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Abstract

The present paper reports on longitudinal associations between parenting stress and sexual 

satisfaction among 169 heterosexual couples in the first year after the birth of a first child. Actor 

Partner Interdependence Modeling (APIM) was used to model the effects of the mother’s and 

father’s parenting stress at 6 months after birth on sexual satisfaction at one year after birth. Based 

on social constructivist theory and scarcity theory, two hypotheses were posed: (a) mothers’ 

parenting stress will predict their own later sexual satisfaction whereas fathers’ parenting stress 

will not predict their own later sexual satisfaction (actor effects) and (b) mothers’ parenting stress 

will predict fathers’ later sexual satisfaction but fathers’ parenting stress will not predict mothers’ 

later sexual satisfaction (partner effects). On average, parents were only somewhat satisfied with 

their sex life. The first hypothesis was supported as greater parenting stress significantly predicted 

lower sexual satisfaction for mothers but not for fathers. The second hypothesis was also supported 

as mothers’ greater parenting stress significantly predicted less sexual satisfaction in fathers, 

whereas fathers’ parenting stress did not significantly predict mothers’ sexual satisfaction. We 

discuss how our results may be interpreted considering the social construction of gendered family 

roles.
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Sexuality and sexual satisfaction have been shown to be important components of romantic 

relationships (Litzinger & Gordon, 2005; Shapiro & Gottman, 2005—in U.S. samples unless 

otherwise noted). Sexual frequency and satisfaction are generally associated with marital 

stability (Yeh, Lorenz, Wickrama, Conger, & Elder, 2006), mental health (in an Australian 
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sample, Davison, Bell, LaChina, Holden, & Davis, 2009), and the regulation of stress and 

maintenance of psychological well-being (in an Israeli sample, Ein-Dor & Hirschberger, 

2012). Although sexual satisfaction is a unique contributor to happiness in romantic 

relationships (Impett, Muise, & Peragine, 2013), it often goes unmeasured in studies 

examining the transition to parenthood. This gap is significant given the stressful nature of 

the transition to parenthood for individuals and relationships (as documented in U.S. and 

Israeli samples: Doss, Cicila, Hsueh, Morrison, & Carhart, 2014; Lavee, Sharlin, & Katz, 

1996; McBride, Schoppe, & Rane, 2002) and the influence of stress on sexual satisfaction 

(Bodenmann, Ledermann, & Bradbury, 2007 in a Swiss sample). Across the transition, the 

majority of couples experience some degree of decline in relationship quality (Mickelson & 

Joseph, 2012; Olsson, Lundqvist, Faxelid, & Nissen, 2005; Pauls, Occhino, Dryfhout, & 

Karram, 2008), and sexual activity may change in terms of frequency and meaning (Pacey, 

2004). The current study aims to understand how mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress 

experienced at 6 months post-birth predicts their own and their partner’s sexual satisfaction 

at 12 months post-birth.

Our investigation is informed by social constructivist theory (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009), which 

posits that gender roles are learned through interactions with others, and by scarcity theory 

(Bielby & Bielby, 1989), which posits that well-being declines as the number of roles and 

the amount of time spent on those roles increase. In the context of modern parenthood, 

women tend to be socialized to practice selfless parenting and devote large amounts of time 

and resources to a child-centered lifestyle (Büskens, 2001), whereas men tend to be held to 

less strict standards that better allow for making mistakes and for being involved in interests 

outside the home (Hays, 1998). Scarcity theory explains how differences in role 

socialization may create greater fatigue and stress for women than for men due to how 

women often bear the responsibility for the majority of the new roles during the transition to 

parenthood (Bielby & Bielby, 1989). Consequently, women may place more meaning on 

their identity as a parent than do men, which may increase women’s expectations to perform 

well. Scarcity theory explains that as women assume the greater burden of household work 

and child care, their well-being may decline. We argue that women may be socialized to 

adopt an ideal of motherhood that includes primary responsibility for meeting children’s 

needs and meeting unrealistic task demands and expectations, whereas men are often 

socialized to take a participatory role in parenting. Based on these perspectives, we believe 

that parenting stress holds deeper meaning for women and is therefore more salient for 

women’s sexual well-being.

The current study examines how parenting stress during the transition to parenthood predicts 

later sexual satisfaction in a sample of heterosexual couples in the United States. In doing 

so, we extend the existing knowledge concerning stress during the transition to parenthood 

and the potential effects of this stress in a number of ways. First, we examine actor and 

partner effects to explore the interdependence of the influence of parenting stress 

specifically felt by a mother and father on their own sexual satisfaction and their partner’s 

sexual satisfaction. Second, we use longitudinal data to examine the potential effect of 

parenting stress on sexual satisfaction over 6 months during the first year of parenthood. 

Third, we take a social constructivist (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009) and scarcity theory approach 

(Bielby & Bielby, 1989) that highlights the importance of exploring socialized gender 
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differences and illustrates how similar sources of stress can result in varied experiences for 

women and men during the transition to parenthood.

Sexual Satisfaction and Parenthood

Despite a preliminary understanding that sexual satisfaction is an important element of 

romantic relationships, the sexual lives of couples across the transition to parenthood need 

further study (Mickelson & Joseph, 2012; Olsson et al., 2005; Pauls et al., 2008). Sexual 

satisfaction is linked with a variety of predictors and outcomes in general, but its role during 

the transition to parenthood is less understood. In general, sexual satisfaction is associated 

with sexual frequency (Nicolosi, Moreira, Villa, & Glasser, 2004 in a Brazilian, Italian, 

Japanese and Malaysian sample) and emotionally satisfying relationships (Bodenmann et al., 

2007; Carpenter, Nathanson, & Kim, 2009). However, at the transition to parenthood, sexual 

satisfaction tends to decline (Ahlborg, Dahlöf, & Hallberg, 2005 in a Swedish sample; 

Mickelson & Joseph, 2012). Sexual frequency also declines at the transition to parenthood 

and is not always replaced by other sexual or romantic behaviors (Ahlborg et al., 2005 in a 

Swedish sample). Despite the decline in sexual satisfaction and frequency, individuals 

appear to continue to enjoy sexual behavior across the transition to parenthood (Sherr, 

1995).

Gender differences in response to stress may impact men’s and women’s experiences of 

sexual satisfaction. For example, Morokoff and Gilliland (1993) found that unemployed men 

reported relatively more instances of not being able to maintain an erection, but they found 

no increased sexual dysfunction among unemployed women. They argued that employment 

falls within the traditional masculine gender role and that the stress experienced from 

unemployment may impair feelings of masculine identity. However, longer employment 

hours impact women’s sexual satisfaction: Some researchers have found a curvilinear 

relation between work hours and sexual satisfaction among mothers 6 months after a first 

birth, such that the greatest sexual satisfaction was reported by mothers working part-time 

(Maas, McDaniel, Feinberg, & Jones, 2015). This finding was consistent with scarcity 

theory in that as work hours increased beyond a certain range, sexual satisfaction 

diminished. Scarcity theory helps explain how women, more so than men, feel a need to 

relinquish commitment to work in favor of family (Bielby & Bielby, 1989), and this may be 

especially true during the transition to parenthood. In summary, existing research indicates 

that particular kinds of stress may hold different meanings for men and women due to 

socialized gender roles.

Women also undergo physical changes during and after pregnancy that can negatively 

impact body image (Pauls et al., 2008), which has been linked to lower sexual satisfaction 

(Henderson, Harmon, & Newman, 2015; Pujols, Meston, & Seal, 2010). Women report 

difficulty combining the roles of mother and sexual partner (Montemurro & Siefken, 2012) 

because they may feel consumed by the stress of the mothering role and therefore experience 

less identification as a sexual person (Montemurro & Siefken, 2012).
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Stress in the Transition to Parenthood

Increased stressors often arise around the transition to parenthood as couples balance a 

myriad of new tasks and learn how to coparent together. As couples move from being a 

couple to parents of an infant, the complexities of the coparenting relationship are 

introduced as parents learn to work together in rearing their child (Feinberg, 2003; McHale, 

Kuersten-Hogan, Lauretti, & Rasmussen, 2000). Over 50 years ago, LeMasters (1957) 

posited that part of the increased stress during the transition to parenthood derives from the 

disruption in the couple’s interaction as a pair as they move from a two- to three-member 

family. Each partner may feel displaced from enjoying the focused attention of the other as 

they take on the additional responsibilities of childcare (Cowan & Cowan, 1988; LeMasters, 

1957). Women and men in less supportive circumstances may also experience heightened 

parenting stress (Raikes & Thompson, 2005), similar to that of low income parents 

(Reitman, Currier, & Stickle, 2002). Additionally, racial or ethnic minority parents 

(Nomaguchi & House, 2013) and gay and lesbian parents (Bos, Van Balen, Van Den Boom, 

& Sandfort, 2004: Tornello, Farr, & Patterson, 2011) may experience increased stress. 

Increases in stress due to parenthood generally have a negative impact on relationship 

satisfaction (see Cowan & Cowan, 2000 for a U.S. sample; Lavee, Sharlin, & Katz, 1996 for 

an Israeli sample), yet little is known about the relation between parenting stress and sexual 

satisfaction.

Gender roles in Western cultures socialize women to invest disproportionately large amounts 

of time in their child compared to men (Hays, 1998). Hays describes this cultural goal as 

“intensive mothering” (Hays, 1998, p. x). Modern, intensive mothering requires extensive 

emotional investment, expert skills, a large time investment, and creation of a child-centered 

home environment (Büskens, 2001). In a sample of Australian dual-earner couples, women 

often felt the brunt of the stress from parenting and household labor because they were 

shouldering the largest portion of responsibility (Dempsey, 2002). Women may also be 

expected to perform with immediate competence in this new parenting role, whereas men 

are less likely to feel this expectation (Cowan & Cowan, 2000; Riina, & Feinberg, 2012). 

Despite the increase in fathers’ involvement in the parenting role over the past decades 

(Dempsey, 2002), there is little societal pressure on fathers to perform early parenting duties 

with the same level of competence as women (LaRossa, 1998). Consequently, mothers may 

feel a greater impact of parenting stress, even if those levels of stress are similar to those of 

fathers, because fathers’ parenting role is often less demanding and sometimes elective (Wall 

& Arnold, 2007).

The increased salience of new mothers’ parental stress can be understood within the 

framework of the scarcity hypothesis, which holds that increasing the number of roles in 

which a person engages demands additional time and energy resulting in role overload and 

fatigue (Bielby & Bielby, 1989; Katz-Wise, Priess, & Hyde, 2010). Even mothers who do 

not subscribe to the idea of intensive mothering may feel social pressure to take on a number 

of roles inside and outside the home and thus may experience increased stress (Henderson, 

Harmon, & Newman, 2015). The combination of both higher levels of stress and a greater 

salience of stress for new mothers compared to fathers may have implications for sexual 

satisfaction across the transition to parenthood.
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The Couple’s Relationship and Parenthood

Given that dominant socialized messages frequently encourage women to be self-sacrificing 

as they transition to motherhood (Cowan & Cowan, 2000; Hays, 1998), sexual satisfaction 

may become less of a priority. The demands on women for intensive mothering, pregnancy-

linked physical changes, and diminished feelings of sexuality may impact mothers’ interest 

in sex and sexual satisfaction (Henderson et al., 2015; Montemurro & Siefken, 2012; Pujols, 

Meston, & Seal, 2010). As women experience more stress during the transition to 

parenthood, they may be less attuned to their partner’s needs (Cowan & Cowan, 1988; 

LeMasters, 1957). Although we have little research from which to draw for how parenting 

stress of one partner may influence the sexual satisfaction of the other partner, research 

indicates that one partner’s stress from work can influence the other partner’s well-being 

(Larson & Almeida, 1999; Schermerhorn, Chow, & Cummings, 2010; Thompson & Bolger, 

1999). Additionally, research explains that as one partner feels greater stress or anxiety, their 

ability to positively communicate, emotionally connect, give attention to a partner, feel 

empathy, and refrain from judgment diminishes (Carson, Carson, Gil, & Baucom, 2004; 

Khaddouma, Gordon, & Bolden, 2015).

As mentioned above, some women may temporarily feel less sexual during the adjustment to 

parenting (Montemurro & Siefken, 2012), and this change may impact their husband or 

partner. Studies have shown that women spend less quality time with husbands after the birth 

of their first child (Dew & Wilcox, 2011) and that women’s preoccupation with mothering 

may create a feeling of sexual disconnection and rejection in their partner. Thus, as a 

mother’s stress increases during the transition to parenting, she may be less attentive to the 

relationship, less emotionally connected, and less empathic, which may influence not only 

her satisfaction but her partners’ satisfaction as well. Given that men are likely socialized to 

take the sexually assertive role (Siann, 2013), men may be highly sensitive to a sense of 

rejection given their partner’s diminished feelings of sexuality, sexual interest, and 

responsiveness. Thus, due to gender socialization and the often intensive roles women 

assume, parenting stresses may be more salient for women than for men, but these maternal 

parenting stresses likely have consequences for men because women feel less sexual, 

become less focused on their male partner, and instead become more focused on parenting 

the child.

The Current Study

To summarize, due to entrenched socialized gender roles, women may feel greater pressure 

than do men to invest large amounts of time in their child and carry the larger portion of 

responsibility in household work (Dempsey, 2002; Hays, 1998). The expectations of 

immediate competency and unrealistically high parenting skills for women, but not men, 

may also change the meaning and increase the impact of parenting stress for women (Cowan 

& Cowan, 2000, Hays, 1998; Matud, 2004). Moreover, under similar levels of parenting 

stress, women may feel a greater impact of parenting stress due to the socialized meanings 

surrounding the mothering experience, whereas fathers are often not socialized to approach 

fathering in an intensive way or to feel that fathering is intimately connected to their gender 

role or identity (Hays, 1998). Consequently, women likely perceive and feel differently 
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about the parenting stress they experience due to socialized expectations for performance, 

and these feelings of pressure and stress may impact their sexual lives (Bodenmann et al., 

2007). Thus, the first aim of the current study is to examine how parenting stress predicts 

sexual satisfaction during the transition to parenthood. We hypothesize that mothers’ 

parenting stress will predict their own later sexual satisfaction (Hypothesis 1a) whereas 

fathers’ parenting stress will not predict their own later sexual satisfaction (actor effects) 

(Prediction 1b).

The second aim of our study examines how each partner’s sexual satisfaction is influenced 

by their partner’s parenting stress. Studies have shown that stress experienced by one partner 

can easily spill over into the functioning of the other partner (Larson & Almeida, 1999; 

Schermerhorn et al., 2010; Thompson & Bolger, 1999). Additionally, as previously 

explained, parenting stress across the transition to parenthood may be more salient for 

women and increases in parenting stress for women may be indicators to her partner that she 

is consumed by motherhood and not as sexual as she used to be. Therefore, mothers’ 

parenting stress will predict fathers’ later sexual satisfaction (Hypothesis 2a) but fathers’ 

parenting stress will not predict mothers’ later sexual satisfaction (partner effects) 

(Prediction 2b). To examine both of our predictions, we utilize structural equation modeling 

and simultaneously include both women’s and men’s parenting stress at 6-months post-birth 

as predictors of women’s and men’s sexual satisfaction at 12-months post-birth.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants (169 heterosexual couples) in the present study were from a longitudinal study 

designed to test “Family Foundations,” a coparenting intervention program for couples 

expecting their first child (Feinberg & Kan, 2008). This program consists of eight classes, 

involving four delivered before birth and four after birth, which focus on strategies and skills 

that support “positive joint parenting” (Feinberg & Kan, 2008, p. 256). To be eligible for the 

study, first-time parents must have been at least 18 years of age, living together, and 

expecting their first child. Couples were mostly (n = 137, 81%) recruited from childbirth 

education programs at two hospitals located in the Northeast United States. All other 

couples were recruited from doctors’ offices (n = 13, 8%), newspapers ads or flyers (n = 12, 

7%), by word of mouth (n = 5, 3%), or by unknown means (n = 2, 1%). These couples 

represent a non-clinical, low-risk sample (i.e., a sample of couples who were not identified 

for any particular marital problems or for being part of a clinical sample).

For the intervention, pretest data were collected via home interviews when mothers were 

pregnant (average weeks of gestation = 22.9, SD = 5.3, range = 9.43 to 36.00). Following the 

pretest, couples were randomly assigned to an intervention (n = 89) or to a no-treatment 

control condition (n = 80). Couples were also assessed at 6 months post-birth and 12 months 

post-birth via home interviews and paper-and-pencil questionnaires. Data on parenting stress 

were collected when the couple’s infant was approximately 6 months-old. Sexual 

satisfaction data were collected when the couple’s infant was approximately 12 months-old, 

although sexual satisfaction questions were not asked at 6 months. Our interest was in 

parenting stress during the infant’s first year, and although research has indicated there is an 
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adjustment period after birth (Goldberg, Michaels, & Lamb, 1985), 6 months is a long 

enough period after the birth to gain a better assessment of the general level of parenting 

stress. However, sexuality is still variable at 6 months after birth for couples due to physical 

and hormonal changes among postpartum women (Pacey, 2004); by 12 months after birth, 

most couples have resumed sexual relations and found a new equilibrium.

Only those mothers and fathers who had at least some data on parenting stress or sexual 

satisfaction were included in our analyses (ns = 161 mothers, 156 fathers). In our analytic 

sample, mothers and fathers were primarily non-Hispanic White (n = 149, 92.5% and n = 

141, 90.4% respectively), married (n = 135, 83.9% and n = 133, 85.3%), and in their late 

20’s on average, with an average household income of $68,147 (SD = $31,811)—although 

income ranged greatly from $2,500 to $162,500. Additional details on men and women in 

the sample can be found in Table 1. We tested for gender differences in the demographic 

characteristics (i.e., MANOVA, follow-up ANOVAs, and chi-square tests). Significant 

gender differences emerged, F (4, 292) = 16.14, p < .001, and follow-up univariate tests 

showed that women were significantly younger, F (1, 295) = 6.76, p = .01, ηp2 = .02, had 

more years of schooling, F (1, 295) = 4.35, p = .04, ηp2 = .01, and were less likely to work 

outside the home, F (1, 295) = 43.65, p < .001, ηp2 = .13, than were the men in our sample.

We also compared our analytic sample with participants who had missing data on the study 

measures or who dropped out of the study by 12 months on demographic variables utilizing 

a series of Chi-square and t-tests. There were no significant differences on ethnicity/race or 

intervention group status. However, mothers t (167) = −1.96, p = .05, d = .71 [but not fathers 

t (167) = −1.63, p = .10, d = .47] in our analytic sample were significantly older than their 

counterparts without usable data. Mothers and fathers in our analytic sample reported more 

years of education, t (165) = −2.73, p = .01, d = .98, and t (165) = −3.48,, p = .001, d = 1.01, 

respectively; had a higher family income, t (166) = −1.99, p = .048, d = .72, and t (166) = 

−2.13, p = .04, d = .61, respectively; and were more likely to be married, χ2 (1) = 5.98, p = .

01, d = .38, and χ2 (1) = 12.57, p < .001, d = .57, respectively.

Measures

Sexual satisfaction—To measure satisfaction with one’s overall sex life at 12 months 

post-birth, mothers and fathers each responded on a 9-point scale to the item, “Regarding 

your sex life with your partner, would you say that you are overall” not at all satisfied (1) to 

very satisfied (9). Participants were asked to think about their experiences during the past 6 

months. Higher scores indicate greater sexual satisfaction. Prior research has shown that this 

single-item measure is significantly related to new parents’ ratings of their sexual and 

romantic relationship, including satisfaction with the frequency of sex, romance, passion, 

and cuddling (Maas et al., 2015).

Parenting stress—Parenting stress was measured at 6 months post-birth and assessed 

with 27 items from the third edition of the Parenting Stress Index – Short Form (Abidin, 

1995). Six items from the Parent-Child Dysfunctional Interaction subscale and three items 

from the Difficult Child subscale were not utilized because Abidin (1995) found that they 

had lower factor loadings than the rest of the items. Items measured parental distress (e.g., “I 

Leavitt et al. Page 7

Sex Roles. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 February 22.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



find myself giving up more of my life to meet my children’s needs than I ever expected.”), 

parent–child dysfunctional interaction (e.g., “My child smiles at me much less than I 

expected.”), and parents’ reports of a difficult child (e.g., “My child turned out a to be a lot 

more of a problem than I had expected.”) using a 5-point rating scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Responses were averaged and this mean scale score was used 

in the analyses, with higher scores indicating greater parenting stress. Cronbach’s alphas (α) 

were .89 for mothers and .85 for fathers.

Results

In Table 2, we present results for our bivariate correlations and descriptives for mothers’ and 

fathers’ parenting stress and sexual satisfaction. In our sample, despite adequate variability 

(range = 1.00–3.11 on a 5-point scale), mothers and fathers on average did not report being 

highly stressed by being a parent. On average, parents were only somewhat satisfied with 

their sex life. However, sexual satisfaction scores ranged across the entire 9-point scale, with 

about 69% (n = 101) of mothers and 55% (n = 77) of fathers falling into the somewhat to 

very satisfied range (i.e., a rating of 6 or above on the 9-point scale). Additionally, within 

families, mothers’ and fathers’ reports of parenting stress at 6 months did not significantly 

differ, t (148) = 0.06, p = .95, d = .01; however, mothers reported greater sexual satisfaction 

at 12 months than did fathers, t (136) = 2.95, p = .004, d = .50. At the bivariate level and not 

accounting for the dyadic nature of the data, mothers’ parenting stress at 6 months was 

negatively correlated with both mothers’ and fathers’ sexual satisfaction at 12 months; 

fathers’ parenting stress at 6 months negatively correlated only with mothers’ sexual 

satisfaction at 12 months (see Table 2).

Actor Partner Interdependence Modeling (APIM; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006) was used to 

test our predictions concerning the individual and partner effects of parenting stress at 6 

months post-birth on mothers’ and fathers’ sexual satisfaction at 12 months post-birth. This 

modeling included both mothers’ and fathers’ ratings of parenting stress as predictors of 

both mothers’ and fathers’ sexual satisfaction. We also correlated mothers’ and fathers’ 

variables as suggested by Kenny et al. (2006), which resulted in a saturated model, χ2 (2) = 

0.52, p = .77; CFI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00 (see Figure 1). We chose this methodological 

approach because mothers and fathers within couples are inherently interdependent, and 

examining the experience of one parent is often critical for wholly understanding the 

experiences of the other parent and vice versa. This approach was also best suited to analyze 

our predictions concerning the influence of each partner’s parenting stress on sexual 

satisfaction because of its ability to test the effect of one’s own level of parenting stress 

while also controlling for the potential influence of one’s partner’s parenting stress. We 

analyzed this dyadic data using structural equation modeling (SEM) in AMOS (Arbuckle & 

Wothke, 1999) because this strategy is capable of modeling effects for fathers and mothers 

simultaneously. We included 161 mothers and 156 fathers who had at least some data on 

parenting stress or sexual satisfaction in our model. Any missing data were handled using 

full information maximum likelihood estimation (Newman, 2003).

In addition to parenting stress and sexual satisfaction, we examined several control variables. 

Because our data come from a large-scale family intervention, intervention status was 
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entered as a control in our final model. Other controls that have been identified in prior work 

on sexual satisfaction (Maas et al., 2015) or that could potentially influence levels of 

parenting stress, sexual satisfaction, or both (including family income, marital status, parent 

age, breastfeeding, and work status) were considered. To be the most parsimonious, these 

controls were ultimately removed from our final model because they were often unrelated to 

our study variables, and the results of our model did not change when controls were entered.

Standardized path estimates of the APIM predicting mothers’ and fathers’ sexual satisfaction 

at 12 months post-birth by their parenting stress at 6 months post-birth are presented in 

Figure 1. In controlling for the potential influence of intervention group status on sexual 

satisfaction in our model, we found no significant effect for intervention status—suggesting 

that the current intervention program was not a serious confound on the current results. 

Specifically for actor effects and in support of our predictions, mothers’ greater parenting 

stress predicted their own lower sexual satisfaction (Hypothesis 1a), whereas fathers’ 

parenting stress did not predict their own sexual satisfaction (Prediction 1b). With regard to 

partner effects, mothers’ greater parenting stress predicted fathers’ lower sexual satisfaction 

(Hypothesis 2a), whereas fathers’ parenting stress did not predict mothers’ sexual 

satisfaction (Prediction 2b).

Discussion

We found that parenting stress has important implications for both mothers’ and fathers’ 

sexual satisfaction and that gender plays an important role in determining the impact of 

parenting stress on later sexual satisfaction. We used social constructivist theory (Leeds-

Hurwitz, 2009) and scarcity theory (Bielby & Bielby, 1989) to guide our examination of 

how parenting stress predicts parents’ later sexual satisfaction during the transition to 

parenthood. We believe our findings are related to evidence that parenting stress has 

divergent meanings for men and women (Dempsey, 2002; Hays, 1998; Henderson et al., 

2015).

Our findings support previous studies that suggest stress has an important role in the sexual 

satisfaction of couples (Ahlborg, Dahlöf, & Hallberg, 2005; Bodenmann et al., 2007; 

Mickelson & Joseph, 2012). However, in the current study we found that it was women’s 

and not men’s parenting stress that was influential for both partners’ sexual satisfaction. 

Generally, women tend to be socialized differently than men are around parenting, with 

mothering being experienced as more intensive and self-sacrificing than is fathering (Cowan 

& Cowan, 2000; Hays, 1998; Hauser, 2015). This difference likely explains a number of 

factors that contribute to gender differences in partner effects of parenting stress on sexual 

satisfaction.

A woman’s body goes through substantial changes across pregnancy, birth, and postnatal 

periods that affect her perspective of her body as sexual (Henderson et al., 2015; Olsson et 

al., 2005), whereas men’s bodies remain relatively unchanged. Cultural messages that place 

emphasis on the sexual attractiveness of young women, thin women, and innocent women 

might make women feel less sexual as a mother (Montemurro & Siefken, 2012), yet men are 

not generally faced with the same pressure as a father. For instance, Montemurro and 
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Siefken (2012) interviewed women after becoming mothers and found that women’s ideas 

about their sex appeal and sexual desire had negatively changed after becoming mothers. 

Women’s changed sexual feelings were also complicated by fatigue and responsibility, 

resulting in women taking a break from perceiving themselves as sexual (Montemurro & 

Siefken, 2012). Women’s feelings of being less sexual or needing to take a break may 

indicate one potential mediating mechanism between stress and sexual satisfaction. For these 

reasons, the meaning of being a mother in conjunction with feeling stressed due to parenting 

likely changes how a woman perceives herself as a sexual person, and that in turn could be 

one of the reasons her own and her partner’s sexual satisfaction is affected. Women’s 

feelings about their sexuality during the transition to parenthood may provide future 

researchers an explanation for the mechanism of how parenting stress impacts sexual 

satisfaction.

As we expected, fathers’ parenting stress did not predict their own or their partner’s sexual 

satisfaction. Men’s sexual activity has been shown not to be affected by stress in some 

circumstances (Bodenmann et al., 2007). However, in areas where traditional identity roles 

are concerned (such as employment), men show lower sexual performance and lower 

intimacy satisfaction when stressed (Morokoff & Gillilland, 1993). Our findings then are 

likely due in part to the fact that parenting is often not central to the masculine gender role or 

men’s feelings as a sexual being (Cowan & Cowan, 2000; Hays, 1998; Hauser, 2015).

The current research corroborates previous research showing how a couples’ sexual 

relationship is interdependent (Leavitt & Willoughby, 2014; Theiss, 2011). This work 

extends the findings of interdependence to couples during the transition to parenthood. The 

current research demonstrates that even with similar levels of parenting stress on average, 

women’s stress (not men’s stress) is predictive of later sexual satisfaction. Thus, despite the 

same average levels of parenting stress felt by men and women, the meaning of the stress is 

different for women and men. Our research indicates that sexual satisfaction for both men 

and women during the transition period is partially steered by women’s stress, which is 

likely embedded in differential expectations for the mothering and fathering roles. As we 

noted, this is a complex process, and we do not wish to place responsibility on women as the 

sole driving force of sexual satisfaction across the transition to parenthood. These complex 

processes unfold over time, and we examine only a brief period of this process. We argue 

that women need more support and fewer (or perhaps more realistic) expectations placed on 

them during the transition to parenthood.

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Directions

There are some limitations in the current investigation that should be noted. These data come 

from a relatively satisfied, U.S., largely Caucasian, fairly educated, middle income, 

heterosexual, and coupled population. Therefore, future research needs to examine diverse 

populations, such as different cultures, ethnicities, age groups, LGBT couples, and couples 

in other socioeconomic categories. Our measure of sexual satisfaction, although serving our 

purposes of providing a global assessment of sexual satisfaction, could be improved upon in 

future studies. This one-item measure has shown good correlations with satisfaction in other 

areas such as the frequency of sex, romance, passion, and cuddling (Maas et al., 2015). 
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However, future research could explore more specific areas of sexual satisfaction such as the 

frequency of kissing, cuddling, vaginal sex, oral sex, anal sex, length of foreplay, and 

orgasm quality. Future research could also measure sexual satisfaction beginning before 

pregnancy. Pregnancy is a physically demanding period for women and may change the 

dynamics of the sexual experience and levels of satisfaction (Elliott & Watson, 1985). Pre-

pregnancy levels of sexual satisfaction would allow comparisons before and after both 

pregnancy and birth. Additionally, because sexual satisfaction was not assessed at 6 months, 

we could not control for prior levels of sexual satisfaction; currently we do not know 

whether parenting stress would be predictive over and above prior levels of sexual 

satisfaction.

Despite these limitations, our study has several strengths. Longitudinal data allow for a 

clearer understanding of the influence of stress at 6 months post-birth on both partners’ 

sexual satisfaction at 12 months after the birth of the child. Having data from both partners 

within couples across the transition to parenthood was also a strength because this breadth 

allowed us to find nuanced gender differences in the influence of stress centered around the 

transition to parenthood on women’s and men’s later sexual satisfaction. Our research also 

increases our understanding of the interdependence of a couple’s sexual satisfaction and how 

the experiences of one partner often spill over into those of the other.

Practice Implications

The finding that women’s parenting stress was more influential for couples’ sexual 

satisfaction dynamics has important implications. Both men and women can benefit from 

understanding the unrealistic and stress-inducing messages women receive and internalize. 

Men may thereby help to eliminate unhealthy messages in their relationship that can infuse 

parenting expectations, marital roles, and sexual expectations. Therapists and intervention 

scientists may address how women process the meaning of stress and their roles in the 

transition to parenthood, as well as how the coparenting relationship can support both men 

and women. Mothers’ might benefit from understanding their new roles with more realistic 

expectations of the transition to parenthood and from discussing with fathers how 

coparenting cooperation could provide greater support for women. Indeed, mothers’ 

perceptions of greater coparenting support have been linked reciprocally with improved 

relationship quality across the early years of parenthood (Le, McDaniel, Leavitt, & Feinberg, 

2016). Guidance from research with how LGBT couples manage gender norms may be a 

useful guide for cisgender or heterosexual couples trying to redefine coparenting roles 

(Downing, 2013; Goldberg, 2010), without defaulting to heteronormative roles that may at 

times be harmful.

Conclusion

Our research highlights the importance of exploring socialized gender differences and can 

help couples address how similar sources of stress can result in very different experiences 

for women and men during the transition to parenthood. Although as a field we are far from 

understanding the complexities of sexual satisfaction for couples during the transition to 

parenthood, our research contributes to our understanding of how partners’ parenting stress 

influences sexual satisfaction. Specifically, our research shows how the mother’s stress can 
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influence both her own sexual satisfaction and the father’s sexual satisfaction. The different 

meanings men and women place on stress during the transition to parenthood may impact 

the satisfaction felt in their sexual interactions and for women, in particular, may impact how 

they view their own sexuality. Sexual satisfaction has been associated with relationship 

stability (Yeh et al., 2006) and therefore is an important element in creating a more stable 

environment for both children and couples.
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Figure 1. 

Actor and partner effects of parenting stress at 6 months predicting parents’ sexual 

satisfaction at 12 months post-birth. Standardized estimates are displayed. Intervention 

status was controlled in the model (paths not pictured here).

***p < .001
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Table 1

Participants’ Demographic Characteristics

Characteristics Dads Moms

Mean Age (SD) 29.97 (5.48) a 28.49 (4.91) b

Age Range (in years) 20.11–54.73 18.26–41.46

Married 133 (85.3%) 135 (83.9%)

Currently working 148 (99.3%) a 116 (74.8%) b

Ethnicity

 Non-Hispanic White 141 (90.4%) 149 (92.5%)

 Non-Hispanic African American or Black 8 (5.1%) 7 (4.3%)

 Asian or Pacific Islander 2 (1.3%) 4 (2.5%)

 American Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut 1 (0.6%) 0 (0%)

 Hispanic 1 (0.6%) 1 (0.6%)

 Mixed Race/Ethnicity 3 (1.9%) 0 (0%)

Education Level (highest year completed)

 Mean Years in School (SD) 14.68 (2.16) a 15.14 (1.79) b

 Grades of School

  9–11 years 10 (6.5%) 3 (1.9%)

  12 years 30 (19.5%) 18 (11.3%)

 College/Years of School

  13–15 years 29 (18.7%) 35 (22.1%)

  16 years 50 (32.5%) 67 (42.1%)

  17 years or more 35 (22.7%) 36 (22.6%)

Note. Means with SDs in parentheses are included where indicated. Otherwise, we provide the number for each category with percent of the 

sample. There are small amounts of missing data on some of the demographic characteristics; therefore, percentages include participants with data 

on each characteristic. Significant gender differences were found using a MANOVA within variables with different subscripts. F-tests are reported 

in text. Differing subscripts represent significant differences between mothers and fathers.
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Table 2

Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Parenting Stress and Sexual Satisfaction

6-Month Predictors 12-Month Outcomes

Mom’s Parenting Stress Dad’s Parenting Stress Mom’s Sexual Satisfaction Dad’s Sexual Satisfaction

6-Month Predictors

 Mom’s Parenting Stress – .29***

(n = 149)
−.30***

(n = 140)
−.35***

(n = 135)

 Dad’s Parenting Stress – −.21*

(n = 137)

−.10
(n = 134)

12-Month Outcomes

 Mom’s Sexual Satisfaction – .52***

(n = 137)

 Dad’s Sexual Satisfaction –

Mean 1.92 1.91 6.25a 5.70a

Standard Deviation (0.43) (0.45) (2.06) (2.10)

Actual Range 1.04–3.11 1.00–3.07 1.00–9.00 1.00–9.00

n 152 149 149 141

Note. This sample comes from our overall analytic sample of 161 mothers and 156 fathers who had at least some parenting stress or some sexual 

satisfaction data. We assessed parenting stress on a 1–7 point scale. Sexual satisfaction was on a 1–9 point scale.

a
Significant difference between mother and father sexual satisfaction at 12 months, t (136) = 2.95, p < .01.

*
p < .05.

***
p < .001.
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