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Joint Religiosity and Married Couples’ Sexual Satisfaction

Jeffrey P. Dew
Brigham Young University

Jeremy E. Uecker
Baylor University

Brian J. Willoughby
Brigham Young University

Although many studies have examined the association between religion and sexuality, the majority of
these studies have focused on nonmarital sex. Unfortunately, despite the fact that a satisfying sexual
relationship plays a critical role in married couples’ relationship quality and stability, the associations
between religiosity and marital sexual satisfaction are not well understood. Thus, to examine the
association between religiosity and couples’ reports of married sexual satisfaction, the authors of this
study used dyadic data from a nationally representative sample of married couples (N � 1,368) between
the ages of 18 and 45. They used both joint and individual measures of religiosity as well as examining
the relationship mechanisms that might link religiosity and sexual satisfaction. In the models, individual-
level reports of marital sanctification were positively associated with wives’ and husbands’ reports of
sexual satisfaction. Furthermore, joint religious activities done in the home were positively associated
with husbands’ reports of sexual satisfaction. Marital commitment, relationship maintenance behaviors,
and spousal time fully mediated these associations for husbands, while commitment partially mediated
the association for wives.

Keywords: commitment, conflict, marital quality, religion, sexuality

Religion and family are closely related institutions (Christiano,
2000; Wilcox & Wolfinger, 2007; Wolfinger & Wilcox, 2008)—so
closely related that scholars of religion and family life refer to them as
“interdependent” (Edgell, 2006, p. 2; Ellison & Hummer, 2010, p. 4).
As such, religious institutions’ success is associated with the form and
function of American family life (Christiano, 2000), and religion
continues to emphasize and encourage individuals’ investment in
family (Edgell, 2006; Wilcox & Wolfinger, 2007; Wolfinger & Wil-
cox, 2008). Researchers have detailed many of the associations be-
tween religion and family life in recent years (see Mahoney, 2010,
and Ellison & Hummer, 2010, for two recent reviews), including
sexuality. Nevertheless, most investigations of religion and sexual
behavior focus not on marital sexuality, but on nonmarital sexual
behavior (e.g., Freitas, 2008; Regnerus, 2007; Uecker, 2008).

The lack of studies of marital sex is not unique to religion
research. Marital sexuality remains an understudied area of inquiry
and has recently been called “one of the least researched aspects of
marital functioning” (Hernandez, Mahoney, & Pargament, 2014,
pp. 432–433). The sexuality of married couples is an important
element of positive relationship functioning, long assumed to
relate to underlying relationship well-being. Scholars have linked

sexual satisfaction to marital quality and instability (Byers, 2005;
Yeh, Lorenz, Wickrama, Conger, & Elder, 2006), better mental
health outcomes (Davison, Bell, LaChina, Holden, & Davis, 2009;
Nicolosi, Moreira, Villa, & Glasser, 2004), and heightened pur-
pose in life (Prairie, Scheier, Matthews, Chang, & Hess, 2011).
Given the importance of sexual satisfaction in the lives of married
adults, and the close linkages between religion and family func-
tioning, it is imperative for scholars of both religion and family life
to better understand how religion is tied to this type of marital
functioning. Religion, by potentially imbuing marital relationships
with sacred qualities and situating couples in social networks that
value marriage (Mahoney, 2010), may lead individuals to invest in
their sexual relationship for the overall good of the marriage.

Existing research on religion and sexual satisfaction yields
mixed results and is limited in a number of ways. Laumann and
colleagues’ (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994) sem-
inal study of adult sexual relationships in the United States found
that those with no religious affiliation were the least likely to have
satisfying sexual relationships. Similarly, Waite and Joyner (2001)
reported a positive association between religious service atten-
dance and ratings of sexual pleasure. Other studies, however, have
failed to find such an association (Davidson, Darling, & Norton,
1995; Young, Denny, Luquis, & Young 1998). These mixed
results may owe to the complexity of religion, which likely has
both positive and negative associations with sexual satisfaction
depending on the aspect of religion and the social context in
question (Pargament, 2002). Further, it is possible that a bidirec-
tional association exists. For example, a couple that is less sexually
satisfied may also be less willing to engage in activities, including
religious activities, together.
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Another reason for these diverse findings may be that studies on
religion and sexual satisfaction have relied on limited measures of
religious activity, often using a single measure, such as religious
affiliation, to tap an individual’s religious commitment (though
McFarland, Uecker, & Regnerus, 2011, and Greeley, 1991, are
exceptions). Moreover, existing studies have not included the
mediators through which religion may be associated with sexual
satisfaction, limiting our understanding. Finally, previous studies
have operationalized religion as an individual-level, rather than a
couple-level factor. The individualist nature of the above literature
review bears out this fact. This is problematic because within
marriage, religion is both an individual-level and couple-level
phenomenon; religious homo- or heterogeneity is an important
factor in whether religion plays an integral role in married life
(Myers, 2006).

We used couple data from the Survey of Marital Generosity
(SMG), a 2010–2011 survey of over 1,300 married couples aged
18–45, to address many of these previous limitations and examine
the association between individual marital sanctification, joint
religious activities in the home, joint worship service attendance,
and reported sexual satisfaction. In addition to showing the asso-
ciation between religious characteristics and the sexual satisfaction
in a dyadic sample of husbands and wives, we also examined
potential mediators, such as marital commitment, marital mainte-
nance behaviors, marital conflict, and time spent together.

This study makes several important empirical, conceptual, and
methodological contributions. First, because we have the advan-
tage of having data from both spouses in each couple, we can use
the actor-partner interdependence model (APIM; Kenny, Kashy, &
Cook, 2006) to examine associations. Thus, for example, we can
check the association between wives’ reports of marital sanctifi-
cation (i.e., the degree to which they imbue their marriage with a
sacred character) and their own sexual satisfaction (i.e., an actor
effect) as well as the association between husbands’ reports of
marital sanctification and wives’ sexual satisfaction (i.e., a partner
effect). Thus, we are able to use multiple reporters to avoid the
problem of common reporter bias. Furthermore, having dyadic
data allows us to assess joint religious experience. Second, we use
multiple measures of religiosity, tapping both behavioral and cog-
nitive elements. Third, the present study explores possible mech-
anisms through which religious homogamy may be linked to
sexual satisfaction among married couples.

Relational Spirituality

Religion and Marital Sexuality

Religiosity is related to less sexually permissive attitudes
(Hardy & Willoughby, 2017) and lower likelihood of nonmarital
sexual behavior (Schmitt & Fuller, 2015). While this suggests that
religions across cultures offer sexual exclusivity within marriage
as an ideal, they may not offer messages and norms regarding
marital sexuality itself. However, religious traditions may promote
other attitudes and behaviors that indirectly relate to marital sexual
satisfaction. Mahoney’s (2010) relational spiritual framework pos-
tulated three pathways through which religiosity is associated with
family outcomes: (1) individuals’ relationship with the divine, (2)
individuals’ imbuing their relationships with divine attributes or
enacting spiritual behaviors within the relationship, and (3) indi-

viduals’ involvement within religious communities. Our data allow
us to examine these latter two pathways.

Sanctification refers to the process of attributing divine meaning
or importance to an element of one’s life (Pargament & Mahoney,
2009) and is part of the second pathway within the relational
spirituality framework. When religious married couples view their
marital union as a divinely appointed relationship, various aspects
of that relationship, including sexual intimacy, may take on spir-
itual characteristics. This may create a sexual sanctification mind-
set wherein sexual intimacy itself takes on divine importance and
may help couples feel more satisfied with their sexual relationship.
One study specifically linked sanctification and sexual satisfaction
in a small group of newlywed couples (Hernandez, Mahoney, &
Pargament, 2011).

Within the second pathway, couples may also add spiritual or
religious meaning to their relationship by engaging in religious
behavior together. Married couples, for example, might jointly
pray or read sacred texts. As couples share in these joint religious
activities, opportunities for emotional closeness may increase.
Such closeness may help foster improved physical intimacy and
sexual satisfaction (Greeley, 1991).

The third pathway in the relational spiritual framework, indi-
viduals’ involvement within religious communities, may also be
associated with greater sexual satisfaction. Waite and Joyner
(2001) found that, for both women and men, worship service
attendance was positively associated with the emotional satisfac-
tion and physical pleasure derived from sexual relationships. These
associations tended to attenuate, however, after the addition of
questions about beliefs of sexual exclusivity. It may be that reli-
gious worship service attendance situates individuals within a
context where sexual exclusivity is more valued, and perhaps even
socially enforced, which may then enhance participants’ sexual
satisfaction.

What may be most consequential for the association between
religion and sexual satisfaction within marriage is the extent to
which spouses share religious beliefs and practices (Call & Hea-
ton, 1997). Indeed, the heightened religiosity of one partner can be
problematic for marital well-being if it is not matched by the other
partner (Curtis & Ellison, 2002). Spouses who share religious
convictions likely have similar perspectives on the meaning of
marriage, value similar family practices, and experience religious
faith as an integrating force (Myers, 2006; Waite & Lehrer, 2003).
Spouses who attend religious services together are also embedded
in a social network that can be beneficial for marital quality (Curtis
& Ellison, 2002), and couples who participate jointly in private
religious activity (e.g., pray together) have reported high levels of
sexual satisfaction (Greeley, 1991). Thus, the relational spiritual
framework (Mahoney, 2010) might suggest that individual marital
sanctification paired with joint religious practice are positively
associated with marital sexual satisfaction.

Relational Mediators

The relational spirituality framework suggests that one of reli-
gion’s main functions within families is the maintenance of those
family relationships (Mahoney, 2010). Religion may enhance sex-
ual satisfaction by addressing what might be termed “marital
scripts.” That is, religiosity may induce couples to foster a higher
quality relationship through improved marital interactions and the
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acquisition of relational skills because of marriage’s perceived
sacred quality. Mahoney’s (2010) review of the literature found
that religiosity was linked to higher reports of marital quality
across many marital dimensions. Thus, as religious couples focus
on their marriage by investing more effort and energy into the
relationship, they might then report higher levels of sexual satis-
faction as a byproduct of this improved couple functioning. Higher
religiosity or joint religious attendance may therefore shift how
spouses both think and act toward their spouse in ways that
potentially enhance multiple aspects of the relationship.

While numerous mediators between religiosity and marital sex-
uality may exist, in the current study we focus on four factors that
have been shown to be indicators of healthy marital process in past
research: higher levels of marital commitment, relationship main-
tenance behaviors, time spent together, and lower levels of marital
conflict (see Figure 1). While these mediators are not intended to
be an exhaustive list, they represent key indicators of healthy
process that have been linked to religiosity in past research and
have the potential to also relate to marital sexuality. As we discuss
these mediators, we acknowledge that religiosity may be associ-
ated with giving socially desirable answers regarding marital qual-
ity. Certain religious groups—particularly conservative Protes-
tants—may emphasize personal happiness as part and parcel of
being religious and thus be more likely to report satisfaction with
various aspects of their life (Wilkins, 2008) or to give more
socially desirable answers (Regnerus & Uecker, 2007).

Religion and marital commitment. Research has shown
marital commitment to be among the strongest predictors of mar-
ital quality (Clements & Swensen, 2000) and to be associated with
positive marital functioning, such as better communication (Stan-
ley, 2005). A link between sexual satisfaction and relationship
commitment also exists, though the causal order is not certain
(Byers, 2005; Sprecher & Cate, 2004; Waite & Joyner, 2001).

Researchers also have linked religion and marital commitment.
Quantitative analyses have consistently found positive associations

between religious service attendance, marital sanctification, and
commitment to marriage or one’s spouse (Amato, Johnson, Booth,
& Rogers, 2003; Ellison, Henderson, Glenn, & Harkrider, 2011).
Religious homogamy between spouses also is also associated with
marital commitment, at least among low-income couples (Lichter
& Carmalt, 2009). Religious homogamy—especially joint reli-
gious service attendance—was also related to marital commitment
in the wider population, though the strength of the association may
be weakening (Myers, 2006).

Qualitative analyses have shed further light on the mechanisms
linking religion to marital commitment. Lambert and Dollahite
(2008) found that religious couples found meaning and sacred
purpose in committing to marriage. Partners who are more emo-
tionally invested in relationships report more satisfaction (Waite &
Joyner, 2001), meaning religion’s association with marital com-
mitment likely translates into heightened sexual satisfaction. Re-
lationship commitment might also signal love and devotion to
one’s partner, which may translate into higher sexual satisfaction.

Religion and relationship maintenance behaviors. As the
name implies, spouses use relationship maintenance behaviors to
maintain and enhance their marital relationship (Stafford & Ca-
nary, 1991). Examples of relationship maintenance behaviors in-
clude spouses being kind to each other or discussing their rela-
tionship quality (Stafford, 2011). Researchers have shown a
positive association between relationship maintenance behavior
and marital quality (Dainton, 2000; Dew & Wilcox, 2013). For
example, one study of contemporary couples found that both
giving and receiving relationship maintenance behaviors were
positively associated with relationship satisfaction and negatively
associated with conflict levels and with the likelihood that spouses
felt they would divorce (Dew & Wilcox, 2013).

Research has also linked religion and relationship maintenance
behaviors. Wilcox and Dew (2016) found that religiosity was
positively associated with marital relationship maintenance behav-
iors. Although research has not assessed the link between relation-

Joint in-home religious 
activitiesa 

Mixed religious 
worship service 

attendancea, b 

Joint low religious 
worship service 

attendancea, b 

Wives’ reported sexual 
satisfaction

Husbands’ reported 
sexual satisfaction

Wives’ reported marital 
relationship 

maintenance behaviors 

Husbands’ reported 
marital relationship 

maintenance behaviors 

Averaged marital 
conflict a, c

Religiosity 
Variables 

Relationship 
Mediator Variables 

Sexual Satisfaction 

Wives’ reported marital 
commitment

Husbands’ reported 
marital commitment

Averaged spousal time
a, c 

Wives’ reported marital 
sanctification 

Husbands’ reported 
marital sanctification 

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the mediated association between spouses’ religiosity and sexual satisfaction.
The figure omits the actual regression paths and control covariates for the sake of clarity. The analysis regresses
all of the shown mediator variables on the religiosity variables and all of the sexual satisfaction variables on the
mediator variables (i.e., the model tests both actor and partner effects). a These were couple-level variables.
b Joint high religious worship service attendance omitted. c This variable was the average of wives’ and
husbands’ reports.
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ship maintenance behaviors and sexual satisfaction, such behaviors
likely relate to greater feelings of intimacy within marriage and
likely would be associated with increased sexual satisfaction.

Religion and spousal time. Scholars have shown that spousal
time—the time that spouses spend with each other—is associated
with healthy marital relationships (Dew, 2007; Wilcox & Nock,
2006). Research has suggested that the more often married couples
attended religious services together, the more they reported inter-
acting in a general sense—eating together, shopping, going out for
recreation, and so forth (Amato, Booth, Johnson, & Rogers, 2007).
This association may extend to other aspects of religiosity. For
example, if individuals feel that their marriage is a sanctified
institution, they may be more willing to invest time and other
resources into it. Alternatively, their particular religious marital
script may specify that spouses should spend time together. Fur-
ther, jointly participating in religious activities in the home may
encourage spouses to interact in other areas as well.

Spending more time together and building the marriage may
then increase spouses’ sexual satisfaction. We know of no research
on spousal time and sexual satisfaction, but given the association
between marital quality and emotional investment in relationships
and sexual satisfaction (e.g., Byers, 2005; Waite & Joyner, 2001),
we suspect more time together in shared activities heightens sexual
satisfaction in marital relationships.

Religion and marital conflict. Marital conflict may also link
religiosity and marital sexual satisfaction. Although scholars may
sometimes conceptualize marital conflict as the inverse of marital
quality, this is not necessarily the case. Studies of divorce, for
example, often delineate between low-conflict and high-conflict
divorces—but the fact that divorce occurs under both conditions
suggests marital quality can be low even in the absence of conflict
(Amato, Loomis, & Booth, 1995). As Amato and colleagues
(2007, p. 44) explained, “Conflict occurs in all marriages, includ-
ing marriages that are relatively happy and stable. For this reason,
the study of conflict is a useful complement to the study of marital
happiness and interaction.”

Studies have found that religious homogamy may be linked to
lower levels of marital conflict. For example, couples who shared
a religious perspective on the world had fewer arguments and
fights (Curtis & Ellison, 2002). Religiously homogenous couples
in this study were less likely to fight over religion itself, gender
roles, and use of money. Religion may also help couples overcome
their conflict. Lambert and Dollahite (2006) found that religion not
only helped couples avoid marital conflict by providing a shared
vision and enhancing relational virtues like selflessness and un-
conditional love, but it also helped them resolve conflict by fos-
tering relationship commitment and a willingness to forgive. To
our knowledge, however, there has been no direct empirical in-
vestigation of the relationship between marital conflict and sexual
satisfaction. It is nevertheless highly likely that these things are
inversely related.

Marital commitment, relationship maintenance behaviors, joint
time together, and marital conflict each represent a key factor
related to healthy marital outcomes and have also been linked to
religiosity. While other mediators likely exist between religiosity
and sexual satisfaction, these four represent perhaps the most
studied links between religiosity and marital quality in past re-
search. However, scholars have not studied these factors vis-à-vis
sexual satisfaction, representing a significant gap in the study of

religiosity and marital quality. Therefore, we explore whether
these domains mediate the association between religion and sexual
satisfaction.

Method

Data and Sample

We drew data from the Survey of Marital Generosity (SMG) to
analyze our hypotheses. The SMG is a national data set of married
couples. A survey research firm (Knowledge Networks) invited
participants from its preexisting research panel to participate in the
SMG. Participants in the original panel were recruited using both
random-digit dialing and random-address-based sampling tech-
niques. A stratified random sample was used to select the panel.

To be invited to participate in the SMG, individuals on the panel
had to be married and between the ages of 18 and 45 with a spouse
who was between the ages of 18 and 55. Of the 4,510 individuals
invited, 2,866 participated in the SMG; this represents a 63%
response rate of those invited from the Knowledge Networks
panel. Given that we include participant and spouse variables in
the same models, for the purposes of this study, participants had to
have a spouse who also participated. Participants also had to have
poststratification weights. This yielded a sample of 1,368 wives
and 1,368 husbands. Because the data are secondary (i.e., we did
not interact with the participants to obtain the data), anonymous,
contain no identifying information, and the potential harm to
participants taking the original survey was minimal, the IRB at
Jeffrey P. Dew’s university certified that the study did not meet the
definition of human subjects research.

Measures

Our dependent variable was a single item that asked about
participants’ perceptions of their marital sexual relationship. Spe-
cifically, the item asked participants to rate their satisfaction with
their marital sexual intimacy. Respondents could respond between
1 (very unhappy) to 5 (very happy). We acknowledge that using a
single item measure as a dependent variable may seem undesir-
able. Unfortunately, the data set was not designed with assessing
sexuality in mind. However, analyses using data from married
couples showed that with a sufficient sample size, in this case over
900, a single-item measure performed psychometrically about as
well as a multiitem scale (Johnson, 1995). Given that our sample
has over 1,300 couples, we suspect that our single-item dependent
variable performs adequately.

We had three measures of religiosity. The first item measured
the participants’ views of religious marital sanctification or the
presence of the divine in their relationship. The SMG asked
participants to state how much they disagreed or agreed with the
statement, “God is at the center of our marriage.” Responses
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Marital
sanctification was the only individual-level religious variable in
the analysis. We left marital sanctification as an individual-level
variable because choosing whether or not imbue one’s marriage
with a sense of the divine is an individual choice and may vary
across spouses.

The second item was a measure of joint home-based religious
activities. The SMG asked participants, “How often do you pray or
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do religious activities with your spouse at home besides grace at
meals?” Participants would answer between 1 (never) and 6 (sev-
eral times a day). Because couples were reporting on the same
behavior, we averaged their reports. Although averaging the re-
ports simplifies the model, it complicates the interpretation. While
the wives’ and husbands’ reports of in-home religious activities
share 53% of their variance, there is a lot of variance that is not
shared. This might be problematic for couples who have disparate
reports. Furthermore, it may be somewhat unclear what precisely
the regression coefficients mean when it comes to this averaged
report. In spite of this conceptual problem, we used the averaged
reports to keep the model simple and because wives and husbands
reported the same behaviors.

The third measure, frequency of joint religious worship service
attendance, was created using a series of dummy variables. One
SMG item asked, “How often do you attend religious worship
services?” The response set ranged from 1 (never) to 6 (more than
once a week). Participants also indicated, in a second variable, with
whom they regularly attended religious worship services. Data
from these two variables suggested that three groups of couples
existed. One group were those couples who regularly attended
worship service meetings together. The second group were those
couples who mutually did not attend worship services. The final
group were those couples in which one spouse attended worship
services frequently while the other did not.

We used the information from these two variables to construct
two dummy variables. If both husbands and wives indicated that
they did not attend worship services at least “several times a
month,” they were put in the group of “mutual nonattenders,” or
what we call “joint low religious worship service attendance.” If
one spouse indicated that they attended worship services at least
“several times a month” but the other spouse suggested that they
attended less frequently, then these couples were put in the group
of “mixed religious worship service attendance.” We also included
in this group any couples who attended frequently, but not to-
gether. The omitted group was composed of couples who both
indicated that they attended worship service meetings at least
several times a month and both indicated joint attendance.

We used four mediator variables. The first was marital commit-
ment. The SMG measured commitment using four items from the
personal dedication subscale of the Commitment Inventory (Stan-
ley & Markman, 1992). For example, one item asked participants
to note their disagreement or agreement with the statement, “I want
this relationship to stay strong no matter what rough times we
encounter”. The response set for these four items ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We took the mean of the
four items to create a scale. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .81
for wives and .80 for husbands.

The second mediating variable was relationship maintenance
behavior. The four items we used asked participants how fre-
quently they engaged in behaviors that showed that they were
interested in maintaining their relationship or giving to their
spouse. For example, one item asked how often participants “per-
form[ed] small acts of kindness for your partner—for example,
mak[ing] them coffee in the morning.” The other questions asked
about granting forgiveness, expressing love and affection, and
expressing respect. The response set for all of these items ranged
from 1 (always) to 5 (never). We reverse-coded the items so that
higher scores would indicate more frequent maintenance behav-

iors. We took the mean of the items to create a scale of relationship
maintenance behaviors. A Cronbach’s alpha analysis gave reliabil-
ity coefficients of .84 for wives and .84 for husbands. Previous
research has shown that these items form one scale and have solid
psychometric properties (Dew & Wilcox, 2013).

Spousal time was our third mediating variable. We measured
spousal time using a single item. This item asked participants,
“During the past month, about how often did you and your hus-
band/wife spend time alone with each other, talking, or sharing an
activity?” Participants responded between 1 (never or rarely) to 6
(almost every day). Like our measure of joint home-based religious
activities, for this particular variable spouses were reporting on
their experience of a joint behavior. Although their reports of
spousal time were correlated, r � .55, p � .001, they were not
perfectly correlated. To obviate this problem, we averaged wives’
and husbands’ report of spousal time. Again, this introduces in-
terpretation issues, but it likely better represents the amount of
time that each couple spends together.

Marital conflict was the final mediating variable. We created a
scale of marital conflict using three items that asked about the
frequency of conflict for “household tasks,” “money,” and “par-
enthood,” which are all common topics of marital conflict (Papp,
Cummings, & Goeke-Morey, 2009). Participants could respond
that they fight about each of these topics on a scale from 1 (never)
to 6 (almost every day). Because they survey did not ask childless
participants about parenting conflict, we took the mean of these
variables to create the scale. Again, with this variable wives and
husbands reported on a joint behavior (i.e., the frequency of their
marital conflict). Their reports of conflict were correlated, r � .57,
p � .001 but not perfectly correlated. Thus, we averaged their
reports to get a better handle on how often they were fighting.

The models also used race/ethnicity, marital duration, education,
total household income, and number of children in the home as
control covariates. We use these covariates because other pub-
lished studies examining sexual satisfaction used them (e.g., Waite
& Joyner, 2001 used race, presence of children, relationship du-
ration, and education in their models). Participants reported their
own race/ethnicity. We used dummy coding to create three race/
ethnicity variables—African American (Non-Hispanic), Hispanic,
and other race/ethnicity. The omitted group was White, Non-
Hispanic. Participants reported their marital duration in years.
Education was originally measured on a scale from 1 (no formal
education) to 14 (professional or doctorate degree). We used three
dummy variables in the analyses: less than high school degree,
high school degree, and 4-year university degree or higher (“some
college/associate’s degree” was the omitted category). Total
household income was originally measured on a scale from 1 (less
than $5,000) to 19 ($175,000 or more). In the analysis, we used
three dummy variables to separate the couples into income quar-
tiles (the fourth quartile was the comparison category). Finally,
participants reported the number of children in the home as part of
the household roster.

Analysis

We used two APIM path models (Kenny et al., 2006) to test the
hypothesized relationships. In the first path model, wives’ and
husbands’ reports of marital sexual satisfaction were regressed on
their own and their spouses’ reports of religiosity. Each partici-
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pant’s sexual satisfaction was also regressed on the couple-level
control covariates (e.g., household income quartiles) and their own
individual-level control covariates (e.g., education dummy vari-
ables). The second path model was the same as the first, except
that we added the mediating variables. In the models, we corre-
lated wives’ and husbands’ exogenous variables (or error terms in
the case of endogenous variables).

We conducted the analysis in MPlus (7.4) using the maximum
likelihood estimator and robust standard errors. We used robust
standard errors for two reasons. First, robust standard errors were
required to use the poststratification weights. We used the post-
stratification weights so that our data would be nationally repre-
sentative of married couples with spouses between the ages of 18
and 45. Second, the robust standard errors helped us to be more
confident that the skew in our variables had less influence on our
findings. Our dependent variables evidenced a slight negative
skew, while some of the independent variables evidenced either a
strong negative skew (e.g., commitment) or a strong positive skew
(e.g., conflict).

Using the weights and robust standard errors likely influenced
the findings. Furthermore, MPlus cannot estimate the magnitude
and significance of the indirect effects using a bootstrap analysis
(Hayes, 2009) while also using weights and robust standard errors.
Consequently, we ran the same analyses without weights and
robust standard errors to check the findings. We also ran a boot-
strap analysis of the confidence intervals of the indirect effects to
check their magnitude and significance (we estimated the statisti-
cal significance of indirect paths using Sobel tests in the first
analysis). All of the coefficients and indirect effects that were
statistically significant in the first analysis were also significant in

the second analysis. However, the second analysis had additional
significant coefficients and indirect relationships. We present our
initial analyses because they are more representative and conser-
vative findings (our alternative model findings are available upon
request).

Between 0% and 2% of the responses were missing from each
variable. A total of 41 couples (or 3%) had at least one variable
missing. We used full information maximum likelihood meth-
ods (FIML, Johnson & Young, 2011) to obviate missing data
issues.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1. Wives’ and
husbands’ mean reported sexual satisfaction levels were above
the midpoint of the scale (i.e., 3) at 3.68 and 3.57, respectively.
The mean of marital sanctification was near the midpoint with
a value of 3.61 for wives and 3.56 for husbands. The mean of
joint religious activities in the home was 2.55 for couples,
indicating a level between less than once per month and once
per week. We found that 30.2% of couples reported that they
frequently attend religious services jointly, while 19.3% re-
ported a mixed level of attendance with one partner attending
frequently and the other attending infrequently. The remainder
of couples, 50.5%, mutually reported low religious worship
service attendance. Finally, the marital commitment and rela-
tionship maintenance behavior means were relatively high for
both wives and husbands. The mean of the averaged spousal

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics (N � 1,368 Couples)

Variables

Wives Husbands

M or % SD Min–Max M or % SD Min–Max

Sexual satisfaction 3.68 1.10 1–5 3.57 1.22 1–5
Marital sanctification 3.61 1.79 1–6 3.56 1.80 1–6
Joint in-home religious activitiesa 2.55 1.56 1–6 2.55 1.56 1–6
Joint high worship service attendancea,b 30.2% 30.2%
Mixed worship service attendancea 19.3% 19.3% 0–1
Joint low worship service attendancea 50.5% 50.5% 0–1
R White, non-Hispanicb 68.9% 68.1%
R Black, non-Hispanic 6.4% 7.8% 0–1
R Hispanic 15.6% 16.5% 0–1
R Other race/ethnicity 9.1% 7.6% 0–1
Marital durationa 9.87 6.16 0–26 9.87 6.16 0–26
R does not have high school degree 6.4% 7.9% 0–1
R has high school degree 22.3% 24.2% 0–1
R has some college/associate’s degreeb 29.6% 29.4%
R has at least a four-year degree 41.7% 38.5% 0–1
Household first income quartilea 28.6% 28.6% 0–1
Household second income quartilea 22.3% 22.3% 0–1
Household third income quartilea 25.8% 25.8% 0–1
Household fourth income quartilea,b 23.3% 23.3%
Number of children in the homea 1.68 1.33 0–11 1.68 1.33 0–11
Marital commitment 4.24 .71 1–5 4.25 .69 1–5
Marital relationship maintenance Behaviors 3.96 .74 1–5 3.89 .77 1–5
Averaged spousal timea,c 4.05 1.42 1–6 4.05 1.42 1–6
Averaged marital conflicta,c 2.28 1.82 1–5.5 2.28 1.82 1–5.5

a Variable measured at the couple level. b Omitted variable in the analyses. c This variable was the average of wives’ and husbands’ reports.
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time variable was above the scale’s midpoint, and the mean of
the averaged marital conflict variable was low. The values of
the control covariates are also in Table 1.

We compared some of the descriptive statistics from the SMG to
descriptive statistics from the General Social Survey (GSS). We
selected married individuals from the 2010 wave of the GSS who
were between the ages of 18 and 45 so that the GSS individuals
would be similar to those in the SMG. Our race/ethnicity findings
were roughly similar to those of the GSS. Specifically, 6.4% of
the wives and 7.8% of the husbands in the SMG self-identified as
Black. In the GSS these numbers were 9.1% and 4.1% respec-
tively. In the SMG, 15.6% of the wives and 16.5% of the husbands
identified as Hispanic. The GSS had similar numbers—16.7% and
16.3% respectively. Finally, in the SMG, 9% of wives and 7.6% of
husbands identified as not White, not Black, and not Hispanic. In
the GSS 6.6% of wives and 2.7% of husbands were in that
category. Educational attainment levels were also similar in the
SMG and GSS. Furthermore, total household income was similar
across both studies (the mean of 12.83 on our original income scale
corresponded with the GSS mean of $60,034). The GSS mean
number of children in the home for male respondents was 1.70 and
1.89 for female respondents. In our sample, it was 1.68 at the
couple level. Thus, the SMG seems to be nationally representative
with the exception of some slight differences in racial/ethnic
composition.

Unmediated Associations Between Religiosity and
Sexual Satisfaction in the APIM

We first examined the unmediated association between religi-
osity and sexual satisfaction. Table 2 shows the associations be-
tween participants’ reports of religiosity and sexual satisfaction
within the APIM framework. Wives’ reported marital sanctifica-
tion was positively associated with their own reports of sexual
satisfaction (b � .11, � � .18, p � .01). Furthermore, husbands’
reported marital sanctification was related to their own reports of
sexual satisfaction (b � 0.12, � � .17, p � .01). Joint religious
activities in the home were positively associated with husbands’
reported sexual satisfaction (b � 0.08, � � .10, p � .05). Neither
mixed worship service attendance nor joint low attendance were

related to sexual satisfaction when compared with joint high at-
tendance. No partner effects emerged in this analysis and none of
the control covariates were associated with wives’ and husbands’
sexual satisfaction. The path model fit the data well (�2[12] �
15.46, p � .05, CFI � .99, RMSEA � .02, SRMR � .01). The R2

for wives’ reported sexual satisfaction was .08 and it was .10 for
husbands.

Mediated Associations Between Religiosity and Sexual
Satisfaction in the APIM

Religiosity and the potential mediator variables. We ran the
mediator model in one path model, but we split the output across
two tables for the sake of clarity. Table 3 shows the association
between the religiosity variables, the control covariates, and the
potential mediator variables. Wives’ marital sanctification was
positively associated with their own reports of marital commitment
(b � .08, p � .001). Husbands’ reported marital sanctification was
positively associated with their own reports of marital commitment
(b � 0.11, p � .001) and their own reports of relationship main-
tenance behaviors (b � 0.09, p � .001). It was also positively
associated with the averaged spousal time variable (b � .13, p �
.001) and was negatively associated with the averaged marital
conflict variable (b � �0.10, p � .001). Joint in-home activities
were associated with wives’ reports of relationship maintenance
behaviors (b � .08, p � .01), husbands’ reported relationship
maintenance behaviors (b � 0.07, p � .01) and the averaged
spousal time variable (b � 0.10, p � .05). Although mixed
religious worship service attendance was negatively associated
with four of the potential mediator variables and joint low religious
attendance was associated with one, none of the indirect associa-
tions between the attendance variables were statistically significant
(and none of the direct effects were significant in the first analy-
sis), so we do not discuss them in the text. The model had
acceptable fit statistics (�2[48] � 69.57, p � .05, CFI � .99,
RMSEA � .02, SRMR � .02). The model explained 13% of the
variance in wives’ marital commitment, 12% of the variance in
husbands’ commitment, 12% of the variance in wives’ relationship
maintenance behaviors, 12% in husbands’ relationship mainte-

Table 2
Path Model Estimates of the Associations Between Religiosity and Sexual Satisfaction

Wives’ sexual
satisfaction

Husbands’ sexual
satisfaction

Variables b SE � b SE �

Intercept 2.95��� .23 2.93��� .22
Wives’ marital sanctification .11�� .04 .18 .06 .04 .08
Husbands’ marital sanctification .05 .04 .08 .12�� .04 .17
Joint in-home religious activitiesa .05 .04 .07 .08� .03 .10
Mixed religious worship service attendancea,b �.23 .12 �.08 �.09 .13 �.03
Joint low religious worship service attendancea,b .14 .12 .06 .16 .12 .07
R2 .08 .10

Note. Model fit statistics: �2(12, N � 1,368) � 15.46, p � .05, CFI � .99, RMSEA � .02, SRMR � .01.
Control covariates omitted for the sake of space. Control covariates included race/ethnicity, marital duration,
education, total household income, and number of children in the home.
a These were couple-level variables. b Joint high religious worship service attendance omitted.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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nance behaviors, 13% of the variance in averaged spousal time,
and 7% of the variance in averaged marital conflict.

Mediated effects. Table 4 shows the estimates of the medi-
ated association between the religiosity variables and sexual sat-
isfaction as well as the estimates of the association between the
mediators and sexual satisfaction. With the mediator variables in
the model, none of the religiosity variables were statistically sig-
nificant predictors of husbands’ sexual satisfaction. The associa-
tion between wives’ marital sanctification and sexual satisfaction
declined from b � .11 to b � .07, but it did not drop below
significance.

All of the mediator variables were associated with sexual satis-
faction, and many of them produced both actor and partner effects.
Wives’ marital commitment was positively associated with wives’
sexual satisfaction (b � .32, p � .001). Husbands’ marital com-
mitment was positively associated with their own reports of sexual
satisfaction (b � .21, p � .001). Wives’ relationship maintenance
behaviors were positively associated with both their own (b � .28,
p � .001) and their husbands’ reports of sexual satisfaction (b �
.35, p � .001). This was also the case for husbands’ relationship
maintenance behaviors (b � .12, p � .05, for wives’ sexual
satisfaction and b � .21, p � .001, for husbands’ sexual satisfac-
tion). The averaged spousal time variable was positively associated
with wives’ (b � .18, p � .001) and husbands’ (b � .15, p � .001)
sexual satisfaction, whereas the averaged marital conflict variable
was negatively associated with wives’ (b � �.20, p � .001) but
not husbands’ sexual satisfaction.

Table 5 includes the results from the Sobel tests of the indirect
effects. All of the coefficients shown in Table 5 are statistically
significant at least at the .05 level. We subjected these results to
another test by replicating them in a bootstrapping analysis using
the maximum likelihood estimator but without robust standard
errors and the poststratification weights. The statistical signifi-
cance results were the same in the bootstrapped models, and the
magnitudes were nearly identical. The difference was that in the
bootstrapped model, more indirect effects were statistically signif-
icant—which might be expected, given the lack of robust standard
errors.

The following indirect effects emerged. First, wives’ commit-
ment was the only variable to mediate the association between
wives’ religious sanctification and their sexual satisfaction. The
mediation was only partial. Second, three of the four variables
(husbands’ commitment, husbands’ relationship maintenance be-
haviors, and averaged spousal time) mediated the association be-
tween husbands’ marital sanctification and their sexual satisfac-
tion. These three variables fully mediated this association. Further,
husbands’ relationship maintenance behaviors, wives’ relationship
maintenance behaviors, and spousal time fully mediated the asso-
ciation between joint in-home religious activities and husbands’
sexual satisfaction.

Discussion

We used a nationally representative sample of married couples
to study the association between religiosity and marital sexual
satisfaction. Reports of religiosity were associated with greater
sexual satisfaction for both wives and husbands. Specifically,
participants’ reports of religious marital sanctification were posi-
tively related to their own reports of sexual satisfaction, extendingT
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earlier results demonstrating connections between marital sancti-
fication and positive relational outcomes (Mahoney, 2010). Also
extending previous findings linking joint religious activities to
relational well-being (Curtis & Ellison, 2002; Greeley, 1991), we
found a positive association between joint religious activities in the
home and higher reports of sexual satisfaction for husbands. We
note that we did not find significant associations between joint/
mixed attendance/nonattendance at religious worship services and
sexual satisfaction.

Mediation models provided further insight. Marital commit-
ment, relationship maintenance behaviors, and averaged spousal
time mediated the associations between husbands’ sanctification,
joint religious activities in the home, and their sexual satisfaction.
Commitment partially mediated the association between wives’
sanctification and sexual satisfaction.

Although results are cross-sectional and sequential causation
should not be inferred, such mediation is consistent with the relational
spirituality framework. This framework asserts that marital sanctifi-

cation and religious activity contribute to the maintenance of family
relationships. In this particular study, sanctification and in-home re-
ligious activities were associated with marital dynamics (relationship
maintenance behaviors and spousal time) and protective relational
beliefs (commitment), which were then associated with sexual satis-
faction. Such mediation may explain why religiosity and marital
sexual satisfaction may be linked despite being seemingly unrelated
constructs. Religious activity or sanctification may not directly relate
to the sexual functioning and satisfaction of couples. Instead, religi-
osity might change the marital scripts of spouses. It might encourage
them to shift their marital dynamics toward attitudes and behaviors
that enhance intimacy generally and sexual functioning specifically
within the relationship. Put another way, joint religious activities and
sanctification may provide a foundation on which married couples can
build and maintain meaningful and positive interactions with each
other (Mahoney, 2010). Such positive interactions will likely benefit
such couples in many areas of their lives, including their sexual
intimacy.

Table 4
Path Model Estimates of the Mediated Associations Between Religiosity and Sexual Satisfaction

Variables

Wives’ sexual
satisfaction

Husbands’ sexual
satisfaction

b SE b SE

Intercept .48 .40 �.11 .43
W marital sanctification .07� .03 .06 .04
H marital sanctification �.01 .04 .04 .03
Joint in-home religious activitiesa .01 .03 .02 .03
Mixed religious worship service attendancea,b �.01 .10 .07 .11
Joint low religious worship service attendancea,b .11 .10 .14 .11
W marital commitment .32��� .07 �.07 .08
H marital commitment �.12 .07 .21�� .08
W marital relationship maintenance behaviors .28��� .06 .35��� .06
H marital relationship maintenance behaviors .12� .06 .21��� .06
Averaged spousal timea,c .18��� .03 .15��� .03
Averaged marital conflicta,c �.20��� .05 �.11 .06
R2 .36 .29

Note. Tables 3 and 4 are from the same path model, but we separate them for the sake of clarity. �2(48, N �
1,368) � 69.57, p � .05, CFI � .99, RMSEA � .02, SRMR � .01. Control covariates omitted for the sake of
space. Control covariates included race/ethnicity, marital duration, education, total household income, and
number of children in the home.
a These were couple-level variables. b Joint high religious worship service attendance omitted. c This variable
was the average of wives’ and husbands’ reports.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Table 5
Statistically Significant Tests of Indirect Effects Using the Sobel Test

Variables

Wives’ sexual satisfaction Husbands’ sexual satisfaction

Size of standardized indirect effect Size of standardized indirect effect

W Marital Sanctification through W commitment .04��

H Marital sanctification through H commitment .03�

H Marital sanctification through H relationship maintenance behaviors .03�

H Marital sanctification through averaged spousal time .03�

Joint in-home religious activities through H relationship maintenance behaviors .02�

Joint in-home religious activities through W relationship maintenance behaviors .03��

Joint in-home religious activities through averaged spousal time .02�

Note. In a bootstrapping analysis using the maximum likelihood estimator (i.e., without robust standard errors and the post-stratification weights) these
indirect pathways also emerged and were statistically significant. Their magnitudes were nearly identical.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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As we discuss these findings, we should acknowledge, however,
that the association between religiosity and sexual satisfaction
have small magnitudes. The indirect relationship magnitudes from
spouses’ religious variables to participants’ sexual satisfaction
were likewise small. We will discuss this issue further in the
limitations section.

The lack of an association between religious worship service
attendance and sexual satisfaction contradicts the relational spiri-
tuality framework. The framework posits that participation within
religious communities is important, but no associations surfaced.
A post hoc analysis (not shown) suggested that the multivariate
model was to blame. When neither marital sanctification nor joint
religious home activities were in the model, spouses with mixed
religious worship service attendance and joint low attendance
reported lower sexual satisfaction than spouses who had joint high
attendance. This finding held for both wives and husbands. Thus,
the “private religion” variables explained more independent vari-
ance in sexual satisfaction than the “public religion” variable. This
is similar to the findings of Ellison and colleagues (2011), who
found that the association between shared attendance at religious
services and relationship quality was attenuated by other religious
factors while the effect of shared in-home worship activities was
not. Thus, our findings are further evidence of Ellison and col-
leagues’ (2011, p. 972) conclusion that “nonorganizational indica-
tors of couples’ religiousness appear to be even more predictive of
relationship quality than shared affiliation or attendance.”

We also found distinct pathways of religious associations for
wives and for husbands. For wives, the story was somewhat
straightforward: Marital sanctification was associated with higher
marital commitment, which in turn was associated with higher
sexual satisfaction. Although this pathway was also operative for
husbands, husbands’ marital sanctification and participation in
joint in-home religious activities were also associated with more
relationship maintenance behaviors and time spent with their
spouse, which were related to higher sexual satisfaction. Some
scholars have noted that for women, many social institutions and
norms may encourage their investment in marriage and family life,
but religion is one of the few institutions that does so for men.
Edgell (2006, p. 65), upon finding religion to be less related to
women’s helping and caring behaviors than it is among men,
concludes, “perhaps . . . women find encouragement for these
behaviors from a wide range of sources, whereas for men, their
church community may be the primary place where they find
encouragement and support for these kinds of behaviors or are
expected to take them on.” We similarly identify a stronger link
between religion and men’s relationship investment (in Table 3),
although our results indicate that, in least in terms of its association
with sexual satisfaction, it is religious beliefs and private practices
that matter more than a man’s religious community.

This study has limitations. First, our cross-sectional data pro-
hibit our ability to eliminate the possibility of reverse causation
where variations in sexual satisfaction within a marriage may
make joint religious behaviors and sanctification more difficult.
For example, if a married couple is having specific difficulties with
their sexual dynamics, such conflicts may relate to a general
decrease in joint activities in the marriage, including joint religious
activities. Further, such a couple may find it difficult to place
divine importance on their relationship as they struggle to view
their relationship and partner in a positive light. Future studies that

can disentangle these complex and dynamic construct relationships
through longitudinal work should be an important priority for
future scholars. Future studies should also explore other possible
mediators between religiosity and sexual satisfaction. While we
focused on four key aspects of relational functioning, other factors,
such as emotional closeness or social networking, may also be
potential mediators that should be examined in future studies.

Second, we used many single-item measures in the models.
Having multiple-item scales of each construct—like we had for
commitment and relationship-maintenance behaviors—would
have made the measures more reliable. We could have also used
structural equation modeling if we had had multiple items for each
construct. We do note again, however, that with sufficiently high
numbers of participants, single items perform statistically well
(Johnson, 1995).

Third, we were unable to include age in the model. Although we
included a closely related variable—marital duration—as a control
covariate, we were reluctant to introduce age. Age and marital
duration are obviously not perfectly correlated, but they are often
highly correlated (in our data marital duration is correlated at r �
.67 for wives’ age and .65 for husbands’ age). Thus, we did not
want introduce a source of multicolinearity into the model. This
may be a problem because religious attendance and sanctification
may vary over the life course, for example.

Finally, as noted above, both the direct and indirect findings of
the associations between religiosity and sexual satisfaction were
small. We counter this limitation, however, by suggesting that
sexual satisfaction is a complex phenomenon. Consequently, it is
unsurprising that any single distal dimension of life, like religion,
would share 8–10% of the variance. It is also noteworthy that
individual and joint religiosity were associated with sexual satis-
faction, while other important structural issues—such as income
and education—were not associated.

The tradeoff of these limitations is a nationally representative
data set. We can say that these findings represent the associations
tested for couples between the ages of 18 and 45 (at least in 2010).
Having broadly generalizable findings enhances their importance.

In spite of these limitations, the results of the present study
suggest important implications for the study of couple religiosity
and sexual satisfaction. By using multiple measures of religiosity,
a national sample, and dyadic data, we add to the growing body of
literature that show an association between religiosity and sexual
satisfaction among married couples. We also examined these as-
sociations more closely by testing mechanisms through which they
may occur. This study should contribute to future research that
examines the many ways in which religion is associated with
couples’ lives and the growing body of research that suggests the
process of sanctification within marriage has important implica-
tions for the well-being of couples. While effects sizes were small,
religious activities appear to relate to marital behaviors and sexual
outcomes of married couples.
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