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ORIGINAL PAPER
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Abstract Using matched, heterosexual couple data from the

Relationship Evaluation Questionnaire (RELATE; n= 326

couples),anadaptedcommon-fateapproachwasusedtoexamine

both common and unique attributes of husbands’ and wives’

acceptance of pornography and sexual satisfaction as well as

husbands’ and wives’ pornography use. It was expected that

spouses’ unique as well as shared variance of pornography

acceptance would be significantly associated with husbands’

and wives’ levels of personal pornography use and that these

use patterns would be significantly associated with husbands’

andwives’uniqueaswellassharedvarianceofsexualsatisfaction.

It was also expected that pornography use would significantly

mediate the relationship between pornography acceptance and

sexual satisfaction. Results indicated that the shared variance of

pornography acceptance was positively associated with both

spouses’ pornography use and that spouses’ pornography use

was negatively associated with their own sexual satisfaction.

Wives’ pornography use was found to be positively associated

with the couple’s shared variance of sexual satisfaction, but

pornography use did not significantly mediate the relationship

betweenpornographyacceptanceandsexual satisfaction.These

findings emphasize the complexity of pornography use in couple

relationships and the importance of studying pornography

acceptance and use as a coupling dynamic within marriages

rather than just an individual behavior.

Keywords Couples � Marriage � Pornography � Sexuality �
Sexual satisfaction

Introduction

As pornography has become more accessible and normative

in modern culture, researchers have begun to examine the pos-

sibleeffectsofpornographyuseonavarietyofpersonalbehaviors

andrelationshipoutcomes(Bridges&Morokoff,2011;Carroll

et al., 2008; Maddox, Rhoades, & Markman, 2009; Olmstead,

Negash, Pasley, & Fincham, 2013; Poulsen, Busby, & Galovan,

2013;Yucel&Gassanov,2010).Despiteagrowing literatureon

pornography use and its relation to individual outcomes, very

littleresearchhasbeendoneonthepornographyusewithincouple

relationships. In recent years, studies have begun to shed some

lightonpossiblenegative(Bridges,Bergner,&Hesson-McInnis,

2003;Bridges &Morokoff, 2011; Lambert,Negash, Stillman,&

Olmstead, 2012; Maddox et al., 2009; Poulsen et al., 2013; Ste-

wart& Szymanski, 2012;Yucel&Gassanov,2010)andpositive

(Daneback, Traeen, & Mansson, 2008; Grov, Gillespie, Royce,

&Lever,2011;Popovic, 2011)outcomes ofpornographyuse for

heterosexual couples. Despite these advances, more research is

needed to more clearly understand to what extent each partner’s

pornography use associates with outcomes such as sexual satis-

faction within their romantic relationship.

Apossibleexplanationfor themixedfindings inpornography

studies to date is that scholars are typically assuming that the

so-called‘‘pornography use’’is the same phenomenon for all

heterosexual couples, despite that acceptance levels of pornog-

raphyusemayvarywidelyamongusersandtheirpartners(Carroll

et al., 2008). In other words, most studies simply use a measure of
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reportedfrequencyofpornographyusewithoutprobingdeeper

intoother featuresof therelationship, suchasacceptancelevels

of pornography. Symbolic interaction theory suggests that indi-

viduals and couples hold symbolic internal meanings that influ-

ence behaviors and their consequences (Blumer, 1986). This can

be applied to pornography acceptance (meaning making) and

pornography use (behavior). Using symbolic interaction theory

as a guide post, the present study sought to further pornography

research by examining pornography use within couple relation-

ships and how it associates with broader patterns of sexual sat-

isfaction in marriage. Specifically, this study used a matched

coupledatasetofheterosexualmarriages toexplorehusbandand

wife pornography use, acceptance of pornography, and dimen-

sions of sexual satisfaction.

Understanding PornographyWithin the Couple

Context

Despite the recent influx of studies examining pornography,

current research continues to primarily focus on pornography

use in terms of simple frequency of use which often ignores the

relationship’s context of differences in use patterns between

partners and whether or not partners accept each other’s use

(see Manning, 2006). There have been some attempts in more

recent studies to look beyond frequency of use due to the belief

that different contexts surrounding pornography use may lead

todifferentoutcomesonan individualandcouple level (Poulsen

et al., 2013; Willoughby, Carroll, Busby, & Brown, 2016). These

developments are important, for these factors may more fully

explain inconsistent and conflicting results in studies to date

regarding couple outcomes, as well as offer a way for scholars

to develop a fuller theoretical foundation to explain how pornog-

raphy may influence different couples in different ways.

Gender Differences

To begin to understand pornography use within heterosexual

relationships, it is important to contextualize couple patterns

within one of the most consistent findings among pornography

studies: gender differences. To date, pornography is predomi-

nantlyusedbymen(Albright,2008;Buzzell,2005;Carrolletal.,

2008; Cooper, Galbreath, & Becker, 2004; Cooper, Morahan-

Martin, Mathy, & Maheu, 2002; Emmers-Sommer, Hertlein, &

Kennedy, 2013; McKee, 2007; Stack, Wasserman, & Kern,

2004), although some popular culture outlets suggest that

pornography use is on the rise among women (Brennan, 2010;

Carey, 2011). Carroll et al. (2008) found that close to 50 % of

men in their sample reported weeklyor morepornography use

while only 3.2 % of women reported weekly or more use pat-

terns. Other research depicted men doubling women’s weekly

average of online sexual use, 2.8 h per week contrasted to 1.4 h

per week (Cooper et al., 2002). This consistent finding of gender

differences suggests theneedfor furtherworkexaminingcouple

dynamics surrounding pornography use within heterosexual

couple relationships, particularly if these differences reflect

acceptance differences between partners.

Acceptance of Pornography

While pornography use has become a more acceptable and

normative form ofsexual expression by men and women, what

happens to these individuals and their couple dynamics when

they enter relationships? In a recent qualitative study, Olmstead

et al. (2013) suggested varying ways heterosexual individuals in

couple relationships approach pornography use within the rela-

tionship. Although many participants believed that pornography

use was not appropriate in romantic relationships, some partic-

ipants believed pornography use was appropriate and reported

that they saw it as a relationship enhancement tool. Although

acceptance of pornography use existed in these particular rela-

tionships, it is worth noting that it was primarily based on certain

conditions, such as pornography should be viewed together or

that the frequency, duration, and content should be within an

appropriate limit.

Another study found that heterosexual couples who had

greater pornography use differences, where one partner used

pornography much more than the other, were associated with

less relationship satisfaction, less relationship stability, less pos-

itivecommunication,andmorerelationalaggression(Willoughby

etal., 2016).These associationswere found tobemoderated by

acceptance levels of each partner in the relationship, with

greater acceptance weakening the association of pornography

use with couple outcomes. This study suggests the significant

role that acceptance plays in the association between pornog-

raphy use patterns and relational outcomes.

Sexual Satisfaction

Previous literature suggests associations between pornography

useandsexuality (Grov et al., 2011; Maddox et al., 2009; Yucel

& Gassanov, 2010), and thus when analyzing pornography use

within the couple context, it is important to consider a couple’s

sexual dynamics as well. Sexual desire and satisfaction play an

important role in thedevelopmentof romantic relationshipsand

is an integral constituent of marital quality (Regan & Atkins,

2006; Yabiku & Gager, 2009). Sexual intimacy is seen as a

powerful bonding and attachment-strengthening experience

withinmanymonogamous, romanticrelationships(Zitzman&

Butler, 2009).

Pornography research exploring links with sexual behaviors

and relationships presents mixed findings. Some research sug-

gests sexual satisfaction being negatively associated with

pornography use for heterosexual couples (Maddox et al., 2009;

Yucel & Gassanov, 2010), while another study suggests that

sexual education, improved body image, and comfort level with

sex are positively associated with pornography use (Watson &
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Smith, 2012). These mixed findings highlight the necessity for

further research on specific ways that pornography use influ-

ences sexual satisfaction in committed couple relationships.

The Present Study

Not only has pornography research to date not considered the

couplecontext thoroughlyenough, there isa significant voidof

theory addressing how pornography use may relate to couple

dynamics. As noted earlier, the picture emerging from current

studies is that therearefrequentlydifferingbehaviorsandbeliefs

between husbands and wives related to pornography (Albright,

2008; Bridges & Morokoff, 2011; Grov et al., 2011). These find-

ings suggest that the meaning or interpretation of pornography

matters as much for couples as do the use patterns of partners. In

particular, partner’s acceptance levels of pornography set the

context for whether pornography use is taking place in agree-

ment with or in violation of relationship boundaries or sexual

beliefs and expectations.

Thepresentstudywasguidedbysymbolic interaction theory

(Blumer,1986),whichsuggests that internal symbolicmeaning

will influence behavioral decisions and their consequences.

Symbolic interactionism focuses on the shared meaning cre-

ated from individuals’ interactions with each other (Blumer,

1986). As shared meaning making increases within a couple’s

relationship, intimacyandclosenessareoftenincreased(LaRossa

& Reitzes, 1993); however, when partners do not have shared

meaning, they experience less satisfaction and connection. Zitz-

man and Butler (2009) suggested that differences in meaning

related to pornography are highly symbolic for many monoga-

mous couples and that these differences in meaning can have

impact on the bond between partners.

Acknowledging the importance ofacceptance levels and the

potential symbolism of pornography connects with Schnarch’s

(1991) sexual crucible theory, which emphasizes the human

capacity for intimacyandtheemotionalmeanings that inevitably

accompany sexual experience. This theory emphasizes that sex-

ual response is determined by two components: physical stim-

ulation and psychological stimulation. Physical stimulation is

theamountof‘‘externalstimulation’’experiencedduringsexand

is the function of the quality and quantity of physical touch and

the capacity of the body to experience it. Psychological stimu-

lationis theamountof‘‘internalstimulation’’experiencedduring

sex and refers to the emotions and thoughts partners have during

sex and is influenced by partners’ attitudes and approaches to

sexuality as well as the quality of the overall relationship sur-

roundingaparticular sexualexperience.When pornographyuse

infringes on partners’ sexual expectations or beliefs, it may be

viewedsymbolically as a relationship violation, thus disrupting

psychological stimulation in the couple’s shared sexual rela-

tionship. If thisdisruptionbecomesprolongedor intenseenough,

itmaydiminishoverallsexualsatisfactionfortheoffendedpartner,

andintime,createasexualpatternthatis lesssatisfyingtotheusing

partner.

Tobestutilize thematchedcoupledatasetof thepresentstudy,

amodifiedcommon-fateanalysiswasperformed.Common-fate

analysis is an alternative approach to an Actor/Partner Inter-

dependenceModel (APIM;Kenny&Cook,1999)andwasfirst

introducedbyKennyandLaVoie(1985).Thisapproachtodyadic

datahas thebasic assumption that there are variables thataffect

bothpartnersintherelationshipandthat thiseffectmaybesimilar

(shared) and different (unique) for each partner (Ledermann &

Kenny, 2012). For example, if a husband scores higher on a

variable, such as pornography acceptance than his wife, that

uniqueness isnotedwithinthemodelandhastheability topredict

reports of sexual satisfaction. This approach assists in better

understanding what is occurring within the dyad as well as

between dyads (Ledermann & Kenny, 2012).

Building upon a symbolic interaction perspective of the

importance of meaning making related to pornography and

existing studies on pornography, three hypotheses are posed

for how pornography use and acceptance relates to heterosexual

couple relationships, particularly the level of sexual satisfaction.

These hypotheses seek to add further clarity in the pornography

literature by investigating acceptance and use of pornography

through a dyadic lens and how it relates to a couple’s sexual

satisfaction.Tobestevaluatethesehypotheses,amediatingmodel

is proposed.

Hypothesis 1 Husbands’ and wives’ personal pornography

useareexpectedtosignificantlyandpositivelybeassociatedwith

husbands’ and wives’ unique, as well as shared, variance on

pornography acceptance.

Hypothesis2 Husbands’andwives’unique,aswellasshared,

variance on sexual satisfaction is expected to significantly and

negatively be associated with husbands’ and wives’ individual

pornography use.

Hypothesis 3 Pornography use is expected to significantly

mediate the relationship between pornography acceptance and

sexual satisfaction.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 335 heterosexual, married matched

couples who completed the Relationship Evaluation Question-

naire (RELATE;Busby,Holman,&Taniguchi,2001).This tool

wasdevelopedin1980andcurrentlymaintainedbytheRELATE

Institute, a multidisciplinary team of social researchers, educa-

tors, and helping professionals seeking to understand the com-

plexities of romantic relationships. It assesses participants in

areas of individual, couple, familial, and cultural contexts with

Arch Sex Behav (2017) 46:575–584 577
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ambitions to assist couples by offering insight into their rela-

tionship (Busby et al., 2001). The participants in this study were

predominantly Caucasian (74.74 %) with 8.37 % being African

American,5.68 %Latino,4.48 %Asian,3.44 %biracial,2.24 %

other, and 1.05 % Native American. The mean age for husbands

was 38.23 (SD=10.43) years and 36.16 (SD=9.88) years for

wives. This sample was also well educated with 74.63 % of the

participants having received their associate’s degree or a higher

collegiate degree. Approximately 38 % of the sample was mar-

ried to their current partner less than 2 years, 40 % reported being

married 3–15 years, and 19.2 % reported being married 16 years

or longer. When participants were inquired about their religion,

34.62 % reported being Protestant, 24.78 % having no religious

affiliation, 19.4 % Catholic, 3.73 % Jewish, 3.13 % Latter-day

Saint, 1.64 % Buddhist,\1 % Hindu,\1 % Taoism, and 10.9 %

‘‘other.’’

Procedure

Participants completed the RELATE questionnaire between

2011and 2013after being introduced to the tool through various

means. The majority reported being introduced to the question-

nairethroughatherapist(31.34 %),instructor(25.82 %),orfamily

member (21.04 %). All participants completed an appropriate

consentformbeforecompletingtheRELATEquestionnaireand

all data collection procedures were approved by the Institutional

Review Board at Brigham Young University.

Measures

RELATE is a 300-item questionnaire designed to evaluate the

relationship of individuals in dating, engaged, or married rela-

tionships. The questionnaire examines several different areas of

individual, cultural, family (of origin), and couple functioning.

Busbyetal.(2001)offermoreinformationregardingtheRELATE

questionnaire including a detailed description of its reliability and

validity.

Pornography Acceptance

Pornography acceptance was assessed using items cited in pre-

vious research studies (Carroll et al., 2008; Willoughby et al.,

2016). Each partner responded to six items assessing one’s

acceptance of pornography use individually on an overall Likert-

type scale (1= strongly disagree; 5= strongly agree). This vari-

able was created by averaging the six item scale separately for

husbands (a= .90)andforwives(a= .90).Exampleacceptance

items include:‘‘Viewing pornography is an acceptable way for

single adults to express their sexuality,’’‘‘Pornography is an

acceptable way for couples to ‘spice up’ their love life,’’ and

‘‘PornographyAcceptanceisaformofmarital infidelity’’(reverse

coded). The mean value for the pornography acceptance scale

for husbands was 3.09 (SD= 1.03) and for wives was 2.75

(SD= 1.02). When modeled as a latent variable to illustrate

husband and wife shared pornography acceptance as well as

husband and wife unique acceptance, the factor loadings were

statistically significant (p\.001) for each partner, with stan-

dardized estimates of .80 (husbands) and .84 (wives).

Pornography Use

Pornography use was assessed by one item asked of each par-

ticipant:‘‘During the last12 months, on howmanydays did you

viewor readpornography(i.e.,movies,magazines, internetsites,

adult romance novels)?’’Response options were on a 6-point,

Likert-typescale rangingfrom0(none) to5(almosteveryday).

Twovariableswere formedwith thismeasure: thehusbandreport

of pornography useand the wife report of pornographyuse. The

mean pornography use for husbands was 1.52 (SD= 1.38) and

for wives was .54 (SD= .81).

Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual satisfaction was measured by a six-item subscale of the

Golombok Rust Inventory of Sexual Satisfaction (GRISS; Rust

& Golombok, 1986). Each response ranged from 1 (never) to 5

(almostalways)onaLikert-typescale.Thisscalehasappropriate

reliability and validity.These six items focused on domainsof

variety, love/affection, time, and frequency, and consisted of

questionssuchas,‘‘Areyoudissatisfiedwiththeamountofvariety

inyoursex lifewithyourpartner?’’(reversecoded)and‘‘Doyou

have sexual intercourse as often as you would like?’’Similar to

thepreviousvariable, thisvariablewascreatedbyaveraging the

six-item scale for the husband (a= .87) and then for the wife

(a= .83). The mean value for the Sexual Satisfaction scale for

husbands was 3.29 (SD= .90) and for wives was 3.42 (SD=

.89). A latent variable was created to estimate husbandand wife

shared sexual satisfaction as well as husband and wife unique

sexual satisfaction. Factor loadings were statistically significant

(p\.001) for each partner with standardized estimates of .79 for

husbands and .76 for wives.

Controls

Asoutlined inprevious literature, there are numerous variables

thatneed tobeconsideredwhenanalyzingpornographyuseand

couple sexuality. Factors such as religiosity (Lichter & Carmalt,

2009; Nelson, Padilla-Walker, & Carroll, 2010), length of rela-

tionship (Greeley, 1991), and socioeconomic factors such as

education (Owen, Rhoades, Stanley, & Fincham, 2010) are

important to consider when evaluating sexuality and pornog-

raphy.These controlshavebeenapplied to thecurrentmodel to

best address the research questions.

Religiosity. Religiosity was assessed using one item:‘‘How

often do you attend religious services?’’where participants

answered 1 (Never) to 5 (Weekly). Husband and wife scores

578 Arch Sex Behav (2017) 46:575–584
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were then averaged together to create a couple religiosity score.

The mean of religiosity for husbands was 2.78 (SD=1.50) and

for wives was 2.89 (SD=1.54).

LengthofRelationship.Lengthofrelationshipwasassessed

using one item:‘‘How long have you and your partner been mar-

ried?’’whereparticipantsansweredonascaleof1to11(1=0to

3months to 11=More than 40 years). Only the wives’ report

was used in this control.The mean value was 1.51 (SD= 1.37).

Education. Education was assessed using one item:‘‘How

much education have you completed?’’ where participants

answered on a scale of 1–9 (1=Less than high school to 9=

Graduate or professional degree, completed). Both husbands’

and wives’ reports were used as a control. The mean for educa-

tion for husbands was 7.11 (SD= 1.72) and for wives was 6.70

(SD= 2.16).

Data Analysis

To examine the associations between husband and wife sexual

satisfaction, pornography use, and pornography acceptance,

structural equation modeling (SEM) was used within Mplus

software (Version 7;Muthén&Muthén,1998–2012).Husband

and wifepornography use were modeled asobserved variables,

whereas pornography acceptance and sexual satisfaction were

modeled as latent variables. The mediation model estimated

consisted of pornography acceptance?pornography use (hus-

band and wife)? sexual satisfaction.

To answer the research questions and examine the unique and

shared values of the distinguishable dyad dataset, an adapted

common-fate multilevel SEM model was used. This common-

fate analysis was modified from the model presented in Peugh,

DiLillo, and Panuzio (2013), where husband and wife observed

variables are indicators of a common-fate latent variable that

represent shared, between couple variation. In the current anal-

ysis, thecommon-fatevariablesrepresent thecorrelationbetween

husband and wife items regarding their acceptance of pornog-

raphy and sexual satisfaction. With thesesamevariables, distinct

residual variance latent variables for husbands as well as wives

were used to characterize within-person, unique variation that

was not captured by the common-fate variable. The factor load-

ings for each of the three unique latent variables were fixed to one

for unity (Griffin & Gonzalez, 1995). This model illustrated

excellent model fit (v2= 10.88 [df= 9], p[.05; RMSEA=

.03; CFI= 1.00; SRMR= .02) (see Hu & Bentler, 1999). As

previous literature has illustrated with mediating models

(MacKinnon, 2008), a bootstrap procedure was applied to the

analysis to estimate appropriate standard errors for the indirect

effects (5000 bootstrap draws used).

The common-fate variables ofpornography acceptanceand

sexual satisfaction werepreferred toanAPIM(Kenny&Cook,

1999) because the husband and wife measures for each of the

common-fate variables were highly correlated (pornography

acceptance:r= .67;sexualsatisfaction:r= .56).Highcorrelations

between husband and wife reports indicated substantial amount

of sharedvariation and thus expected to yield reliable common-

fateestimates(Ledermann&Kenny,2012). Ifa traditionalAPIM

approach was modeled with these variables, collinearity between

husband and wife variables would be present due to non-inde-

pendence and could ultimately alter the findings. A common-

fate latent variable was not created for pornography use because

of the lower correlation between husband and wife reports (r=

.29), illustrating appropriateness for a traditional actor/partner

use. Further, scholars recommend consideration of a common-

fate analysis for specific variables highlighting relationship

dynamics such as relationship satisfaction in dyadic data (Led-

ermann&Macho,2014).Using thepresentcommon-fatemodel,

we avoid analysis concerns such as collinearity but also impose a

limitation because the common-fate approach does not permit

the crossingofactor/partner paths suchas found ina traditional

APIM. For example, this specific model does not allow wives’

unique pornography acceptance to predict husbands’ sexual sat-

isfaction.Lastly,due to thecomplexityof themodel,ninecases

that contained missing data were removed from the analysis,

limiting our sample size to 326 dyads (Fig. 1).

Results

Preliminary analysisof bivariate correlations of husbands’ and

wives’ pornography use, pornography acceptance, and sexual

satisfaction indicate several significant results. Husbands’

pornography use was positively correlated with their pornog-

raphy acceptance (r[332]= .42,p\.01), sexual satisfaction

(r[332]=-.13, p\.05), wives’ pornography use (r[332]=

.29, p\.01), and wives’ pornography acceptance (r[331]=

.41, p\.01). Husbands’ sexual satisfaction was significantly

correlatedwithwives’ sexualsatisfaction(r[329]= .56,p\.01)

and pornography use (r[332]= .14, p\.05). Husbands’ pornog-

raphy acceptance was significantly correlated with wives’

pornography acceptance (r[332]= .67, p\.01) and pornog-

raphy use (r[332]= .27,p\.01). Wives’ pornography use was

significantly correlated with their pornography acceptance

(r[331]= .41, p\.01). In summary, the main variables in the

study were correlated in expected directions and to expected

strengths.

Hypothesis 1

As anticipated with ourfirsthypothesis, husbands’ andwives’

pornography acceptance reports were linked with their pornog-

raphy use. Specifically, in partial support of what was expected,

the common-fate portion of pornography acceptance was asso-

ciatedwithbothhusbands’ (B= .89,p\.001;b= .52)andwives’

(B= .56, p\.001; b= .54) pornography use.

Arch Sex Behav (2017) 46:575–584 579

123



Hypothesis 2

Significant findings partially supported the second hypothesis

that husbands’ and wives’ individual pornography use would

negatively associate with sexual satisfaction. Husbands’ pornog-

raphy use was negatively associated with their unique sexual

satisfaction(B=-.11,p\.01;b=-.27).Wives’pornography

use was also negatively associated with their unique sexual sat-

isfaction (B=-.24, p\.001; b=-.31), yet positively associ-

ated with the shared or common portion of sexual satisfaction

(B= .15, p\.05; b= .16).

Hypothesis 3

Findings did not support our third hypothesis that husband and

wife pornography use would mediate links between pornogra-

phy acceptance and sexual satisfaction. Although there were

some significant paths between pornography acceptance and

pornography use, and between pornography use and sexual sat-

isfaction, when bootstrapping to adjust standard error was used,

no significant indirect effects, unique or shared, were found.

Specifically, results showed that indirect associations did not

exist between husbands’ and wives’ unique pornography accep-

tance and their sexual satisfaction through pornography use of

husbands’ (B=-.002, p= .93, 95 % CI [-.05, .05];b=-.002)

or wives’ (B=-.05, p= .11, 95 % CI [-.12, .01];b=-.04).

Furthermore, neither indirect associations between shared

pornography acceptance, pornography use, and shared sexual

satisfaction for husbands’ (B=-.04, p= .48, 95 % CI [-.18,

.05]; b=-.05) or wives’ (B= .08, p= .09, 95 % CI [.01, .19];

b= .09) was significant after bootstrapping.

Discussion

The results of this study strengthen the argument that pornog-

raphy is more than simply an individual behavior, but rather is

best seen as a relationship phenomenon. As noted previously,

minimal research has been done to date that examines pornog-

raphy within the couple context and even fewer studies regarding

pornography have beenpublished utilizing matched coupledata

(Bridges & Morokoff, 2011; Daneback et al., 2008).

Husband 
Pornography 

Use

Wife 
Pornography 

Use

Shared 
Sexual 

Satisfaction

Husband Unique 
Sexual 

Satisfaction

Wife Unique 
Sexual 

Satisfaction

e3

e4

Shared 
Pornography 
Acceptance

Husband Unique
Pornography 
Acceptance

Wife Unique
Pornography 
Acceptance

e1

e2

.15* (.18)

.05 (.06)

-.24*** (-.31)

-.03 (-.06)

-.05 (-.06)

.89*** (.52)

-.11** (-.27).09 (.04)

-.05 (-.04)

.56*** (.54)

.19 (.12)

Fig. 1 Unstandardized

(standardized) coefficients from

an adapted common-fate model

of husbands’ and wives’

pornography acceptance and use

predicting sexual satisfaction as

controlled by education,

religiosity, and length of

relationship (n= 326). *p\.05;

**p\.01; ***p\.001. Model

fit: v2= 11.97 (df= 9), p[.05;

RMSEA= .03; CFI= 1.00;

SRMR= .02
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Furthermore, while there are multiple approaches to analyz-

ing dyadic data, common-fate modeling offers a particularly

valuable tool for examining what is occurring within couple

relationships regarding pornography use and sexual outcomes.

It allows us to see how spousal pornography use is specifically

associated with each partner (unique) as well as the couple

(shared). This analysis approach was particularly well suited

for the matched couple data utilized in this study to avoid

collinearity concerns. Further, dyadic variables, such as pornog-

raphy acceptance and sexual satisfaction, are fitting for common-

fate modeling because they measure aspects of the relationship

and beliefs where couples may share common ground (Leder-

mann & Kenny, 2012).

Someinsightscanbegainedfromtheinitialprocessofbuilding

thecommon-fatemodelanalyzedinthisstudy.Forexample,one

of the first items noted while building this common-fate model

was the differences in pornography use between husbands and

wives. As highlighted above, when attempting to create a com-

mon-fate latent variable of pornography use for both spouses, it

was concluded that their pornography use patterns were too dif-

ferent to load together. This difference in use between husbands

and wives was in line with previous pornography literature

pointing to considerable differences between men and women’s

pornography use patterns (Bridges & Morokoff, 2011; Carroll

et al., 2008; Cooper et al., 2002; Poulsen et al., 2013). However,

this study tookthisfindingastepfurtherbyconfirmingthat these

differences continue after marriage for many couples.

The specifics of the analysis also offer some insights sur-

rounding pornography use within couple relationships. Specifi-

cally, wives’ and husbands’ pornography use was strongly and

positively associated with their shared pornographyacceptance.

Also,husbands’uniquesexual satisfactionwasnegatively related

to their pornography use and wives’ unique sexual satisfaction

wasnegatively related to theirpornographyuseaswell.Wives’

pornographyuse,however, waspositively related to thecouple’s

shared level of sexual satisfaction. Also, the present model illus-

tratedthathusbands’orwives’individualpornographyusedidnot

mediate the relationship betweenhusbands’ and wives’ unique

or shared pornography acceptance and unique or shared sexual

satisfaction. These findings were evaluated after controlling for

education, relationship length, and religiosity.

The present findings support existing studies which suggest

that men’s and women’s pornography use patterns generally

differ not only with use, but also with outcomes both individ-

ually and relationally (Bridges & Morokoff, 2011; Daneback

et al., 2008; Grov et al., 2011; Yucel & Gassanov, 2010). The

negative relationship between husbands’ pornography use and

unique sexual satisfaction in marriage could be explained by

prior research indicating that many individuals view pornog-

raphy as a personal, rather than relational, sexual experience

(Cooper et al., 2004). Some have labeled this type of pornog-

raphy use as ‘‘auto-erotic sexuality’’ (Hald, Seaman, & Linz,

2014). In this regard, pornography use in marriage may be a

trade-off between a husband’s auto-erotic experiences and his

relational sexual satisfaction with his wife. Husbands’ pornog-

raphy use may contribute to poorer individual sexual satisfaction

because it may become a sexual reference point or comparison

base to real sexual experiences.

Asurprisingfindingfromthisstudywasthatunder thesecond

hypothesis, there were contradictions in that wives’ pornogra-

phyusewaspositivelyassociatedwith thecouple’s shared level

of sexual satisfaction, but was negatively associated with wives’

unique sexual satisfaction. Recent literature supports thebelief

that pornography use by women may have more of a positive

influence on a couple’s sexual relationship because it may rep-

resent more of an openness on the part of the wife to try new

sexual behaviors and foster an overall more erotic climate in the

relationship (Bridges & Morokoff, 2011; Grov et al., 2011).

Such an approach to marital sexuality may be more in harmony

with thesexualexpectationsofhusbands,particularly thosewho

view pornography. Other studies also illustrate that women who

use pornography do so primarily to enhance their sexual rela-

tionships rather than to engage in auto-erotic sexual experiences

(Cooper et al., 2004; Hald et al., 2014). The current study sup-

ported that belief within the couple’s shared sexual satisfaction,

but not within wives’ unique sexual satisfaction. This finding

maybestbeexplained throughsymbolic interaction theory,which

suggests that meaning making not only influences behaviors,

but may also influence the perceived consequences of those

behaviors (Blumer,1986).Could thisfindingbeexplained bya

wife attempting to satisfy her husband by applying in her mar-

riage what she has picked up from pornographic depictions of

sex, but also finding such behaviors unauthentic or less satisfy-

ing?Further,asprevious literaturehassuggested, itmaysimplybe

wives’ feeling pressure or unrealistic expectations that pornog-

raphymayinstill in itsusers (Grovetal., 2011).Themeasures in

the present study did not allow for a full investigation of wives’

meaning making that may lead to this contradiction between

shared and unique satisfaction patterns, but this peculiar finding

needs deeper investigation.

Mediation analysis considering pornography acceptance to

pornographyuse to sexual satisfaction alsosheds somelight on

how couples perceive pornography. Although higher pornog-

raphy use is associated with higher pornography acceptance,

mediation analysis illustrated that pornography use did not

mediate the relationship between acceptance and sexual satis-

faction. Further, direct effects illustrated no significant associ-

ation between pornography acceptance and sexual satisfaction.

This finding suggests that other factors surrounding pornogra-

phy use are influencing sexual satisfaction and that pornography

isnotsimplyaconsensusissueinacouple’srelationship.Although

surprising, this finding aligns with previous literature that

pornography, despite context, can still havenegative relational

outcomes (Yucel & Gassanov, 2010).
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Limitations

Although this study furthers previous literature surrounding

pornographyusewithinromantic relationships, thereweresome

limitations that need to be considered. First, by incorporating a

common-fate analysis into the current model, a more detailed

look into relational dynamics surrounding pornography use

wasacquiredbyavoidingcollinearity,butwaslimitedtotheextent

ofdetail that theanalysisexamined.Common-fateanalysisdoes

not permit cross-gender predictions among the unique variables

of pornography acceptance and sexual satisfaction. Gaining fur-

ther insight into how an individual’s attitudes or actions con-

cerning pornography use may associate with their partner’s

attitudes or actions would offer valuable results to further expand

the relational pornography literature.

Further,previous literaturehasshownthatsomecouplesuse

pornography to‘‘spice’’up their sex life (Daneback et al., 2008;

Maddox et al., 2009; Olmstead et al., 2013). This model does

notconsiderwhether thereportedpornographyusewasviewed

togetherasa couple oralone.Also, considering the recruitment

strategy and the medium of the questionnaire, the RELATE

questionnaire likely oversampled younger couples and couples

with higher socioeconomic status than more nationally repre-

sentativesamples.Althoughpornographyusewasprevalentinthis

sample, lower frequency of use was reported relative to other

studies (seeCarroll et al., 2008; Emmers-Sommer et al., 2013).

These reports of low use limit the extent of evaluating the com-

plete nature of pornography use within couples.

Other limitations include that this sample only examined

heterosexualmarrieddyads and did notconsiderother forms of

sexual relationships. It is also worth noting that although not a

clinical sample, many couples were referred to the RELATE

questionnaire by a therapist and thus may have reported more

distressed reports of their relational dynamics. Lastly, the mea-

sures used in this study did not take into consideration the type of

contentof thepornographyusedorthedurationofuseperviewing

period. This information would allow a deeper understanding of

what it is about pornography that plays a role in individual out-

comes and relational dynamics.

Research Implications and Future Direction

The present study’s findings uncover important issues for

researchers. First, this study supports the systemic perspective

that pornography is a coupling dynamic that should be consid-

ered when evaluating aspects of a couple’s sexuality. This study

introduced a significant relationship between sexual satisfaction

and pornography use. For many couples, sexual satisfaction is

closely correlated with relationship satisfaction (Byers, 2005);

thus, itmaybeofvalue for futurerelationshipresearchers tonot

only consider sexual satisfaction but also incorporate pornog-

raphy use patterns. Lastly, results from this study illustrate

that husbands’ and wives’ pornography use patterns associate

differently with sexual satisfaction. Researchers should look

for and seek to understand these differences between partners

concerning their own use of pornography and its relationship

with their own sexuality.

Thisstudycontinuestoopenthedoorforfurtherunderstanding

of pornography practices within a relational context. Future

research of pornography use needs to consider specific method-

ologies in the gathering and analyzing of data that will allow

cross-partnereffectsofattitudesandpartners,which is lacking

in the present study. Also, future research needs to consider

pornography patterns along the coupling continuum from casual

dating to more committed relationships to evaluate how these

couples are incorporating or reacting to the existence of pornog-

raphy within their relationship. Optimally, longitudinal approa-

ches would offer valuable insight on if/how pornography use

maytransformasarelationshipprogresses.Further, thisapproach

would allow a clearer picture of predictive individual and rela-

tional outcomes rather than statistical associations.

Additional academic consideration is also needed in evalu-

ating how couples negotiate individual and/or couple pornog-

raphyuseandhowthisusemaycontribute to their sexual scripts

(seeSimon&Gagnon,1986)andsexualpatterns.With thecurrent

study illustrating associations of pornography use with sexual

satisfaction, future research needs to further understand how

pornographyuse is associated withsexual satisfaction.To offera

greater detail of pornography use within the relational context,

future work incorporating other relationship measures such as

well-being, stability, andconflictwouldbevaluable.Similarwork

needs to also be done among varying ages, SES, and cultures to

build upon our basic understanding of pornography use among

varying populations. Further, this study narrowly focuses on

the sexual relationship of heterosexual, monogamous marital

dyads and excludes other forms of sexual relationships. The

heterosexual marital dyad is only one form of romantic rela-

tionship, among many, and thus further evaluation of the varying

romantic relationships including dating, polyamorous, same-

sex,etc. is required tobroadenourunderstandingofpornography

use within relationships.

In conclusion, this study builds upon previous literature

depicting the importanceofnotonlyseeingpornographyuseas

an individual factor or a personal choice, but rather a dynamic

that exists within heterosexual romantic relationships, where

researchers should consider it systemically.
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