederman, 2002),
body image might be one of the factors influencing both sexual satisfaction and perceived
relationship quality. Body image is a multidimensional construct encompassing self-
perceptions, attitudes, feelings, and behaviors about one’s physical appearance (Cash &
Pruzinsky, 2002). An extensive amount of research demonstrated that body image is
consistently and meaningfully related to sexual satisfaction in both women and men (e.g.,
Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Traeen, Markovic, & Kvalem, 2016; Woertman & Van den Brink,
2012).

An explanation for the link between body image and sexual satisfaction can be found
in Fredrickson and Roberts’ (1997) objectification theory. Although objectification theory
was originally developed to explain women’s experiences, it is now considered relevant for
understanding men’s experiences as well given the increased cultural emphasis on men’s
appearance (e.g., Strelan & Hargreaves, 2005). The theory posits that the treatment of women
and men as sexual objects by others and in the media, leads to treating oneself as an object to
be evaluated based upon bodily appearance (i.e., self-objectification). Self-objectification is
manifested as persistent consciousness of the body and habitual body monitoring. Negative
body-related evaluations and body self-consciousness during sexual activity with a partner
can be distracting, thereby interfering with pleasure of the experience and sexual satisfaction
(Frederickson & Roberts, 1997). In contrast, women and men with a positive body image

may have few concerns over appearing unattractive to their partner during physical intimacy.
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The absence of these concerns can prevent exaggerated body self-consciousness that hinders
positive sexual experiences, and thus, facilitate sexual satisfaction (e.g., Carvalheira,
Godinho, & Costa, 2017).

Given the close connection between sexual satisfaction and perceived relationship
quality (e.g., Yeh et al., 2006), it is plausible that the link between body image and sexual
satisfaction has implications for the perceived relationship quality as well. According to
Murray and colleagues’ risk regulation model (Murray, Derrick, Leder, & Holmes, 2008),
individuals with a negative self-concept are typically involved in less satisfying and less
stable relationships than individuals with a positive self-concept. Specifically, the model
proposes that individuals need to feel accepted by their partners in order to experience the
sense of security that is necessary to engage in emotionally risky, relationship-enhancing
behaviors, such as engaging in sexual intimacy, that contribute to relationship satisfaction.
Individuals with a negative self-concept experience low confidence regarding their partners’
acceptance and fear of being rejected, resulting in a lack of confidence in oneself as a partner
and the avoidance of relationship-enhancing behaviors. As body image is an integral aspect
of the global self-concept (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1985), negative body-
related cognitions and evaluations may cause fear of rejection. This may lead individuals to
avoidance of sexual activity with a partner and not experiencing the satisfaction normally
associated with sexual intimacy, consequently resulting in a poorer experience of the
relationship in general.

Previous research supports this assumption by providing empirical evidence that body
image is related to perceived relationship quality in women and men (Ambwani & Strauss,
2007; Boyes, Fletcher, & Latner, 2007; Friedman, Dixon, Brownell, Whisman, & Wilfley,
1999). Meltzer and McNulty (2010) found that this relationship was mediated by sexual

satisfaction. In their sample of 53 recently-married couples, they found that wives who
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perceived themselves as more sexually attractive reported increased sexual satisfaction,
which in turn was associated with higher marital satisfaction. Since husbands’ body image
was not measured in this study, there is not yet empirical evidence supporting this mediating
role of sexual satisfaction in men. However, as is the case for women, positive associations
between body image and sexual satisfaction (e.g., Carvalheira et al., 2017; Van den Brink et
al., 2017), sexual satisfaction and perceived relationship quality (e.g., Sprecher, 2002), and
body image and perceived relationship quality (Friedman et al., 1999) were demonstrated in
men, which provides no reason to assume substantial gender differences.

These results overall suggest that body image and perceived relationship quality can
be linked through sexual satisfaction within women and men involved in a romantic
relationship. However, in studying romantic relationships it is also important to take the
dyadic nature of romantic relationships into account. Couple members’ sexual and
relationship experiences are expected to be associated with each other since both aspects are
part of the same social system. Moreover, in line with the social relations model (Back &
Kenny, 2010), couple members mutually influence each other’s cognitions, emotions, and
behavior through social interaction processes. For example, an individual with a positive
body image may be less distracted by body concerns during sexual activity and therefore be
able to focus more on sexual pleasure, which increases own sexual satisfaction (intrapersonal
effect). Likewise, he or she is likely to be more self-assured, more comfortable with trying
new sexual activities and giving the partner sexual pleasure, and to initiate and engage in sex
more frequently (e.g., Ackard, Kearney-Cooke, & Peterson, 2000; Faith & Share, 1993). The
individual may therefore be perceived as a more attentive and better sexual partner, which
increases the partner’s sexual satisfaction (interpersonal effect). Furthermore, a satisfying
sexual relationship can lead to increased feelings of intimacy, love, and commitment towards

the partner (e.g., Sprecher & Cate, 2004) (intrapersonal effect). Subsequently, expressing
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love and affection to the partner may enhance the partner’s perceived relationship quality as
well (e.g., Sprecher, Metts, Burleson, Hatfield, & Thompson, 1995) (interpersonal effect).

The few empirical studies that used a dyadic design provided inconsistent results.
With regard to interpersonal effects (i.e., partner effects) of body image on sexual
satisfaction, results varied from a positive association between women’s body image and
partner’s sexual satisfaction (Meltzer & McNulty, 2010) to no association between an
individual’s body image and partner’s sexual satisfaction in both women and men (Zhaoyang
& Cooper, 2013). Results concerning partner-effects of sexual satisfaction on relationship
quality showed that if significant partner effects were found, there was a positive effect of
women’s, but not men’s, sexual satisfaction on their partner’s perceived relationship quality
(Fallis et al., 2016; Gadassi et al., 2016; Stanik & Bryant, 2012; Yoo, Bartle-Haring, Day, &
Gangamma, 2014). With respect to partner effects of body image on relationship quality,
Boyes et al. (2007) found that women, but not men, who were more satisfied with their
bodies had partners who were more satisfied with their romantic relationship. Furthermore,
Meltzer and McNulty (2010) found that the positive association between women’s body
image and partner’s perceived relationship quality was mediated by the partner’s sexual
satisfaction. Overall, the few empirical studies that examined partner-effects indicate that
women’s body image and sexual satisfaction may be more influential on the perceived
relationship quality of men than are men’s body image and sexual satisfaction on the
perceived relationship quality of women.

To summarize, previous studies based on different theories found important
associations between body image, sexual satisfaction, and perceived romantic relationship
quality, but most of these studies focused on individuals rather than couples. Given the
interdependency of romantic partners, these findings may not present the full picture of how

body image, sexual satisfaction, and perceived relationship quality interact within and
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between romantic partners. Since satisfying and stable romantic relationships protect
individuals from various negative mental and physical health outcomes (e.g., Holt-Lunstad,
Birmingham, & Jones, 2008), further research focusing on couple’s dynamics would be
valuable.
The present study

The present study investigated associations between body image, sexual satisfaction,
and perceived romantic relationship quality in heterosexual couples with a dyadic approach in
which intrapersonal and interpersonal effects of dyadic couple members were examined
simultaneously. Based on previous findings (e.g., Boyes et al., 2007; Meltzer & McNulty,
2010; Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Sprecher, 2002; Yoo et al., 2014), it was expected that a
positive body image was associated with greater sexual satisfaction, that greater sexual
satisfaction was associated with higher perceived relationship quality, and that a positive
body image was indirectly associated with higher perceived relationship quality through
greater sexual satisfaction within both women and men. Additionally, it was expected that a
positive body image in women was associated with greater partner’s sexual satisfaction and
that greater sexual satisfaction in women was associated with higher perceived relationship
quality in the partner. Furthermore, an indirect partner effect of women’s body image on their
partners’ relationship quality via their partner’s sexual satisfaction was expected.

Method

Procedure and Participants

Couples were recruited through the Internet and flyers. Undergraduate students of
Utrecht University, The Netherlands, were invited to take part in an online study on ‘body
image and sexual experiences in committed romantic relationships’. Thus, at least one
individual of each couple was affiliated with the university. Criteria for participation were: 18

years old or older, being heterosexual, being involved in a committed romantic relationship
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for a minimum of six months, and being sexually active with the partner. Before getting
access to the questionnaire, participants had to complete an informed consent form, in which
voluntary participation and anonymity were emphasized. Couple members were matched by a
unique couple code that was provided to the first couple member that filled out the
questionnaire. Students from Utrecht University received course credit for participation,
while the other participants were not compensated for participation. On average, it took 25
minutes for each couple member to complete the questionnaire.

Of the 168 couples that completed the questionnaire, one hundred and fifty-one
couples met the inclusion criteria. Of the female couple members, age ranged from 18 to 44
years with a mean age of 22.01 years (SD = 3.00). Of the male couple members, age ranged
from 18 to 49 years with a mean age of 24.26 years (SD = 4.47). Highest level of education
(completed or current) was lower secondary school in 0 %, higher secondary school or lower
vocational education in 21.2 % (n = 32), and higher vocational education or university in 78.8
% (n = 119) of the female couple members. In the male couple members, these percentages
were 3.3% (n =5), 23.2 (n = 35), and 73.5 (n = 111), respectively.

Measures

All questionnaires were translated from English to Dutch using the translate-
retranslate method (re-translation by a native speaker), unless otherwise stated. Means,
standard deviations, and intercorrelations between the variables for the whole sample are
shown in Table 1.

Body Image. Body image was measured using the 13-item female and 13-item male
version of the Body Appreciation Scale (BAS; Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 2005). The
items of the two versions are identical (e.g., ‘I respect my body’), except for the sex-specific
item 12, which refers to the impact of media images (i.e., unrealistically thin images for

women versus unrealistically muscular images for men; Swami, Stieger, Haubner, &
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Voracek, 2008). The items were answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = never to
5 = always. Items were recoded if appropriate and averaged so that higher subscale scores
indicate more body appreciation (i.e. a more positive body image). Previous research
indicated good internal consistency, construct validity (Swami et al., 2008), and construct
equivalently between women and men (Tylka, 2013). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha
for this measure was .88 for the female couple members and .81 for the male couple
members.

Sexual satisfaction. The Dutch translation (Ter Kuile, Lankveld, Kalkhoven, & van
Egmond, 1999) of the Golombok Rust Inventory of Sexual Satisfaction (GRISS; Rust &
Golombok, 1986) was used to assess sexual satisfaction. The questionnaire has separate
versions for women and men. Both versions consist of 28 items (e.g., ‘Do you find your
sexual relationship with your partner satisfactory?’ in the female version and ‘Do you enjoy
having sexual intercourse with your partner?’ in the male version). ltems are scored on a 5-
point Likert scale, where 1 = always and 5 = never. Items were recoded if appropriate and
averaged so that higher scores indicate greater sexual satisfaction. Previous research indicated
good internal consistency and validity (Ter Kuile et al., 1999). Cronbach’s alpha in the
current study was .86 for the female couple members and .79 for the male couple members.

Perceived relationship quality. The short, six-item version of the Perceived
Relationship Quality Components Inventory (PRQC; Fletcher et al., 2000) measures six
components of relationship quality: satisfaction, commitment, intimacy, trust, passion, and
love (e.g., ‘How satisfied are you with your relationship?’). Participants’ responses were
measured on a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 = not at all and 7 = extremely. Items were
averaged so that higher scores indicate higher relationship quality. Previous research
indicated good internal reliability and construct validity (Fletcher et al., 2000). In the present

study, Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .77 for both the female and male couple members.



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 11

Relationship duration. In the female version of the questionnaire, relationship
duration was assessed with a single item (i.e., ‘How long (in months) have you and your
current partner been involved in a romantic relationship?”). Since previous research indicated
that relationship duration, rather than age, should be considered relevant when exploring
sexual experiences within romantic relationships (e.g., Murray & Milhausen, 2012),
relationship duration was entered as a control variable in the analyses.

Statistical analysis

Data were analyzed by using the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM; Cook
& Kenny, 2005; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006).The APIM was developed to deal with
violations of statistical independence associated with dyadic data, for example of romantic
couples. Using the APIM, intrapersonal effects (i.e., actor effects) and interpersonal effects
(i.e., partner effects) can be estimated separately while controlling for confounding due to
partner similarity. Actor effects refer to effects of an individual’s own predictor variable on
his/her own outcomes and partner effects refer to the effects of an individual’s predictor
variable on his/her partner’s outcome variable. An APIM with couple members’ body
appreciation as predictors and couple members’ perceived relationship quality as outcomes
was estimated to examine the total actor effect (i.e., the effect of a couple member's body
appreciation on his/her own perceived relationship quality) and the total partner effect (i.e.,
the effect of a couple member’s body appreciation on his/her partner’s perceived relationship
quality).

Mediation in dyadic data can be tested by extending the standard APIM by a mediator
variable (APIMeM; Ledermann, Macho, & Kenny, 2011). An APIMeM with couple
members’ body appreciation as predictors, couple members’ sexual satisfaction as mediators,
and couple members’ perceived relationship quality as outcomes was estimated to examine

the direct actor effect (i.e., the effect of an individual’s body appreciation on his or her own
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perceived relationship quality after controlling for sexual satisfaction) and the direct partner
effect (i.e., the effect of an individual’s body appreciation on his/her partner’s perceived
relationship quality after controlling for sexual satisfaction). The APIMeM further enables
the assessment of indirect actor effects: actor-actor mediation (i.e., effect of an individual’s
body appreciation on his/her own perceived relationship quality through his/her own sexual
satisfaction) and partner-partner mediation (i.e., effect of an individual’s body appreciation
on his/her perceived relationship quality through his/her partner’s sexual satisfaction), as well
as indirect partner effects: actor-partner mediation (i.e., effect of an individual’s body
appreciation on his/her partner’s perceived relationship quality through his/her own sexual
satisfaction) and partner-actor mediation (i.e., effect of an individual’s body appreciation on
his/her partner’s perceived relationship quality through his/her partner’s sexual satisfaction).
To estimate the APIM and APIMeM, structural equation modelling (SEM) was
performed using Mplus 7.3.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). To facilitate interpretation (i.e.,
provide interpretable standardized coefficients), prior to the analyses, all variables were
standardized based on the mean and standard deviation calculated across the entire sample.
Before estimating the models, it was tested whether dyad members were empirically
distinguishable by gender using the omnibus test of distinguishability (Kenny et al., 2006).
The omnibus test simultaneously evaluates gender differences in means, variances as well as
intrapersonal and intrapersonal correlations. When the omnibus test indicates that couple
members could not be distinguished by gender, the API(Me)M was specified for
interchangeable dyads by constraining the means, variances, and correlations to the same
value across gender (Kenny et al., 2006; Olsen & Kenny, 2006). Additionally, as
recommended by Shrout and Bolger (2002), mediation effects (i.e., indirect effects) were
estimated by bootstrap analyses using 5000 bootstrap samples. The fit of the models was

evaluated using the chi-square statistic, the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the comparative fit
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index (CFI), and the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA). Values greater than
or equal to .95 for TLI and CFlI, and less than or equal to .06 for RMSEA suggest a good fit
(Hu & Bentler, 1999; Schreiber, Nora, Stage, Barlow, & King, 2006).
Results

APIM linking body appreciation to perceived relationship quality

Results of the omnibus test constraining means, variances, and correlations indicated
that the couple members were distinguishable by gender, 72[6] = 39.57, p < .001. However, a
subsequent omnibus test constraining only the correlations indicated no difference between
couple members, #°[2] = 1.37, p = .51. Therefore, the couples were treated as
indistinguishable by constraining the male actor effect with the female actor effect and the
male partner effect with the female partner effect, while controlling for the differences in
means and variances.

The fit of the constrained APIM was good (#[2] = 0.43, p = .81; CFI = 1.00; TLI =
1.13; RMSEA =.00). The results revealed a significant total actor effect, 3 = .14, p < .05
(paths a, Figure 1), and a marginally significant total partner effect of body appreciation on
relationship quality, 8 = .10, p = .05 (paths b, Figure 1), indicating that a couple member’s
body appreciation was positively associated with his/her own perceived relationship quality
as well as with his/her partner’s perceived relationship quality. The correlation between
couple members' body appreciation was r =.08, p = .29, and the correlation between residuals
of relationship quality was r = .44, p <.001. The control variable relationship duration was
not significantly related to couple members’ body appreciation (r =-.13, p = .19 for female
couple member, r =-.12, p = .08 for male couple members) and did not significantly predict
couple members’ perceived relationship quality (8 = -.01, p = .93 for female couple members,

R =-.13, p = .09 for male couple members).
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APIMeM linking body appreciation to perceived relationship quality through sexual
satisfaction

Results of the omnibus test constraining means, variances, and correlations indicated
that the couple members were distinguishable by gender, °[12] = 84.23, p < .001. However,
a subsequent omnibus test constraining only the correlations indicated no difference between
couple members, 4°[6] = 7.64, p = .27. Therefore, the couples were treated as
indistinguishable by constraining the male actor effects with the female actor effects and the
male partner effects with the female partner effects, while controlling for the differences in
means and variances.

The fit of the constrained APIMeM was good (2[6] = 7.49, p = .28; CFI = .99; TLI =
.97; RMSEA =.04). The results (see Figure 1) revealed a significant actor effect of body
appreciation on sexual satisfaction (paths c), and of sexual satisfaction on perceived
relationship quality (paths €), while the corresponding partner effects (paths d and paths f,
respectively) were not significant. This indicates that body appreciation was positively
associated with sexual satisfaction and that sexual satisfaction was positively associated with
relationship quality within but not across couple members. The actor effects (paths a) and
partners effects (paths b) of body appreciation on perceived relationship quality were reduced
compared to the APIM and no longer (marginally) significant. Thus, there were no direct
effects of a couple member’s body appreciation neither on his/her own perceived relationship
quality nor on his/her partner's perceived relationship quality.

Rather, the bootstrap analysis revealed a significant indirect effect of a couple
member’s body appreciation on his/her own perceived relationship quality through his/her
own sexual satisfaction (i.e. actor-actor mediation), .09, BC 95% CI (0.041, 0.166) (paths ¢ x
e), indicating that a couple member’s body appreciation was positively related to his/her own

perceived relationship quality due to a higher own sexual satisfaction. The other indirect
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effects were not significant, 00, BC 95% CI (-0.003, 0.024) (paths d x f, i.e., partner-partner
mediation), .02, BC 95% CI (-0.004, 0.058) (paths ¢ x f, i.e., actor-partner mediation), and
.02, BC 95% CI (-0.021, 0.064) (paths d x e, i.e., partner-actor mediation).
Discussion

Using a dyadic design, the present study examined intra- and interpersonal
associations between body image, sexual satisfaction, and perceived relationship quality in
romantic couples. First, the results showed that body image, sexual satisfaction, and
perceived relationship quality are meaningfully related within individuals. In line with
Murray and colleagues’ (2008) risk regulation model and previous findings (e.g., Friedman
et al., 1999), the results of the APIM indicated that body image was positively associated
with perceived relationship quality. Furthermore, results of the APIMeM suggested that
individuals with a more positive body image report greater sexual satisfaction, and that
greater sexual satisfaction is associated with a higher perceived quality of the romantic
relationship. These expected intrapersonal findings are consistent with objectification theory
(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) and interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) and
replicate results of a large number of previous studies (e.g., Gadassi et al., 2016; Traeen et al.,
2016; Yoo et al., 2014). The results of the AMIPeM also offered further insight in the
interplay of body image and sexual satisfaction in affecting perceived relationship quality
within individuals. As expected, sexual satisfaction mediated the association between body
image and perceived relationship quality. More specifically, a positive body image was
related to higher perceived relationship quality through greater sexual satisfaction. These
findings are in line with results of Meltzer and McNulty (2010), who studied the mediating
role of sexual satisfaction in the association between female body image and relationship

quality, and expands this study by incorporating male body image.
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It is important to note that our results revealed no gender differences in the strength
and direction of the associations between an individual’s body image, sexual satisfaction, and
perceived relationship quality. The vast majority of prior body image research attended to
women, largely because social pressures on women to conform to the unrealistic cultural
body ideal were more pronounced than pressures on men (Byrd-Bredbenner & Murray, 2003;
Rodin et al., 1985). Although there has been increasing recognition that a male body-ideal is
much more dominant in modern society than in the past and that many men experience
negative feelings towards their bodies (Pope, Phillips, & Olivardia, 2000), outcomes of body
image in men still receive less scientific attention compared to women. The current findings
emphasize that a positive body is equally important in shaping positive sexual and relational
experiences for men and women. Furthermore, previous literature has suggested that sex may
be more important for men than women in valuing their romantic relationship. For example,
women tend to value emotional intimacy with their partner more than men while men tend to
value more sexual intimacy with their partner than women (e.g., Greeff & Mahlerbe, 2001).
There is a widely held stereotype that women focus on emotional intimacy in a romantic
relationship and men focus exclusively on sexual activity (Canary, Emmers-Sommer, &
Faulkner, 1997). Although it is possible that the level of sexual satisfaction is perhaps more
based on emotional experiences in women and more on physical experiences (e.g., achieving
an orgasm) in men (e.g., Leiblum, 2002), our results did not show a stronger association
between sexual satisfaction and perceived relationship quality in men. These findings
underline the importance of a more nuanced view of these gender differences in which the
association between satisfaction with sexual experiences and overall relationship quality
equally applies to both men and women.

Unlike our findings of intrapersonal effects, the current study provided only little

evidence for the existence of interpersonal effects. The results of the APIM suggested that a
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positive body image was marginally associated with the partner’s perceived relationship
quality. However, as indicated by the APIMeM results, this association was not due to the
own and/or the partner’s sexual satisfaction. The APIMeM results showed a direct
association neither between body image and partner’s sexual satisfaction, nor between sexual
satisfaction and the partner’s perceived relationship quality. These results are in line with
previous findings of no partner effects from men to women (Boyes et al., 2007; Yoo et al,
2014), but the previously found partner effects from women to men (Meltzer & McNulty,
2010; Yoo et al., 2014) could not be replicated. These findings suggest that, as for women,
intrapersonal effects seem to be the key mechanism in predicting perceived relationship
quality in men. The inconsistent findings may also be accounted for by differences in study
methods, such as the various aspects of body image assessed across the studies. For example,
Meltzer and McNulty (2010) studied self-perceived sexual attractiveness. As described by
Wade (2000), self-perceived sexual attractiveness for women is not only based on feelings
about their appearance, but also on feelings about their sex drive and physical strength.
Sexual attractiveness was found to be associated with higher sexual self-esteem (Wiederman
& Hurst, 1998), which in turn is related to sexually-related behaviors such as more sexual
openness and higher coital frequency (Hensel, Fortenberry, O’Sullivan, & Orr, 2011).
Women who feel sexually attractive may therefore be experienced as better sexual partner,
resulting into greater sexual satisfaction in their partner. Possibly, aspects of sexual female
body image, such sexual attractiveness, are more strongly linked to sexual experiences of the
male partner than more global measures of body image, such as body appreciation, which
was assessed in the present study. Besides, body appreciation is an aspect of positive body
image (e.g., Tylka, 2011). Although low BAS scores indicate an absence of positive feelings
and appreciation towards one’s body, this does not automatically imply negative body image,

which is reflected by the absence of positive feelings towards one’s body and the presence of
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negative feelings such as dissatisfaction and dysphoria. Perhaps a positive body image in
women influences the male partner to a lesser degree than a negative body image. For
example, body image issues can cause women to experience stress and depressive feelings
(e.g., Stice, Hayward, Cameron, Killen, & Taylor, 2000), which may affect their partners’
feelings about the quality of the relationship to a greater extent.

Overall, the results indicated that an individual’s body image is meaningfully
associated with his or her own romantic relationship quality through his or her own sexual
satisfaction, and that this equally applies to both women and men. These findings have
practical implications, since body image problems are common in women and men (Pope,
Phillips, & Olivardia, 2000; Wiederman, 2002). Given the close connection between sexual
and general relationship experiences, interventions that are effective in developing and
maintaining a positive body image may be helpful for women and men in building on a more
satisfying sex life, which in turn can result in a more positive experience of the romantic
relationship. For example, cognitive-behavioral body image therapy is found to be an
efficacious treatment of body image problems (for a meta-analysis see Jarry & Ip, 2005), with
outcomes shown to reduce negative body-related feelings during physical intimacy with a
partner (Grant & Cash, 1996). However, the fact that the effectiveness of body image
interventions is primarily studied in women (Jarry & Ip, 2005) suggests that therapeutic
interventions in sex and couple therapy may be strongly based on the assumption that only
women’s sexual experiences can be negatively affected by body image concerns. For
therapists, women’s body image concerns are more easily identified than men’s, because
women more openly and frequently discuss these concerns with others (e.g., Barwick,
Bazzini, Martz, Rocheleau, & Curtin, 2012). Besides, body image is often seen as a women’s
issue (Tantleff-Dunn, Barnes, & Larose, 2011) and men may be therefore unlikely to disclose

distress related to feelings about the appearance of their body. Thus, it is important that
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therapists pay attention to potential body image issues in men, and should acknowledge and
address these issues equally with both male and female clients.
Limitations

There were several limitations to this study that future research could address. The
present sample consisted of heterosexual and primarily college-aged couples with relatively
short average relationship duration. The sample generally reported relatively high levels of
sexual satisfaction and perceived relationship quality, which might be associated with being
in an early stage of the relationship, when partners are still madly in love and tend to idealize
each other. The extent to which the results also apply to non-college students, individuals
involved in more established relationships, and adults of all ages and sexual orientations
remains uncertain. For example, although body evaluations were found to be relatively stable
across the adult life span the importance placed on body shape, weight and appearance is
likely to decrease as people age (for a review, see Tiggemann, 2004). Besides, people elder
than the typical college student (age 18-25 years) are likely to represent greater diversity with
regard to past sexual and relationship experiences. The possibility that such differences affect
the relationships between body image, sexual satisfaction, and perceived relationship quality
seems likely. Because of the homogeneous sample, results of this study may not be
representative for the general Dutch population. Future research would benefit from more
heterogeneous samples.

Furthermore, only one aspect of body image (i.e., body appreciation) was assessed in
the present study. Future researchers may use more comprehensive body image measures in
order to differentiate between the role of various aspects of body image in associations with
sexual and relational experiences.

Lastly, given the cross-sectional nature of this study, direction of causality could not

definitely be determined. Although previous findings demonstrated that greater sexual
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satisfaction uniquely predicted higher perceived relationship quality (Yeh et al., 2006), other
study results (Lawrance & Byers, 1995) and theories (e.g., the interpersonal exchange model
of sexual satisfaction; Lawrance & Byers, 1995) suggested a reversed causal direction.
General relationship quality may also enhance sexual satisfaction in a way that a satisfying
romantic relationship promotes satisfying sexual experiences. Furthermore, the relationship
between body image and sexual satisfaction may also be in the reverse direction. Equally,
sexual satisfaction may positively affect one’s body image (Tantleff-Dunn & Gokee, 2002).
Longitudinal studies are needed to further address these issues.
Conclusions

This study adds to the literature by targeting the mediating role of sexual satisfaction
in the association between body image and relationship quality within individuals involved in
romantic relationships, by taking both partners’ perspective into account. No gender
difference were found, implying that body image, sexual satisfaction, and perceived
relationship quality are equally strongly associated for women and men. Given the fact that
romantic relationships are dyadic in nature, it is important to further study these complex
dynamics in order to improve scientific as well as clinical knowledge about how body image,

sexuality, and relationship quality interact in romantic relationships.



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 21

References

Ackard, D. M., Kearney-Cooke, A., & Peterson, C. B. (2000). Effect of body image and self-
image on women’s sexual behaviors. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 28,
422-429. doi:10.1002/1098-108X(200012)

Ambwani, S., & Strauss, J. (2007). Love thyself before loving others? A qualitative and
quantitative analysis of gender differences in body image and romantic love. Sex
Roles, 56, 13-21. doi:10.1007/s11199-006-9143-7

Avalos, L., Tylka, T. L., & Wood-Barcalow, N. (2005). The Body Appreciation Scale:
Development and psychometric evaluation. Body Image, 2, 285-297.
doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2005.06.002

Back, M. D., & Kenny, D. A. (2010). The social relations model: How to understand dyadic
processes. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 4, 855-870.
do0i:10.1111/j.1751-9004.2010.00303.x

Barwick, A., Bazzini, D., Martz, D., Rocheleau, C., & Curtin, L. (2012). Testing the norm to
fat talk for women of varying size: What's weight got to do with it?. Body Image, 9,
176-179. doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2011.08.003

Boyes, A. D., Fletcher, G. J., & Latner, J. D. (2007). Male and female body image and
dieting in the context of intimate relationships. Journal of Family Psychology, 21,
764-768. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.21.4.764

Brezsnyak, M., & Whisman, M. A. (2004). Sexual desire and relationship functioning : The
effects of marital satisfaction and power. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 30, 199-
217. doi:10.1080/00926230490262393

Byers, E. S., & Wang, A. (2004). Understanding sexuality in close relationships from the



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 22

social exchange perspective. In J. H. Harvey, A. Wenzel, & S. Sprecher (Eds.), The
handbook of sexuality in close relationships (pp. 203-234). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

Byrd-Bredbenner, C., & Murray, J. (2003). A comparison of the anthropometric
measurements of idealized female body images in media directed to men, women, and
mixed gender audiences. Topics in Clinical Nutrition, 18, 117-129.

Canary, D. J., Emmers-Sommer, T. M., & Faulkner, S. (1997). Sex and gender differences in
personal relationships. New York: Guilford Press.

Carvalheira, A., Godinho, L., & Costa, P. (2017). The impact of body dissatisfaction on
distressing sexual difficulties among men and women: The mediator role of cognitive
distraction. Journal of Sex Research, 54, 331-340.
doi:10.1080/00224499.2016.1168771

Cash, T.F., & Pruzinsky, T. (2002). Body image: A handbook of theory, research, and
clinical practice. New York: Guilford Press.

Cook, W. L., & Kenny, D. A. (2005). The actor-partner interdependence model: a model of
bidirectional effects in developmental studies. International Journal of Behavioral
Development, 29, 101-109. doi:10.1080/01650250444000405

Faith, M. S., & Share, M. L. (1993). The role of body image in sexual avoidant behavior.
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 22, 345-356. doi:10.1007/BF01542123

Fallis, E. E., Rehman, U. S., Woody, E. Z., & Purdon, C. (2016). The longitudinal association
of relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction in long-term relationships. Journal
of Family Psychology, 30, 822-831. doi:10.1037/fam0000205

Fletcher, G. J. O., Simpson, J. A., & Thomas, G. (2000). The measurement of

perceived relationship quality components: A confirmatory factor analytic approach.



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 23

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 340-354.
doi:10.1177/0146167200265007

Fredrickson, B. L., & Roberts, T. (1997). Objectification theory. Towards understanding of
women’s lived experiences and mental health risks. Psychology of Women Quarterly,
21, 173-206. d0i:10.1111/j.1471-6402.1997.tb00108.x

Friedman, M. A., Dixon, A. E., Brownell, K. D., Whisman, M. A., & Wilfley, D. E. (1999).
Marital status, marital satisfaction, and body image dissatisfaction. International
Journal of Eating Disorders, 26, 81-85. doi:10.1002/(S1C1)1098-108X(199907)

Gadassi, R., Bar-Nahum, L. E., Newhouse, S., Anderson, R., Heiman, J. R., Rafaeli, E., &
Janssen, E. (2016). Perceived partner responsiveness mediates the association between
sexual and marital satisfaction: A daily diary study in newlywed couples. Archives of
Sexual Behavior, 45, 109-120. doi:10.1007/s10508-014-0448-2

Grant, J.R., & Cash, T.F. (1996). Cognitive-behavioral body image therapy: Comparative
efficacy of group and modest-contact treatments. Behavior Therapy, 26, 69-84.
doi:10.1016/S0005-7894(05)80083-8

Greeff, A. P., & Malherbe, H. L. (2001). Intimacy and marital satisfaction in spouses.
Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 27, 247-257. doi:10.1080/009262301750257100

Hensel, D. J., Fortenberry, J. D., O’Sullivan, L. F., & Orr, D. P. (2011). The developmental
association of sexual self-concept with sexual behavior among adolescent women.
Journal of Adolescence, 34, 675-684. doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2010.09.005

Holt-Lunstad, J., Birmingham, W., & Jones, B. Q. (2008). Is there something unique about
marriage? The relative impact of marital status, relationship quality, and network
social support on ambulatory blood pressure and mental health. Annals of Behavioral
Medicine, 35, 239-244. doi:10.1007/s12160-008-9018-y

Hu, L., & Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 24

analysis: Conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Structural Equation
Modeling, 6, 1-55. doi:10.1080/10705519909540118

Jarry, J. L., & Ip, K. (2005). The effectiveness of stand-alone cognitive-behavioural therapy
for body image: A meta-analysis. Body Image, 2, 317-331.
doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2005.10.001

Kenny, D. A., Kashy, D. A., & Cook, W. L. (2006). Dyadic data analysis. New York, NY:
Guilford Press; US.
Lawrance, K. A., & Byers, E. S. (1995). Sexual satisfaction in long-term heterosexual

relationships: The interpersonal exchange model of sexual satisfaction. Personal
Relationships, 2, 267-285. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.1995.th00092.x

Ledermann, T., Macho, S., & Kenny, D. A. (2011). Assessing mediation in dyadic data using
the actor-partner interdependence model. Structural Equation Modeling, 18, 595-612.
doi:10.1080/10705511.2011.607099

Leiblum, S. R. (2002). Reconsidering gender differences in sexual desire: An update. Sexual
and Relationship Therapy, 17, 57-68. doi:10.1080/14681990220108027

McNulty, J. K., Wenner, C. A., & Fisher, T. D. (2016). Longitudinal associations among
relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and frequency of sex in early marriage.
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 45, 85-97. doi:10.1007/s10508-014-0444-6

Meltzer, A. L., & McNulty, J. K. (2010). Body image and marital satisfaction: Evidence for
the mediating role of sexual frequency and sexual satisfaction. Journal of Family
Psychology, 24, 156-164. doi:10.1037/a0019063

Muise, A., Kim, J. J., McNulty, J. K., & Impett, E. A. (2016). The positive implications of
sex for relationships. In C. Knee & H. Reis (Eds.), Advances in Personal
Relationships, Vol. 1: Positive Approaches to Optimal Relationship Development.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Murray, S. L., Derrick, J. L., Leder, S., & Holmes, J. G. (2008). Balancing connectedness and



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 25

self-protection goals in close relationships: a levels-of-processing perspective on risk
regulation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 94, 429-459.
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.94.3.429

Murray, S. H., & Milhausen, R. R. (2012). Sexual desire and relationship duration in young
men and women. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 38, 28-40.
doi:10.1080/0092623X.2011.569637

Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. (2012). Mplus user’s guide (7th ed.). Los Angeles, CA:
Muthén & Muthén.

Olsen, J. A., & Kenny, D. A. (2006). Structural equation modeling with interchangeable
dyads. Psychological Methods, 11, 127-141. doi:10.1037/1082-989X.11.2.127

Pope, H. G., Phillips, K. A., & Olivardia, R. (2000). The Adonis complex: The secret crisis of
male body obsession. New York: Free Press.

Rodin, J., Silberstein, L., & Striegel-Moore, R. (1985). Women and weight: A normative
discontent. In T. B. Sondregger (Ed.), Psychology and gender (pp. 267-307). Lincoln,
NE: University of Nebraska Press.

Rust, J., & Golombok, S. (1986). The GRISS: A psychometric instrument for the assessment
of sexual dysfunction. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 15, 157-165.
doi:10.1007/BF01542223

Sanchez, D. T., & Kiefer, A. K. (2007). Body concerns in and out of the bedroom:
Implications for sexual pleasure and problems. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 36, 808-
820. d0i:10.1007/s10508-007-9205-0

Schreiber, J. B., Nora, A., Stage, F. K., Barlow, E. A., & King, J. (2006). Reporting structural
equation modeling and confirmatory factor analysis results: A review. The Journal of
Educational Research, 99, 323-337. doi:10.3200/JOER.99.6.323-338

Shrout, P. E., & Bolger, N. (2002). Mediation in experimental and nonexperimental studies:



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 26

New procedures and recommendations. Psychological Methods, 7, 422-445.
doi:10.1037/ 1 082-989x.7.4.422.

Sprecher, S. (2002) Sexual satisfaction in premarital relationships: Associations with
satisfaction, love, commitment, and stability. Journal of Sex Research, 39, 190-196.
doi:10.1080/00224490209552141

Sprecher, S., & Cate, R. (2004). Sexual satisfaction and sexual expression as predictors of
relationship satisfaction and stability. In J. H. Harvey, A. Wenzel, & S. Sprecher
(Eds.), The handbook of sexuality in close relationships (pp. 235-256). Mahwah, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Sprecher, S., Metts, S., Burleson, B., Hatfield, E., & Thompson, A. (1995). Domains of
expressive interaction in intimate relationships: Associations with satisfaction and
commitment. Family Relations, 203-210. doi:10.2307/584810

Stanik, C. E., & Bryant, C. M. (2012). Sexual satisfaction, perceived availability of
alternative partners, and marital quality in newlywed African American couples.
Journal of Sex Research, 49, 400-407. doi:10.1080/00224499.2011.568127

Stice, E., Hayward, C., Cameron, R., Killen, J. D., & Taylor, C. B. (2000). Body image and
eating related factors predict onset of depression in female adolescents: A longitudinal
study. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 109, 438-444.
doi:10.1037/0021-843X.109.3.438

Strelan, P., & Hargreaves, D. (2005). Reasons for exercise and body esteem: Men's
responses to self-objectification. Sex Roles, 53, 495-503.
doi:10.1007/s11199-005-7137-5

Swami, V., Stieger, S., Haubner, T., & Voracek, M. (2008). German translation and
psychometric evaluation of the Body Appreciation Scale. Body Image, 5, 122-127.

doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2007.10.002



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 27

Tantleff-Dunn, S., Barnes, R. D., & Larose, J. G. (2011). It’s not just a “woman thing:” The
current state of normative discontent. Eating Disorders, 19, 392-402.
doi:10.1080/10640266.2011.609088

Tantleff-Dunn, S., & Gokee, J. L. (2002). Interpersonal influences on body image
development. In T. F. Cash & T. Pruzinsky (Eds.), Body image: A handbook of
theory, research, and clinical practice (pp. 108-116). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Ter Kuile, M. M., van Lankveld, J. J. D. M., Kalkhoven, P., & van Egmond, M. (1999). The
Golombok Rust Inventory of Sexual Satisfaction (GRISS): Psychometric properties
within a Dutch population. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 25, 59-71.
doi:10.108000926239908403977

Thibaut, J. W., & Kelley, H. H. (1959). The social psychology of groups. Oxford: Wiley.

Tiggemann, M. (2004). Body image across the adult life span: Stability and change. Body
Image, 1, 29-41. doi:10.1016/S1740-1445(03)00002-0

Treeen, B., Markovic, A., & Kvalem, I. L. (2016). Sexual satisfaction and body image: A
cross-sectional study among Norwegian young adults. Sexual and Relationship
Therapy, 31, 123-137. doi:10.1080/14681994.2015.1131815

Tylka, T. L. (2011). Positive psychology perspectives on body image. In T. F. Cash & L.
Smolak (Eds.), Body image: A handbook of science, practice, and prevention (pp. 56-
64). New York: Guilford.

Tylka, T. L. (2013). Evidence for the Body Appreciation Scale's measurement
equivalence/invariance between US college women and men. Body Image, 10, 415-
418. doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2013.02.006

Van den Brink, F., Vollmann, M., Sternheim, L. C., Berkhout, L. J., Zomerdijk, R. A., &



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 28

Woertman, L. (2017). Negative body attitudes and sexual dissatisfaction in men: The
mediating role of body self-consciousness during physical intimacy. Archives of
Sexual Behavior, 1-9.10.1007/s10508-017-1016-3

Wade, T. J. (2000). Evolutionary theory and self-perception: Sex differences in body esteem
predictors of self-perceived physical and sexual attractiveness and self-esteem.
International Journal of Psychology, 35, 36-45. doi:10.1080/002075900399501

Wiederman, M. (2002). Body image and sexual functioning. In T. Cash & T. Pruzinsky
(Eds.), Body image: A handbook of theory, research, and clinical practice (pp.
287-294). New York: Guilford Press.

Wiederman, M. W., & Hurst, S. R. (1998). Body size, physical attractiveness, and body
image among young adult women: Relationships to sexual experience and sexual
esteem. Journal of Sex Research, 35, 272-281. doi:10.1080/00224499809551943

Woertman, L., & Van den Brink, F. (2012). Body image and female sexual functioning and
behavior: A review. Journal of Sex Research, 49, 184-211.
doi:10.1080/00224499.2012.658586

Yeh, H. C., Lorenz, F.,Wickrama, K. A. S., Conger, R. D. ,& Elder, G. H. (2006).
Relationships among sexual satisfaction, marital quality, and marital instability at
midlife. Journal of Family Psychology, 20, 339-343. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.20.2.339

Yoo, H., Bartle-Haring, S., Day, R. D., & Gangamma, R. (2014). Couple communication,
emotional and sexual intimacy, and relationship satisfaction. Journal of Sex & Marital
Therapy, 40, 275-293. doi:10.1080/0092623X.2012.751072

Zhaoyang, R., & Cooper, M. L. (2013). Body satisfaction and couple's daily sexual
experience: A dyadic perspective. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 42, 985-998.

doi:10.1007/s10508-013-0082-4



BODY IMAGE AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY IN COUPLES 29

Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations, and bivariate correlations between body appreciation, sexual

satisfaction, perceived relationship quality, and relationship duration (N = 302).

1 2 3 M (SD)
1. Body appreciation? - - - 3.64 (0.49)
2. Sexual satisfaction? 327 - - 4.18 (0.36)
3. Perceived relationship quality® 16" A4 - 6.15 (0.45)
4. Relationship duration -13" -.10 -.19” 33.14 (24.68)

Note. Body appreciation was measured by the BAS (scale range 1-5), sexual satisfaction by
the GRISS (scale range 1-5), perceived relationship quality by the PRQC (scale range 1-7),
and relationship duration (in months) by a single item.

**p < 001, *p < .05.
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Figure 1. Actor—partner interdependence mediation model linking body appreciation to

b: .06 (.107)

perceived relationship quality via sexual satisfaction.
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Paths with the same letter were constrained to the same value (as a result of the omnibustest).

Total effects from the simple actor-partner interdependence model are displayed in

parentheses. Standardized path coefficients are reported. Control paths for relationship
duration on sexual satisfaction (8 = -.09, p = .30 for female couple members and 3 =-.22, p
<.01 for male couple members) and on perceived relationship quality (% = .05, p = .56 for
female couple members and 3 = -.04, p = .64 for male couple members) were omitted for

figure clarity. “p <.001, “p < .05.



