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Sexting Among Married Couples:
Who Is Doing It, and Are They More Satisfied?

Brandon T. McDaniel, MS! and Michelle Drouin, PhD?

Abstract

This study examined the prevalence and correlates of sexting (i.e., sending sexual messages via mobile phones)
within a sample of married/cohabiting couples (180 wives and 175 husbands). Married adults do sext each
other, but it is much less common than within young adult relationships, and consists mainly of sexy or intimate
talk (29% reported engaging in sexy talk with partners) rather than sexually explicit photos or videos (12%
reported sending nude or nearly-nude photos). Sending sexy talk messages was positively related to relationship
satisfaction only among those with high levels of avoidance, and sending sexually explicit pictures was related
to satisfaction for men, and for women with high levels of attachment anxiety. Additionally, sending sexually
explicit pictures was related to greater ambivalence among both men and women. These findings support and

extend previous research with young adults.

Introduction

N 2011, BRENDA WIEDERHOLD' put forth a call in Cy-

berpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking for more
research on sexting among adults, as most sexting studies had
focused on teens and young adults. Fast forward 4 years, and
little has changed with regard to the populations targeted for
sexting research. Researchers still focus on teens and young
adults. In fact, in their recent literature review, Klettke et al.2
found that of the 13 studies on adult sexting that contained
prevalence statistics, few included nonundergraduate adults
outside the 18-30 age range. At present, only two known
studies have focused on sexting among married individu-
als.** One® focused on sexting with committed partners
(including married partners), and the other* focused on ex-
tramarital sexting and cyber-infidelity. Thus, there is still a
dearth of research on sexting among married couples, and
although some studies have included married individuals,
none has examined sexting behaviors within couples. This
study begins to fill this gap by examining the prevalence and
frequency of sexting within married couples, as well as the
attachment patterns that moderate the associations between
sexting and satisfaction in adult married relationships.

According to recent statistics, over 97% of American adults
aged 18-49 own a mobile phone, and 64% own a smart-
phone.>® This widespread mobile phone usage, and smart-
phone usage in particular, has made it increasingly easy to
connect with others instantaneously. Consequently, researchers

have begun to focus their attention on the ways in which
mobile phones affect dyadic relationships, including the
ways individuals use mobile technology to transmit sexual
messages (i.e., sexting). In this area, a growing body of re-
search has emerged, focused on the definitions, prevalence,
and risk factors associated with sexting.>”** Overall, existing
studies with adults have painted a relatively consistent pic-
ture of sexting—many young adults (as many as 75% in
some studies) are sexting. They send sexually explicit texts
more often than pictures.””'! They sext more often within
longer-term relationships.”'? Furthermore, sexting is associ-
ated with a variety of risk factors, including unprotected
sex,13’15 alcohol use,lo’13’14 and even attempted or contem-
plated suicide.'*

Some sexting research has focused on relationship quality,
examining, for example, the attachment patterns of those who
send sexually explicit messages to their partners. Again, re-
search in this area has been fairly consistent: Sending sexually
explicit messages and propositioning sex via text message is
more common among those who have insecure (i.e., anxious
or avoidant) attachments with partners.'"'® According to
Drouin and Landgraff,'' those with insecure attachment pat-
terns may engage in sexting more often because the_y are either
trying to use sexting as a hyperactivating strategy'"'® to draw
partners nearer so that they will not abandon them (anxious
attachment), or they are using sexting as a deactivating strat-
egy'”"® to satisfy sexual needs while keeping their partners
at a distance (avoidant attachment). Thus, sexting has been
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linked to relationship insecurity rather than relationship well-
being. However, in the one study that focused on married
individuals (51% were married or cohabiting), Parker et al?
found that those who reported greater consensus (marker of
relationship satisfaction) with partners were more likely to
have sent some type of sexual message to that partner. That
said, there was a negative relationship between cohesion and
sexting frequency that was almost significant (p =0.068), and
the relationship between satisfaction and sexting frequency
was positive but not significant.

A major difference between the Parker et al.® study and
previous work on sexting and relationship quality'"'® is the
way in which sexting was measured. Drouin and Landgraff"’
examined the frequency of sending sexually explicit text or
picture/video messages, and Weisskirch and Delevi'® asked
about sexual propositions via text message. Meanwhile,
Parker et al.® had participants indicate the highest rated type
of message they had sent partners from 1= “‘small talk’ to
5 = “‘nude photos or videos, acts along with explicit language
about sex acts or intent to meet with person to engage in
acts.”” Moreover, they included in their analyses anyone who
considered their previous behavior(s) sexting. Consequently,
double entendres or messages implying sex, when classified
as sexting by the sender, were included, and they were not
analyzed separately from nude photos or videos. This mea-
surement issue limits the conclusions one can draw from this
study, as it is unclear whether sending sexually explicit text
or picture messages (i.e., traditional definitions of sexting)
among marrieds is related to relationship satisfaction. None-
theless, Parker et al.? concluded that sexting can be consid-
ered a component of a satisfying relationship and might be
useful as a therapeutic strategy to increase intimacy and
connectedness in long-term relationships.

This study sought to fill a gap in the sexting and relationship
quality research by exploring the associations between rela-
tionship well-being (satisfaction and ambivalence), attach-
ment characteristics, and sexting frequency among married
couples. Based on the extant literature, it was predicted that:

H1: The prevalence of sending sexually explicit texts and
photos would be lower among older, married couples than it
would be among young adults.

Mobile phone usage overall is lower among older popu-
lations of adults compared with young adults.® Thus, it is
likely that older adults are using their mobile phones less
often than young adults to navigate sexual relationships.
Moreover, although sexting is most common among young
adults in committed relationships,Q’10 Parker et al.> found a
negative association between sexting and relationship length,
and the average relationship length in the present sample was
expected to be greater than that of most young adult couples.
Finally, sexting is associated with sensation seeking'® and
impulsivity.'” As recent neuroscience-informed models of
risk taking suggest that adolescence is characterized by
cognitive and neurological processes that heighten risky
behavior,?” sexting frequency was expected to be lower in
this older sample.

Additionally, with consideration for the previously found
links between attachment and sexting,'"'® and the nonsig-
nificant correlations between sexting and relationship satis-
faction in the Parker et al.® study, it was expected that:
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H2: Attachment avoidance would be related to sexting
frequency (both words and pictures), and attachment anx-
iety would be related to sending words-only sexts (i.e., sexy
messages).

H3: Sexting (either with words or pictures) among married
couples would not emerge as a predictor of relationship
satisfaction or ambivalence. However, attachment charac-
teristics would moderate the relationship between sexting
frequency and relationship satisfaction and ambivalence.

Finally, as previous research has shown that relationships
between sexting and attachment characteristics differ by
gender,!' gender was explored as a moderator.

Methods
Participants and procedure

Participants were part of the Daily Family Life Project
(DFLP), an ongoing longitudinal study of family life, who
were recruited through three primary sources: (a) database of
families in Pennsylvania willing to be contacted by re-
searchers, (b) announcements on parenting Web sites, and (c)
announcements in the local community. Data were utilized
from 355 individuals (180 wives) from 181 heterosexual
families, currently living together in the United States, with at
least one child aged 5 years or younger. Participants lived in
the following U.S. regions: 52% Northeast, 17% West, 16%
South, and 15% Midwest. Most were Caucasian (91%),
married (95%), had a college degree (72%), and were not
currently attending school (84%); 58% had more than one
child. On average, wives were 31.52 years old (SD=4.42
years; range 20-42 years), husbands were 33.21 years old
(SD=4.98 years; range 22-52 years), and yearly household
income was $73,900 (SD=2$39,500). Participants’ relation-
ship length ranged from 2 to 23 years, with 92% in a rela-
tionship of 5 years or longer (M =9.91 years, SD=4.06 years).

Participants completed an online, ethics board approved
survey containing measures described below.

Measures

Sexting. Sexting was measured via three items using a
9-point scale ranging from 0= “‘never” to 8 = *“‘almost hour-
ly.” Participants were asked to indicate how often with their
current relationship partner they: (a) ““send sexy messages via
mobile device,” (b) “talk about sex or intimacy via mobile
device,” and (c) ““send nude or semi-nude photos via mobile
device.” Items a and b correlated highly (r=0.85, p <0.001)
and were therefore averaged into a single ‘“‘send sexy mes-
sages’ composite measure. [tem ¢ was analyzed separately as
“sending of nude/semi-nude photos.”

Relationship satisfaction. The Quality of Marriage In-
dex?! includes five items assessing satisfaction (e.g., “We
have a good relationship’) on a 7-point scale (ranging from
1 =very strongly disagree’’ to 7= ‘‘very strongly agree’’) and
one item assessing relationship happiness on 10-point scale
(ranging from 1=‘‘unhappy” to 10=‘“‘perfectly happy”).
Wording was revised to “‘partner”” and ‘‘relationship” for
inclusivity. Higher scores reflect greater relationship satis-
faction («=0.96 for wives and 0.95 for husbands).

Relationship ambivalence. Participants were asked to
indicate their ambivalence with their current partner across
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three items from Braiker and Kelley’s** ambivalence sub-
scale. Items included (a) ““How ambivalent or unsure are you
about continuing in the relationship with your partner?’’; (b)
“To what extent do you feel ‘trapped’ or pressured to con-
tinue in this relationship?’’; and (c) “‘How confused are you
about your feelings toward your partner?”’ Participants re-
sponded on a 7-point scale (ranging from 1 = ‘““not very much
or just a little’” to 7= “‘very much or a lot”’). Higher scores
indicate greater ambivalence or uncertainty about the rela-
tionship (¢=0.85 for wives and 0.88 for husbands).

Attachment in romantic relationships. Participants rated
their agreement with 12 statements from the Experiences
in Close Relationships Scale-Short Form®® on a 7-point
scale (1= ‘‘disagree strongly’’ to 7= ‘“‘agree strongly’’). Six
statements measured attachment anxiety (e.g., “‘I need a lot
of reassurance that I am loved by my partner’”), and six
measured attachment avoidance (e.g., ‘I try to avoid getting
too close to my partner’’). One anxiety item (‘‘I do not often
worry about being abandoned’’) was dropped due to low
correlation with the other anxiety items, as has occurred in
other research.?* Higher scores indicate greater anxiety or
avoidance (anxiety o=0.72 for wives and 0.78 for husbands;
avoidant «=0.83 for wives and 0.78 for husbands).

Control variables. Controls included depressive symp-
toms, coparenting quality, frequency of texting, frequency of
sex, age, income, race/ethnicity (‘“‘not Caucasian” =1), edu-
cation (“not college graduate” =1), number of children
(“more than one child” =1), marital status (‘““not mar-
ried”” = 1), and relationship length in years. Frequency of sex
was measured with one item: ““Thinking back about the last 12
months, in general how frequently do you and your partner
engage in sexual activity together?”’ Participants responded on
an 8-point scale ranging from 1= “less than once every few
months” to 8= “‘multiple times a day.” Frequency of texting
was measured with participants indicating how much time
they spend texting on a cell phone on a typical day on an 11-
point scale from 0= ““never/none” to 10= *“7 or more hours.”

Depressive symptoms. Depressive symptoms were
measured with the CES-D,?® which asked participants to rate
how often they experienced 20 symptoms in the past week.
Participants responded on a 4-point scale (ranging from
0= “‘rarely or none of the time, less than 1 day’’ to 3= “‘most
or all of the time, 5-7 days’’). Higher scores indicate more
depressive symptoms (= 0.89 for both wives and husbands).

Coparenting quality. Coparenting was measured using
the Coparenting Relationship Scale,”® which includes 35
items that measure how partners work together (or against
one another) in their parenting (e.g., support, undermining,
etc.). Higher scores indicate better coparenting (¢=0.94 for
both wives and husbands). Coparenting quality was included
as a control because the current sample included families
with children, and researchers have shown that relationship
satisfaction and coparenting quality are intricately linked; for
example the quality of support parents provide to one another
while parenting their child together predicts feelings about
the couple’s relationship as a whole.”” Therefore, finding
effects after controlling for coparenting would fortify the link
between sexting and relational well-being.

McDANIEL AND DROUIN

Results
Prevalence of sexting

Sending sexually explicit photos was rare among married
couples. Only 12% of participants reported ever sending
photos to their partner. Among those who did send nude
photos to their partner, 9% of wives and 7% of husbands sent
photos less than once a month, and only 3% of wives and 5%
of husbands sent photos once a month or more often. Mean-
while, approximately 29% of participants reported sending
sexy messages to their partners. About 12% of wives and 11%
of husbands sent sexy messages once a month, and another
16% of wives and 19% of husbands sent sexy messages once a
week or more often. Paired-sample ¢ tests revealed that
sending sexy text messages was more frequent than sending
nude/semi-nude photos for both wives, #179)=9.38, p<
0.001, and husbands, #(174)=9.29, p <0.001. However, wives
and husbands did not differ significantly from each other in
their frequency of sending nude/semi-nude photos,
1(173)=0.87, n.s., or sexy text messages, #(173)=1.49, n.s.

Associations between sexting and attachment

As shown in Table 1, more frequent sending of nude/semi-
nude photos was significantly related to greater attachment
avoidance in wives (with a trend toward greater avoidance in
husbands). However, avoidance was unrelated to the fre-
quency of sending sexy messages. Meanwhile, frequency of
sending nude/semi-nude photos was significantly related to
attachment anxiety for husbands. However, again, there were
no significant relationships between sending sexy text mes-
sages and attachment anxiety for husbands or wives.

Associations between sexting, attachment,
relationship satisfaction, and ambivalence

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the
main study variables and controls are displayed in Table 1.
As shown, sending sexy messages was not significantly
correlated with relationship satisfaction or ambivalence for
wives or husbands. However, sending nude/semi-nude pho-
tos was related to greater relationship ambivalence in both
wives and husbands.

A series of multilevel models in SAS Proc Mixed allowed
us to examine our hypothesis (H3) in greater depth. These
models were similar to multiple regression models for cross-
sectional data. However, women’s and men’s data could not
be treated as completely independent in the current sample,
which violates the assumptions of simple regression.
Therefore, multilevel modeling was used to account for the
nested nature of the data (wives and husbands within fami-
lies). Two models were run with sending sexy messages as
the predictor, and two models with sending nude/semi-nude
photos as the predictor, for a total of four models (see un-
standardized estimates in Table 2). Within each of these
models, relationship satisfaction or relationship ambivalence
were predicted, with attachment avoidance and attachment
anxiety as moderators (by creating interaction terms between
the sexting predictors and the attachment variables). The
study tested whether predictions were different for men and
women by entering gender as a moderator (coded 1= “‘hus-
band’’ and 0= ‘“wife’’), and controls were also included
(e.g., age, income, ethnicity, relationship length, depressive
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McDANIEL AND DROUIN

TABLE 2. MULTILEVEL MODELS OF RELATIONSHIP SATISFACTION AND AMBIVALENCE PREDICTED BY SEXTING
(SENDING SEXY MESSAGES VS. SENDING PHOTOS) AND ATTACHMENT AVOIDANCE AND ANXIETY

Send sexy messages

Send nude or semi-nude photos

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4:
Relationship Relationship Relationship Relationship
Fixed effects satisfaction ambivalence satisfaction ambivalence
Intercept 37.61%%* 1.59%** 37.56%%* 1.58%**
Gender 0.65 —0.15 0.65 -0.15
Control variables
Age 0.002 0.003 0.02 0.005
Family income 0.004 0.001 0.0005 0.001
Not Caucasian 0.40 0.28 0.58 0.29
Not college graduate -0.36 0.05 -0.39 0.06
Multiple children 0.37 -0.09 0.43 -0.07
Marital status -1.81 0.31 -1.47 0.25
Relationship length —-0.05 0.005 —0.05 0.004
Depressive symptoms -0.03 0.02%%* —-0.03 0.02%**
Coparenting quality 471 %* —0.79%** 4.98#** —0.77%%*
Texting frequency 0.14 0.0005 0.04 —-0.002
Frequency of sex 0.22 0.05 0.25 0.06
Sexting, attachment avoidance and anxiety, and interactions with gender
Sexting 0.39 0.04 0.56 0.27*
Avoidance —2.08%%* 0.18** —2.15%%% 0.18%**
Anxiety 0.20 -0.03 0.06 -0.02
Sexting X gender — — 1.09 —0.22%
Avoidance X gender — — — —
Anxiety X gender — — 0.43 —
Sexting X avoidance 0.31* — — —
Sexting X anxiety — — 1.46%** —
Sexting X avoidance X gender — — — —
Sexting X anxiety X gender — — —1.43%* —

For interactions, the main effect is for women, and the interaction is the value to add to the main effect in order to get the effect for men.
Nonsignificant interactions were trimmed and are marked with a —.
Control variables were coded as follows: gender (1=‘‘male,” 0= ‘‘female”’); not Caucasian (0= ‘‘Caucasian,” 1= “‘other race’”); not
college graduate (1= “college grad.,” 0= “less education than college grad.”); multiple children (1= “multiple children,” 0= ““only one
child in family”’); and marital status (1 ="’living together, not married,”” 0= ““married’’). Except for the above-mentioned controls, all other
variables were grand mean centered. Family income was in $10,000 units.

##kp < 0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05.

symptoms, etc.). All nonsignificant interactions were trim-
med from the final models.

Sending sexy messages. As shown in Table 2 (Model
1), attachment avoidance moderated the relationship be-
tween sending sexy messages and relationship satisfaction
(b=0.31, p<0.05), with no significant differences by gen-
der. Figure 1 shows that sending sexy messages related
positively to relationship satisfaction only for those high in
avoidance. In terms of relationship ambivalence (Model 2),
sending sexy messages was not a significant predictor, and
neither attachment anxiety nor avoidance emerged as
moderators.

Sending nude/semi-nude photos. As shown in Table 2
(Model 3), attachment anxiety moderated the relationship
between sending nude/semi-nude photos and relationship
satisfaction (b=1.46, p<0.001), and this was further moder-
ated by gender (b=-1.43, p<0.01). Sending nude/semi-nude
photos related to better relationship satisfaction for husbands,
regardless of attachment anxiety. However, sending nude/
semi-nude photos was related to better relationship satisfac-
tion only for wives high in anxiety, and to worse satisfaction

for wives low in anxiety (see Fig. 2). Meanwhile, with regard
to relationship ambivalence (Model 4), sending nude/semi-
nude photos significantly interacted with gender (b=-0.22,
p<0.05), with more frequent sending of nude/semi-nude
photos related to greater ambivalence for wives only (b=0.27,

41
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36

Low Avoidance
High Avoidance
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Low Sexting (sexy msg) High Sexting (sexy msg)

FIG. 1. Predicted values of relationship satisfaction at high

and low (1 standard deviation (SD) above and 1 SD below the

mean) values of sending sexy messages, moderated by attach-

ment avoidance. High avoidance is 1 SD above the mean (black

line), and low anxiety is 1 SD below the mean (gray dashed line).
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351 High Anxiety 351 High Anxiety anxiety is 1 SD below the

344 : 344 mean (gray dashed line).

Low Sexting (photos) High Sexting (photos)

p<0.05). Avoidance and anxiety did not moderate the effects
of sending nude/semi-nude photos on ambivalence.

Discussion

Some relationship researchers have recently turned their
attention to the prevalence and correlates of sexting among
teens and young adults. Yet, little is known about the prev-
alence of sexting within older married or cohabiting cou-
ples. Additionally, although one study® addressed the topic
of sexting and relationship satisfaction among those in long-
term relationships, it remained unclear whether sexting among
married couples is associated with relationship health or
relationship insecurity and dissatisfaction.

Older adults in established committed relationships do en-
gage in sexting. However, in support of H1, the prevalence of
sexting (both sexy talk and sending sexually explicit pictures)
is lower than has been reported among young adults. For
example, approximately 12% of husbands and wives sent
nude or nearly nude photos to their partners versus approxi-
mately 20-30% of young adults who have done so.”'®*®
There are several potential explanations for these disparate
findings. First, it may be, as was hypothesized, that older in-
dividuals are less impulsive and less prone to risk taking than
their younger counterparts and therefore more carefully
evaluate the risks of their sexual images being catapulted into
cyberspace (or found on their phone by others). Second, as the
average age of the participants in this study was about 10 years
older than the average age of the young adults in undergrad-
uate sexting research, it is probable that some of these older
adults established their sexual relationships with their partners
without the use of technology and therefore bypassed the
sexting trend. Perhaps, had cell phones been as prevalent and
advanced 20 years ago as they are now, these married couples
would have established sexual intimacy via nude cell phone
photos, a practice they might still employ today. Finally, ac-
cording to the Kinsey Institute,”” married individuals and
older adults have sex less frequently than singles and younger
adults. Thus, less sexting may just be reflective of overall less
sexual activity within this population. Each of these possi-
bilities merits further investigation.

With regard to attachment characteristics, those who were
more avoidant tended to send more nude/nearly-nude photos.
However, this relationship was significant for wives only.
Meanwhile, attachment anxiety was related to higher rates of
sending nude/nearly nude photos among husbands only. Thus,
H2 was partially supported. Small differences between the
current results and those found in Drouin and Landgraff"’
could be attributed to several factors, including generational
differences between young and older adults and their uses of

Low Sexting (photos)

High Sexting (photos)

technology in relationships, the stability of relationships
examined in these different studies (non-marrieds vs. mar-
rieds), or differences in technology use across time that in-
fluence perceptions of sexting. Future work should explore
this topic over time and across generations to examine whe-
ther historical context or age influences these relationships.

In terms of relationship satisfaction, H3 was partially sup-
ported. For the most part, sexting did not contribute to greater
relationship satisfaction, except for those with insecure at-
tachments and, in some cases, husbands. More specifically,
the predictive models showed that among husbands, sending
nude/nearly-nude photos was related to relationship satisfac-
tion. However, sending nude photos was related to greater
satisfaction only among wives with higher levels of attach-
ment anxiety and to worse satisfaction among wives with low
anxiety. Moreover, sending nude/nearly-nude photos was re-
lated to relationship ambivalence (i.e., uncertainty about the
relationship) among wives. Meanwhile, sending sexy mes-
sages (i.e., flirtatious or suggestive texts that did not contain
pictures) was related to satisfaction among those with higher
levels of attachment avoidance.

Limitations and conclusion

This study has some limitations. First, it included exclu-
sively U.S. and primarily married couples, with many par-
ticipants from the Northeastern United States. Thus, it is
unknown how well these results generalize to married cou-
ples in other countries or perhaps even other parts of the
United States (although 48% of our sample was from other
parts of the United States, which may extend the generaliz-
ability). Second, only couples with at least one young child
were included. The prevalence and correlates of sexting
among couples without a child may be different from what
was found here. Finally, the measures of sexting were limited
to single items, although two of the items were combined for
the sexy talk measure. More detailed questions about sexting
within this population will help to extend this work and make
comparisons with previous findings from young adult sam-
ples. In sum, replication and expansion of this research is
recommended in order to create a more complete picture of
sexting among committed couples worldwide.

Despite these limitations, this work gives insight into the
sexting practices of adult married couples. Married couples
do not sext very often. Only approximately one third had
ever sent sexy messages to their partners, and only about 1 in
10 had ever sent nude or semi-nude pictures. More impor-
tantly, sending these messages was not a predictor of rela-
tionship satisfaction, except among those with insecure
attachment patterns and, in the case of sexually explicit
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pictures, among men. These results are consistent with pre-
vious research that links sexting behavior with insecure at-
tachment patterns,'"*'® but they call into question suggestions
that sexting may be used as an intervention strategy to increase
intimacy among couples.® In fact, the results suggest that
sexting may not play a positive role in most secure married or
committed cohabiting relationships.
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