
“Neither the quality nor the quantity of sex might be
as important as other nonsexual forms of intimacy in
the prediction of relationship satisfaction including
expressed affection and supportive communication”
(p. 223). These authors note that sexual dissatisfaction
and incompatibility alone are usually not enough to
destroy an otherwise close, caring relationship. Only
when these sexual problems are “symptomatic of
other relational problems” are they likely to lead to
conflict and relational termination. The message here
is clear: Sexual satisfaction is an important part of
romantic relationships, but other factors, such as love,
supportiveness, and compatibility, are usually even
more important.

In addition to being knowledgeable about sex,
it is important for partners to communicate about
sex. Some relational partners think sex is a taboo
topic and so do not talk about their sexual desires
and preferences (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985). Yet stud-
ies suggest that communication about sex is
extremely important. Research shows that sexual
self-disclosure is associated with a satisfying and
rewarding relationship (MacNeil & Byers, 2009).

Frank, Anderson, and Rubinstein (1979) found that
about one-half of husbands and three-fourths of
wives they studied reported having some sexual dif-
ficulty in their marriages, and that these difficulties
were increased by poor communication skills.
Taking this further, Cupach and Comstock (1990)
examined the associations among sexual communi-
cation, sexual satisfaction, and overall relational
satisfaction. They found that good communication
about sex leads to greater sexual satisfaction, which
in turn contributes to more relational satisfaction.
An earlier study showed that couples are most sat-
isfied with their communication about sex when
they are in highly developed, committed relation-
ships. By contrast, couples who are in the early
stages of relationship development, or who are in
the process of disengaging from the relationship,
report being less satisfied with their communication
about sex (Wheeless, Wheeless, & Baus, 1984). If
you are currently in a sexual relationship, you can
access your level of sexual communication satisfac-
tion by taking the test in Box 8.2. Along with this,
communication about safe sex is also critical.
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Sexual Communication Satisfaction

Think about a current sexual relationship and rate your communication about sex using the following
scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.

BOX 8.2 Put Yourself to the Test

Disagree Agree

1. I tell my partner when I am especially sexually satisfied. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2. I am satisfied with my partner’s ability to communicate
her or his sexual desires to me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3. I let my partner know things that I find pleasing
during sex.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

4. I do not hesitate to let my partner know when I want to
have sex with him or her.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

(Continued)
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COMMUNICATION AND SAFE SEX

The safest form of sex in relationships is no sex.
Abstinence is the best way to avoid unwanted preg-
nancy, AIDS, and other STIs. But total abstinence
from sex is unusual, unrealistic, and precludes hav-
ing romantic relationships or offspring. Thus, addi-
tional safe sex practices are imperative. Unfortunately,
being in a close relationship inadvertently puts part-
ners at risk since trust is higher and, as a result, safe
sex is practiced less in the closest relationships

(Noar, Zimmerman, & Atwood, 2004). Worse yet,
information and communication about STIs are far
less common than they should be, although many
publications give excellent advice for safe sex and
AIDS prevention (Centers for Disease Control, 1997;
Larkin, 1998; Rathus et al., 1993; Student Health
Services, 1998). STIs are epidemic in the United
States; 65 million Americans have an incurable STI
such as genital herpes or HIV (Noar et al., 2004). (For
more information about HIV/AIDS, contact your
campus health service or county health department.)
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(Continued)

Add up your answers. A score of 84 indicates maximum sexual communication satisfaction. A score of 12
indicates the lowest level of sexual communication satisfaction possible. Since research shows that sexual
communication satisfaction increases as relationships develop, you might want to take this test later in
the relationship to see if your score changes.

SOURCE: “The Sexual Communication Satisfaction Scale,” From Wheeless, Lawrence R., Wheeless, Virginia Eman, and
Baus, Raymond (1984). Sexual communication, communication satisfaction, and solidarity in the development stages
of intimate relationships, in Western Journal of Speech Communication. 48 (3, Summer), 217-230. Used with
permission of the Western States Communication Association.

Disagree Agree

5. I tell my partner whether or not I am sexually satisfied. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

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

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

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

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8. I would not hesitate to show my partner what is a sexual
turn-on for me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

9. My partner shows me what pleases her or him during sex. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

10. My partner tells me when he or she is sexually satisfied. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

11. I am pleased with the manner in which my partner and
I communicate with each other about sex.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

12. It is never hard for me to figure out if my partner is
sexually satisfied.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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