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ABSTRACT
Objective: The present study assesses the importance of individual, sexual behavioral, and
evaluative factors on sexual satisfaction among single and partnered adults. Method: Using
data from a large web-sample of single (n¼ 1,075) and partnered (n¼ 3,063) individuals
aged 18–89 from Norway. Results: Higher contentment with sexual activity, sexual inter-
course frequency, satisfaction with singlehood, and relationship satisfaction predicted higher
sexual satisfaction, across relationship status and sex. Conclusions: To tackle singlism and
stereotypes about singles’ sex lives, there is a need to further examine sexuality in
singlehood.
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Introduction

Sexual satisfaction is a key quality in many people’s
subjective well-being, and has been linked to peo-
ples’ life-satisfaction (Neto & Pinto, 2013, 2015;
Velten & Margraf, 2017). Although research points
to the significance of people’s sexual satisfaction in
both singlehood and romantic partnerships, scant
interest has been shown in the factors that may
facilitate satisfying sexual lives for singles (Park
et al., 2021; Park & MacDonald, 2022). This is
unfortunate, especially with an increasing popula-
tion of singles around the globe (Kislev, 2021) – a
trend that also has been observed in Norway
according to Statistics Norway (SSB). Whilst in
1980, approximately 700,000 of the adult popula-
tion in Norway was registered as single (about
24%), in 2020 the estimate of single adults had
risen to about 1.4 million (33%) (singles were sepa-
rated from those living in a relationship by using
peoples reported family type and marital status in
the old censuses and the new register data;
Berrefjord Bergløff et al., 2021). In this study, sin-
gles will be defined as individuals who reported
not being currently in a committed/permanent

relationship, including unmarried, separated,
divorced, and widowed adults. Those who are mar-
ried, cohabitating, have a registered partnership, or
reported being in a current/permanent relation-
ship are defined as partnered adults.

In the literature, sex life satisfaction is mainly
explored within romantic relationships. The idea
that sexual satisfaction is inherently dyadic is
reflected in commonly used definitions, scales,
models, and studied populations (for review, see
Byers & Rehman, 2014; Freihart et al., 2020). In par-
ticular, the most common definition of sexual satis-
faction defines it as “an affective response arising
from one’s subjective evaluation of the positive and
negative dimensions associated with one’s sexual
relationship” (Lawrance & Byers, 1995, p. 268). In
line with the dyadic framing, most research on sex-
ual satisfaction assesses relationship status solely as
a predictor/confounder of sexual satisfaction
(Buczak-Stec et al., 2021; Cranney, 2017; Dekker
et al., 2020), focuses only on individuals who report
that they are partnered (Fischer et al., 2020;
Frederick et al., 2017; Schmiedeberg & Schr€oder,
2016), or assesses dyadic samples (Fischer et al.,
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2021; Schoenfeld et al., 2017; Velten & Margraf,
2017; Vowels & Mark, 2020). These approaches fit
with the general societal belief that one needs to be
partnered to “live a full life.” Particularly, it is
assumed that being partnered generates happiness
and many advantages, including sexually (DePaulo
& Morris, 2005). For example, recent research has
shown that the inclusion of the other person into
one’s self-concept, also described as relationship
closeness, is positively associated with sexual satis-
faction (Frost et al., 2017; Pietras et al., 2022).

Most Western societies portray partnership as
being superior to singlehood. This is not only
reflected in the pervasive stigmatizing of single
adults (singlism) (DePaulo & Morris, 2005, 2006),
but also manifests itself within the traditional
sexual script, where sex is legitimized and sym-
bolized by romantic love (DePaulo & Morris,
2005; Træen & Lewin, 2008). Based on these
societal norms, it comes as no surprise that sex-
ual satisfaction is investigated as a dyadic phe-
nomenon. These societal norms are supported by
evidence that shows that partnered adults are
indeed more sexually satisfied than singles
(Anti�cevi�c et al., 2017; Buczak-Stec et al., 2021;
Cranney, 2017; Dekker et al., 2020; Field et al.,
2013). However, these findings are often undiffer-
entiated and simplify our understanding of sex
life satisfaction among single adults. First,
although partnered adults are more satisfied with
their sexual life than single adults, this does not
necessary mean that all singles are sexually dissat-
isfied (Park et al., 2021). Second, whilst there is
extensive research concerning the factors that
predict sexual satisfaction among partnered
adults, these findings may not be transferable to
single adults (Park & MacDonald, 2022). Given
the differences of singles’ sexual realities and
expectations, it is reasonable to assume that there
may be distinct factors and variations in the rela-
tive importance of factors that constitute a satis-
fying sexual life for single adults. Third, despite
the fact that singles represent a very heteroge-
neous group (Oh et al., 2022; Pepping et al.,
2018), only recent studies have started to con-
sider the importance of singles’ evaluations of
their singlehood (e.g., voluntary/involuntary, con-
tentment with being single) when assessing sexual
satisfaction (Kislev, 2021; Park et al., 2021; Træen

& Kvalem, 2022). As partnered adults’ evaluations
of their relationships have been shown to be the
most important predictor of sexual satisfaction
(Byers & Rehman, 2014; Freihart et al., 2020;
Rausch & Rettenberger, 2021), it is surprising
that singles’ evaluations of their singlehood have
been largely neglected.

In most cases, being partnered has a direct
influence on individuals’ level of sexual activity
(Kislev, 2020). Whilst frequent sexual interaction
is an anticipated part of a romantic relationship,
singles may often have only occasional and less
reliable access to partnered sexual activity (e.g.,
hook ups, friends with benefits) (Furman &
Shaffer, 2011; Regnerus et al., 2017). As frequent
partnered sex is systematically and robustly
linked to sexual satisfaction (Brody & Costa,
2009; Byers & Rehman, 2014; Freihart et al.,
2020; McNulty et al., 2016; Rausch &
Rettenberger, 2021; Schoenfeld et al., 2017), low
sexual satisfaction among singles could largely be
related to the unavailability of frequent partnered
sexual activity (Kislev, 2020). Masturbation, on
the other hand, is equally available to both single
and partnered adults. However, despite being a
healthy and pleasurable activity (Coleman, 2003;
Rowland et al., 2020), many studies show a nega-
tive association between masturbation and sexual
satisfaction (Bancroft et al., 2011; Brody & Costa,
2009; Fischer et al., 2022; Rowland et al., 2020;
Velten & Margraf, 2017). One plausible explan-
ation for this paradoxical relationship could be
the behavior’s incompatibility with the prevailing
love script (Fischer et al., 2022; Haus &
Thompson, 2020; Træen & Lewin, 2008). In par-
ticular, the media often depicts masturbation as
ambivalent, in some way problematic, and as a
marker of romantic incompetence (Madanikia
et al., 2013; Watson & McKee, 2013). A study
investigating social norms associated with solo-
sex found that, in 44 North American movies,
most masturbation scenes depicted a young single
man who had been caught while masturbating
(Madanikia et al., 2013). The masturbation
experience and outcome were mostly negative.
Moreover, scenes depicting individuals in satisfy-
ing partnerships masturbating were lacking, and
few of those movies showed women
masturbating.
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A bottom up approach

A common concern in previous operationaliza-
tions of sexual satisfaction is the use of heteroge-
neous items as inherent indicators of the concept
(e.g., frequency of sexual activity, sexual function-
ing, frequency of orgasm, desire for sexual activ-
ity) (Lawrance & Byers, 1995; Pascoal et al., 2014;
Shaw & Rogge, 2016). This shortcoming has been
described as predictor-criterion overlap and
“occurs when a measure, rather than assessing
sexual satisfaction directly, assesses constructs
that predict or are predicted by sexual satisfaction
(e.g., sexual function, intimacy) and uses those as
direct indicators of sexual satisfaction” (Mark
et al., 2014, p. 2). The prevailing conceptual
diversification is problematic, as it confounds the
concept of interest with its potential predictors
(Mark et al., 2014; Shaw & Rogge, 2016). To pre-
vent a predictor-criterion overlap, this study
applied a “bottom-up” approach by exploring the
relative and unique importance that specific
domain satisfaction, in particular satisfaction with
singlehood/relationship, sexual activity, body
image, genital image, and sexual function, has on
evaluative judgments of general sexual satisfac-
tion. Sexual satisfaction will be defined as the
“global positive and negative evaluations of one’s
sex life” (Shaw & Rogge, 2016, p. 250; see also
Neto, 2012); a comprehensive definition that
applies to both single and partnered adults (Park
& MacDonald, 2022).

Aims

To date, research on singles’ sexual satisfaction is
scarce. To the best of our knowledge, the present
study is the first approach that assesses a broad
array of predictors/correlates of sexual satisfac-
tion for single individuals. Further, we examine
the similar predictors/correlates of sexual satisfac-
tion for partnered individuals. In this way, we
may gain a better understanding of the different
aspects that facilitate or hamper sexual satisfac-
tion across individuals’ relationship statuses. If
single adults rank differently for some factors
than partnered adults, the findings would give us
some indicators for how to boost sexual health
among single adults. This is important due to (1)

an increasing population of singles (Kislev, 2021),
(2) the lack of systematic research concerning
singles’ sex life satisfaction (Park et al., 2021;
Park & MacDonald, 2022), and (3) the fact that
single individuals are often targets of stereotyping
(DePaulo & Morris, 2005, 2006).

Method

Procedure and sample

This investigation uses data from a Norwegian
study of sexuality, which collected information
about the sociodemographic characteristics, sex-
ual behavior, sexual health, and sexual function-
ing of the Norwegian population, aged 18–
89 years. The sample is drawn by Norsk Gallup, a
subsidiary of Kantar, which is an important sup-
plier of analysis-based consultancy in Norway.
Norsk Gallup collects survey data, and holds a
web panel that includes about 40,000 people
(GallupPanelet – Home). National phone regis-
tries, including mobiles and landlines, are used to
obtain and maintain a representative online
panel. As there is no possibility of self-recruit-
ment, and because 94% of the Norwegian popula-
tion uses the Internet daily (in 2020, Media
statistics j Nordicom (gu.se)), the panel is broadly
considered to be nationally representative of men
and women in Norway. Ethical approval for stud-
ies conducted by Norsk Gallup Institutt and
Kantar comply with the Personal Data Act and
the guidelines of the Norwegian Data Protection
Authority, as well as the ethical standards of
ESOMAR and Norway’s Market Research
Association. Further information on the proced-
ure and the Gallup panel is reported elsewhere
(Traeen et al., 2021).

In this investigation, we use data that was col-
lected in March 2020. The survey was sent to
11,685 people (randomly recruited individuals
from the Gallup Web Panel), of which 4,160
completed the survey (response rate ¼ 36%). The
total sample included 2,181 men (52.6%), with a
mean age of 48.4 years (SD¼ 17.09), and 1,967
women (47.4%), with a mean age of 44.4 years
(SD¼ 16.85). Approximately half of those who
completed the survey on their mobile (51%).
Some socio-demographic characteristics of single

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SEXUAL HEALTH 517



and partnered adults are shown in Table 1.
Somewhat more women reported being single
compared to men (52.8 vs. 47.2%). Most part-
nered (42.6%) and single adults (38.2%) had a
Bachelor degree or similar. Significantly more
single adults reported that they were not reli-
gious, compared to partnered adults (66.1 vs.
57.3%). More singles reported living in a city
than partnered adults (62.1 vs. 55.0%). When
asked about their sexual orientation, the vast
majority identified themselves as heterosexual
(95.4% of partnered and 87.9% of single adults).
More partnered adults (97.3%) reported having
had life-time experiences of vaginal, oral, or anal
intercourse than single adults (85.6%).

Measurements

Sexual satisfaction was indexed by the following
item: “All things considered, how satisfied are you
with your sexual life?” with response options rang-
ing from 1¼ very dissatisfied to 5¼ very satisfied.

Relationship status was measured by asking par-
ticipants about their civil status, with responses
being 1¼ unmarried, 2¼ separated/divorced,
3¼widow/widower, 4¼married/cohabitant/ regis-
tered partnership. An additional question was pro-
vided for those who selected unmarried,
separated/divorced, or widow/widower: “Are you
currently in a permanent relationship?” The
response options were 1¼ no, 2¼ yes, with one
person, 3¼ yes, with several persons. A new vari-
able (relationship status) was constructed by coding
civil status (responses 1–3) and response 1 to the
additional question as 0¼ single. If civil status ¼ 4,
or if 1–3 but currently in a permanent relationship
(2–3), the response was recoded as 1¼ partnered.

Age was assessed by the individual’s year of
birth.

Education was indicated by the following ques-
tion (Træen et al., 2019): “What is your highest
level of formal education?” Answers were
1¼ primary school (6–8 years), 2¼ lower second-
ary school (9–10 years), 3¼ higher secondary

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of single and partnered adults in Norway (percent).
Single (n¼ 1076) Partnered (n¼ 3074)

% n % n p

Gender <.001
Men 47.2 507 54.5 1668
Women 52.8 568 45.5 1395

Age groups <.001
> 30 years 31.1 335 17.7 544
30–44 years 27.8 299 30.1 924
45–59 years 19.5 210 24.5 752
60þ years 21.6 232 27.8 854

Level of education .026
6–8 years of schooling 0.6 6 0.9 26
9–10 years of schooling 4.9 53 4.5 139
12–13 years of schooling 34.0 365 29.1 891
Lower university level 38.2 410 42.6 1301
Higher university level 22.3 239 22.9 700

Religious < .001
No 66.1 688 57.3 1725
Christian – no denomination 14.0 146 19.5 587
Roman Catholic 0.8 8 0.7 22
Protestant 14.8 154 17.8 537
Baptist/Methodist/Evangeline 2.9 30 2.8 83
Islam/Muslim 0.2 2 0.8 25
Other 1.2 13 1.1 33

Place of residence < .001
Urban/city 62.1 665 55.0 1683
Small town 25.0 268 27.5 843
Rural 12.9 138 17.5 534

Sexual orientation < .001
Heterosexual 87.9 921 95.4 2887
Homosexual/lesbian 4.3 45 2.0 62
Bisexual/pansexual 6.5 68 2.1 65
Asexual/other 1.3 14 0.4 12

Ever intercoursea

Yes 85.6 893 97.3 2914 < .001
No 14.4 150 2.7 82

Note. aVaginal, oral or anal intercourse; chi-square test of differences for relationship status.
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school, high school (12–13 years), 4¼ college,
lower university level (Bachelor degree or simi-
lar), and 5¼ higher university level (Master
degree, PhD level or similar).

Self-estimated health was measured by asking:
“Generally speaking, how do you rate your
health?” with responses being 1¼ very good,
2¼ good, 3¼ average, 4¼ bad, and 5¼ very bad.

Intercourse frequency was assessed by asking
(adapted from Lee et al., 2016): “How many
times have you had sexual intercourse (vaginal,
anal, or oral sex) during the last month?” and
masturbation frequency was assessed by a one-
item indicator (Lee et al., 2016), namely “How
often did you masturbate in the past month?”
Both items were assessed on a scale ranging from
1¼ no times to 7¼more than once a day.

Satisfaction with singlehood was measured
among those who reported not being in a current
relationship: “All things considered, how satisfied
are you with being single/not being in a perman-
ent relationship?” with responses ranging from
1¼ not at all satisfied to 7¼ completely satisfied.

Satisfaction with relationship was measured by
a one-item indicator: “All things considered, how
satisfied are you with your current relationship?”
with responses on a 7-point scale, ranging from
1¼ not at all satisfied to 7¼ completely satisfied.

Contentment with sexual frequency was
assessed by a one-item indicator: “In general,
how satisfied are you with your current level of
sexual activity?” with responses on a 5-point
scale, ranging from 1¼ very unsatisfied to
5¼ very satisfied.

Body image was indicated by asking (Frederick
et al., 2016): “How dissatisfied or satisfied are you
with your physical appearance?” Genital self-image
was measured by a single item (Kvalem et al.,
2014): “How dissatisfied or satisfied are you with
the appearance of your genitalia (e.g., penis/labia)?”
Both items were recoded so that increasing scores
reflected being more dissatisfied (1¼ extremely sat-
isfied to 7¼ extremely dissatisfied).

Distressing sexual difficulties were measured by
asking (Mitchell et al., 2013): “In the past year,
have you experienced any of the following for a
period of 3months or longer?” Eight items of
sexual difficulty were presented: “lacked interest
in having sex,” “lacked enjoyment of sex,” “felt

anxious during sex,” “felt no excitement or
arousal during sex,” “did not reach climax (expe-
rienced an orgasm) or took a long time to reach
climax despite feeling excited/aroused,” “reached
climax more quickly than I would have liked,” “if
woman: had an uncomfortably dry vagina,” and
“if man: had trouble getting or keeping an
erection.” The response option for each item was
“no” or “yes,” and if a participant ticked “yes”
they were asked to anchor their level of distress
on a scale from 1¼ no distress to 4¼ severe dis-
tress. A composite measure was constructed,
where higher scores index greater sexual distress.

Relationship duration was indexed by calculat-
ing the difference between the year of the survey
and the participants response to the item: “In
which year were you married/cohabiting/regis-
tered partner with your current spouse/partner?”
which resulted in a continuous variable.

Inclusion of other in the self was indexed by
the Inclusion of Other in the Self (IOS) Scale
(Aron et al., 1992), which intends to measure
how close two people feel to each other. The
measure consists of a one-item pictorial measure,
which depicts two circles with a varying degree
of overlap, with one circle illustrating the self and
the other the partner. As the overlap between the
two circles expands, so does the interpersonal
interconnectedness. Participants were asked to
select the image which best describes their rela-
tionship. Image 1 depicts two circles that were
close to each other, but with no overlap. The
degree of overlap between the circles progresses
linearly, demonstrating a 7-point scale. Image 7
depicts an almost complete overlap between the
two circles.

Sexual avoidance was indexed by a one-item
indicator (GeSiD, https://gesid.eu/studie/), “During
the past 12months, have you deliberately avoided
having sex with your partner?” Response options
were given on a 5-point scale (1¼ never, to
5¼ very often).

Analytic strategy

Bivariate analysis was conducted to (1) describe
the sociodemographic characteristics of single
and partnered adults, (2) present men and wom-
en’s level of sexual satisfaction, by relationship
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status. Subsequently, multiple hierarchical regres-
sion analyses were carried out to investigate the
relative importance of sociodemographic, sexual
behavioral, evaluative, and relationship factors
(the latter only among partnered adults) with
regard to sexual satisfaction, separately by gender
and relationship status. Before the multivariate
model was built independent associations
between each potential covariate and the criterion
variable (sexual satisfaction) were tested and only
those who were statistically significant were fur-
ther advanced. Consequently, several sociodemo-
graphic variables (place of residence, religiosity,
and sexual orientation) had to be excluded from
the multiple hierarchical regression analyses. The
statistical analyses were conducted in IBM SPSS
version 28.0.

Results

Most men and women reported being quite satis-
fied with their sexual life (35%) (Table 2). When
asking singles and partnered adults separately,
however, the majority of single women and men
said that they were neither satisfied nor dissatis-
fied with their sexual life (41.2 and 27.8%,
respectively), followed by 22.7% women and
25.3% men being somewhat dissatisfied. In con-
trast, partnered women and men reported most
often that they were quite satisfied with their sex-
ual life (40.5 and 38.9%, respectively).

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were
carried out to assess the relative importance of
factors in predicting sexual satisfaction among
single women, single men, partnered women, and

partnered men. In the first model, we added age,
education, and self-estimated general health to
control their influence on sexual behavioral,
evaluative, and relationship factors. In the second
model, we introduced sexual behavioral factors,
such as the frequency of intercourse (vaginal,
oral, or anal) and masturbation during the past
month. The third model contained factors con-
cerning how individuals evaluated different
aspects of their life (satisfaction with sexual activ-
ity, satisfaction with singlehood/relationship, sat-
isfaction with physical appearance, distressing
sexual difficulties). In the partnered samples, a
fourth model was introduced, assessing relation-
ship duration, sexual avoidance and relationship
closeness.

Table 3 presents predictors and correlates of
sex life satisfaction for single women. The factors
that were significantly associated with sexual sat-
isfaction among single women were higher con-
tentment with current level of sexual activity
(b¼ 0.32, p< .001), greater satisfaction with sin-
glehood (b ¼ 0.24, p ¼ .001), higher masturba-
tion frequency (b ¼ 0.21, p ¼ .002), higher level
of sexual intercourse activity (b ¼ 0.19, p ¼
.004), and older age (b ¼ 0.15, p ¼ .028). Poorer
self-estimated general health (b ¼ �0.13, p ¼
.040) and higher levels of distressing sexual diffi-
culties (b ¼ �0.12, p ¼ .045) were negatively
related to sexual satisfaction. All significant rela-
tionships were observed in Model 3, which
explained 46% of the variability in sexual
satisfaction.

Among single men (Table 4), the most power-
ful factors in predicting sexual satisfaction were
contentment with current sexual frequency (b ¼
0.41, p< .001), genital self-image (b ¼ �0.27,
p< .001), satisfaction with singlehood (b ¼ 0.17,
p ¼ .002), and higher level of sexual intercourse
activity (b ¼ 0.15, p ¼ .006). All these associa-
tions were observed after adjustment (Model 3).
Poorer self-estimated health, higher masturbation
frequency, and lower education were negatively
associated with sexual satisfaction. However,
these relationships did not remain significant in
the final model. The proportion of the explained
variance in the final model was 62%.

Table 5 presents predictors and correlates of
sex life satisfaction for women who reported

Table 2. Sexual satisfaction in Norwegian men and women,
by relationship status (percent).

All Single Partnered

Sexual satisfaction % n % n % n p

MEN
Very dissatisfied 10.0 214 20.2 98 7.1 116 <.001
Somewhat dissatisfied 18.8 400 25.3 123 16.8 276
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 21.9 466 27.8 135 20.2 331
Quite satisfied 34.7 740 20.4 99 38.9 639
Very satisfied 14.6 311 6.4 31 17.1 280

WOMEN
Very dissatisfied 6.6 121 10.9 54 5.0 67 <.001
Somewhat dissatisfied 15.5 284 22.7 113 12.8 171
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 24.6 452 41.2 205 18.5 247
Quite satisfied 34.6 634 18.5 92 40.5 541
Very satisfied 18.7 344 6.6 33 23.1 309

Note. Chi-square test of differences for relationship status.
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being currently in a permanent relationship. The
relative importance of the factors predicting
sexual satisfaction for partnered women after
adjustment were contentment with current sexual
activity (b¼ 0.48, p< .001), relationship satisfac-
tion (b¼ 0.21, p< .001), and higher level of
intercourse activity (b¼ 0.20, p< .001). Also,
deliberately avoiding sex with a partner (b ¼
�0.11, p< .001), a negative body image (b ¼

�0.08, p ¼ .008). Distressing sexual difficulties
(b ¼ �0.06, p ¼ .034) and education (b ¼
�0.06, p ¼ .026) was weakly associated with sex-
ual satisfaction. Age, self-estimated health, and
masturbation frequency did not remain signifi-
cant in the final model. The model explained
64% of the variability in sexual satisfaction.

Partnered men who reported greater content-
ment with their sexual activity (b¼ 0.57,

Table 4. Sexual satisfaction in single men by sociodemographic, sexual behavioral, and evaluative factors.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B b SE B b SE B b SE r

Sociodemographic factors
Age �0.01 �0.14 0.01 �0.01 �0.11 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.00 �0.20��
Education �0.18 �0.13 0.10 �0.22 �0.15� 0.10 �0.04 �0.03 0.07 �0.12
Self-estimated health �0.30 �0.23�� 0.10 �0.25 �0.19�� 0.09 0.01 0.01 0.07 �0.26���
R2 0.10
DR2 0.10���

Sexual behavioral factors
Intercourse frequency 0.40 0.36��� 0.08 0.16 0.15�� 0.06 0.39���
Masturbation frequency �0.17 �0.18�� 0.06 �0.03 �0.03 0.05 �0.11
R2 0.25
DR2 0.15���

Evaluative factors
Satisfaction with singlehood 0.12 0.17�� 0.04 0.44���
Contentment with sexual frequency 0.47 0.41��� 0.07 0.67���
Body image �0.11 �0.12 0.06 �0.44���
Genital image �0.24 �0.27��� 0.05 �0.54���
Level of sexual distress �0.07 �0.06 0.06 �0.27���
R2 0.62
DR2 0.37���

Note. For each model (step of the hierarchical regression) we present the unstandardized coefficient (b), the standardized coefficient (b), the standard
Error (SE), the multiple correlations squared (R2), and the multiple correlations squared change (DR2). For the final model bivariate analysis (Pearson’s r)
is shown (n¼ 181).�p< 0.05; ��p< 0.01; ���p< 0.001.

Table 3. Sexual satisfaction in single women by sociodemographic, sexual behavioral, and evaluative factors.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

b b SE b b SE b b SE r

Sociodemographic factors
Age 0.01 0.23�� 0.00 0.02 0.35��� 0.00 0.01 0.15� 0.00 0.20��
Education �0.11 �0.08 0.10 �0.10 �0.08 0.09 0.01 0.01 0.08 �0.01
Self-estimated health �0.24 �0.22�� 0.08 �0.19 �0.17� 0.08 �0.15 �0.13� 0.07 �0.17�
R2 0.08
DR2 0.08���

Sexual behavioral factors
Intercourse frequency 0.35 0.30��� 0.08 0.22 0.19�� 0.07 0.29���
Masturbation frequency 0.11 0.15� 0.05 0.15 0.21�� 0.05 0.16�
R2 0.21
DR2 0.13���

Evaluative factors
Satisfaction with singlehood 0.14 0.24��� 0.04 0.45���
Contentment with sexual frequency 0.31 0.32��� 0.07 0.58���
Body image 0.01 0.01 0.06 �0.18�
Genital image �0.05 �0.06 0.05 �0.10
Level of sexual distress �0.12 �0.12� 0.06 �0.21��
R2 0.46
DR2 0.25���

Note. For each model (step of the hierarchical regression) we present the unstandardized coefficient (b), the standardized coefficient (b), the standard
Error (SE), the multiple correlations squared (R2), and the multiple correlations squared change (DR2). For the final model bivariate analysis (Pearson’s r)
is shown (n¼ 183).�p< 0.05; ��p< 0.01; ���p< 0.001.
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p< .001), more frequent intercourse activity
(b¼ 0.17, p< .001), greater relationship satisfac-
tion (b¼ 0.15, p< .001) reported higher levels of
sexual satisfaction (Table 6). These associations
were observed even after adjustment (Model 4).
Relationship duration (b ¼ �0.12, p ¼ .004),
avoiding sexual activity with one’s partner (b ¼
�0.06, p ¼ .009), lower satisfaction with their
genital appearance, masturbation frequency, and
lower general self-estimated health were nega-
tively related to sexual satisfaction, but did not
remain significant in the final model. The model
explained 69% of the variability in sexual
satisfaction.

Discussion

Previous research has mainly neglected singles’
sex life satisfaction (Park et al., 2021; Park &
MacDonald, 2022). The aim of this study was
therefore to explore factors that may facilitate or
hamper sexual satisfaction among single women
and men, and to assess whether they differ from
those for partnered adults. Although there were
gender and relationship-specific differences in the
predictors of sexual satisfaction, there were also

some substantial similarities. Contentment with
the current level of sexual activity was the most
important predictor of sexual satisfaction across
relationship status and gender. Intercourse fre-
quency also predicted sexual satisfaction, but the
association was less strong when accounting for
participants’ contentment with their sexual activ-
ity. Another important associate of sexual satis-
faction in partnered and single adults was the
individual’s satisfaction with their relationship or
singlehood, respectively. In addition to the afore-
mentioned associates, we found some gender and
relationship-specific links. Genital image had an
influence on single men’s sexual satisfaction,
while body image was negatively related to sexual
satisfaction in partnered women. Masturbation
frequency was significantly and positively associ-
ated with sexual satisfaction, but only for single
women.

The most dominant predictor of sexual satis-
faction across sex and relationship status was the
participants’ contentment with their current level
of sexual activity. This is consistent with previous
conceptualizations that suggest strong correla-
tions between satisfaction with sexual activity and
overall sexual satisfaction (�Stulhofer et al., 2019).

Table 5. Sexual satisfaction in partnered women by sociodemographic, sexual behavioral, and evaluative factors.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Partnered women B b SE B b SE B b SE B b SE r

Sociodemographic factors
Age �0.00 �0.03 0.00 0.01 0.09� 0.00 0.00 0.01 �0.00 0.00 �0.03 0.00 �0.03
Education �0.07 �0.05 0.06 �0.06 �0.04 0.05 �0.08 �0.06� 0.04 �0.09 �0.06� 0.04 �0.01
Self-estimated health �0.22 �0.18��� 0.06 �0.15 �0.12��� 0.05 �0.03 �0.02 0.04 �0.02 �0.01 0.04 �0.17���
R2 0.03
DR2 0.03���

Sexual behavioral factors
Intercourse frequency 0.44 0.55��� 0.03 0.16 0.20��� 0.03 0.16 0.20��� 0.03 0.53���
Masturbation frequency �0.09 �0.11�� 0.03 �0.03 �0.03 0.02 �0.04 �0.04 0.02 �0.10�
R2 0.32
DR2 0.29���

Evaluative factors
Satisfaction with relationship 0.20 0.22��� 0.03 0.19 0.21��� 0.03 0.46���
Contentment with sexual frequency 0.52 0.50��� 0.04 0.50 0.48��� 0.04 0.73���
Body image �0.07 �0.08� 0.03 �0.08 �0.08�� 0.03 �0.22���
Genital image �0.02 �0.03 0.02 �0.02 �0.02 0.02 �0.19���
Level of sexual distress �0.10 �0.09�� 0.03 �0.07 �0.06� 0.03 �0.36���
R2 0.63
DR2 0.31���

Relationship factors
Relationship duration 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.00
Sexual avoidance �0.11 �0.11��� 0.03 �0.35���
Inclusion of other in the self �0.01 �0.02 0.02 0.21���
R2 0.64
DR2 0.01��

Note. For each model (step of the hierarchical regression) we present the unstandardized coefficient (b), the standardized coefficient (b), the standard
Error (SE), the multiple correlations squared (R2), and the multiple correlations squared change (DR2). For the final model bivariate analysis (Pearson’s r)
is shown (n¼ 542).�p< 0.05; ��p< 0.01; ���p< 0.001.
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Although previous scales have used contentment
with sexual frequency as a direct indicator of glo-
bal sexual satisfaction (e.g., the Pinney Sexual
Satisfaction Inventory [PSSI], Pinney et al., 1987;
the Young Sexual Satisfaction Scale [YSSS],
Young et al., 1998), it has been argued that satis-
faction with sexual frequency might represent a
distinct concept (Shaw & Rogge, 2016). For
instance, one could be less satisfied with the sex-
ual frequency, but very pleased with the sexual
quality (e.g., pleasurable, intensity) (Gillespie,
2017). To prevent conceptual ambiguity and to
disentangle the relative strength of various associ-
ates on sexual satisfaction, intercourse frequency
and contentment with sexual activity were there-
fore studied as independent predictors of sexual
satisfaction. Overall, contentment with sexual
activity was a stronger predictor for partnered
men than for single men, and it was a stronger
predictor for partnered women than for single
women. One possible explanation may be that
partnered individuals use divergent benchmarks
when they evaluate their global sex life satisfac-
tion, compared to single individuals. Partnered
adults may to a larger degree anticipate frequent
sexual activity, as this is considered to be an

important marker of a happy relationship. Thus,
contentment with sexual activity as a criterion of
general sex life satisfaction could be weighted
more strongly by partnered than by single
individuals.

As expected, and in line with previous studies
(Brody & Costa, 2009; McNulty et al., 2016;
Schoenfeld et al., 2017), there was a strong rela-
tionship between intercourse frequency and sex-
ual satisfaction. However, when accounting for
other satisfaction domains, specifically satisfaction
with sexual activity, body image, genital image,
and sexual function, the influence of actual inter-
course frequency on sexual satisfaction became
less substantial across relationship status and gen-
der. These findings suggest that individuals’ satis-
faction with sexual frequency is more important
in predicting overall sexual satisfaction than
actual intercourse frequency.

In contrast to partnered sex, we found less
consistent associations between solo sex and sex-
ual satisfaction. Although it is a common finding
that single adults masturbate more than partnered
adults (DeLamater & Moorman, 2007; Fischer
et al., 2022; Regnerus et al., 2017; Rowland et al.,
2020; Schick et al., 2010), very little is known

Table 6. Sexual satisfaction in partnered men by sociodemographic, sexual behavioral, and evaluative factors.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Partnered men B b SE B b SE B b SE B B SE r

Sociodemographic factors
Age �0.01 �0.07 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.00 �0.00 �0.03 0.00 0.01 0.07 0.00 �0.11���
Education �0.04 �0.03 0.06 �0.06 �0.04 0.04 �0.05 �0.04 0.03 �0.05 �0.03 0.03 0.02
Self-estimated health �0.29 �0.21��� 0.06 �0.18 �0.13��� 0.05 �0.01 �0.01 0.04 �0.01 �0.01 0.04 �0.22���
R2 0.05
DR2 0.05���

Sexual behavioral factors
Intercourse frequency 0.50 0.60��� 0.03 0.15 0.19��� 0.03 0.14 0.17��� 0.03 0.59���
Masturbation frequency �0.12 �0.16��� 0.03 �0.02 �0.03 0.02 �0.02 �0.03 0.02 �0.11��
R2 0.39
DR2 0.34���

Evaluative factors
Satisfaction with relationship 0.15 0.16��� 0.03 0.14 0.15��� 0.03 0.49���
Contentment with sexual frequency 0.64 0.58��� 0.04 0.63 0.57��� 0.04 0.79���
Body image �0.06 �0.05 0.03 �0.06 �0.05 0.03 �0.22���
Genital image �0.05 �0.05� 0.03 �0.05 �0.05 0.02 �0.27���
Level of sexual distress �0.02 �0.02 0.03 �0.01 �0.01 0.03 �0.24���
R2 0.69
DR2 0.29���

Relationship factors
Relationship duration �0.01 �0.12�� 0.00 �0.19���
Sexual avoidance �0.07 �0.06�� 0.03 �0.30���
Inclusion of other in the self 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.36���
R2 0.69
DR2 0.01��

Note. For each model (step of the hierarchical regression) we present the unstandardized coefficient (b), the standardized coefficient (b), the standard
Error (SE), the multiple correlations squared (R2), and the multiple correlations squared change (DR2). For the final model bivariate analysis (Pearson’s r)
is shown (n¼ 618).�p< 0.05; ��p< 0.01; ���p< 0.001.
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about the relationship between masturbation fre-
quency and sexual satisfaction among single peo-
ple. A recent study that investigated single and
partnered individuals’ sexual satisfaction found no
significant link between the actual frequency of
solitary acts (e.g., masturbation) and sexual satis-
faction among single individuals (Park &
MacDonald, 2022). In contrast to this study, we
found a positive association between single wom-
en’s masturbation frequency and sexual satisfac-
tion, which may indicate that single women
experience more empowerment, freedom, inde-
pendence in terms of their solo sexual exploration.
This finding may be culturally specific, as Norway
among other Nordic countries is known for being
more liberal and accepting toward women’s sexu-
ality (Træen et al., 2019).

Another main predictor of sexual satisfaction
was individual’s evaluation of their current status
(i.e., singlehood and relationship). As expected
and consistent with past research (Byers &
Rehman, 2014; Freihart et al., 2020; Rausch &
Rettenberger, 2021), greater relationship satisfac-
tion was significantly predictive of sexual satisfac-
tion among partnered women and men.
Similarly, satisfaction with singlehood was signifi-
cantly associated with sexual satisfaction: the
higher the reported satisfaction of being single,
the greater the sexual satisfaction among single
men and women. This finding is similar to that
of Park et al. (2021), who found significant asso-
ciations between singles’ sexual satisfaction and
satisfaction with singlehood, even after control-
ling for sex frequency and life satisfaction.
Likewise, another study that differentiated
between voluntary and involuntary singlehood
found that being more voluntarily single (degree
of not preferring a partnership) was related to
higher levels of sexual satisfaction (Kislev, 2021).
They also found that voluntary singles showed
nearly comparable levels of sex life satisfaction
relative to that of partnered women and men.
Thus, our findings add to an emerging body of
research that emphasizes singles’ evaluation of
their singlehood as an important correlate of sex-
ual satisfaction.

Men’s genital self-image was significantly asso-
ciated with sexual satisfaction. This corroborates
other studies that found important pathways

between men’s genital self-image/attitudes toward
genitals and sexual (dis)satisfaction (Komarnicky
et al., 2019; Van den Brink et al., 2018). For
instance, a recent study identified a direct signifi-
cant association between men’s negative attitudes
toward their genitals and their sexual dissatisfac-
tion, which was also mediated by body self-con-
sciousness during physical intimacy (Van den
Brink et al., 2018). The suggested mechanism
behind these associations is that low genital self-
image increases sexual self-awareness and distrac-
tion during partnered sex, which in turn nega-
tively interferes with individual’s sexual
satisfaction (Schick et al., 2010; Van den Brink
et al., 2018). This mechanism might also explain
why the association between genital self-image
and sexual satisfaction was strongest among sin-
gle men. With new and changing sex partners,
single men may feel more vulnerable and exposed
to the risk of being judged.

Finally, we found some links between relation-
ship factors and sexual satisfaction, such as nega-
tive association between relationship duration
and sexual satisfaction in partnered men.
Deliberately avoiding sex with a partner was
negatively associated with sexual satisfaction
among both partnered women and men. This
finding is supported by another study
(Stephenson, 2020). Moreover, recent research
suggests important links between distressing sex-
ual difficulties and sexual avoidance (Carvalheira
et al., 2020; Fischer & Træen, 2022; Hendrickx
et al., 2016). As sexual avoidance is indirectly
related to many negative feelings (e.g., guilt,
blame, anger, emotional distress, rejection, frus-
tration, anxiety, sadness, and sexual incompe-
tence; Fischer & Træen, 2022; Frost & Donovan,
2021), it is no surprise that the deliberate avoid-
ance of sex with a partner is negatively inter-
twined with sexual satisfaction.

Limitations

An important caveat of this study is the survey’s
cross-sectional nature, which precludes any causal
conclusions. It is also important to point out some
measurement limitations. First, our outcome meas-
ure (general sexual satisfaction) was assessed by a
one-item measure. Although multi-item sexual sat-
isfaction scales are more favorable, the use of a
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single measure is a common approach that has
shown to have satisfactory convergent validity
(Mark et al., 2014). Second, the item measuring
masturbation frequency did not explicitly elaborate
whether we were asking about solo masturbation.
As masturbation could also refer to masturbating
another person or masturbating oneself in the
presence of another person, we cannot be sure
how participants may have interpreted the item
(Fischer & Træen, 2022). Likewise, the item meas-
uring contentment with the current level of sexual
activity lacked an explanation of the term “sexual
activity” (Fischer et al., 2022). Another limitation
pertains potentially relevant factors that have not
been assessed in the survey. For example, future
research would benefit in assessing the role of indi-
viduals’ sexual self-esteem and sociosexuality and
should allow for comparisons across more nuanced
relationship types (e.g., currently dating, looking
for a partner vs. single by choice, cohabiting vs.
non-cohabitating). Lastly, in keeping with a general
trend of declining response rates (Galea & Tracy,
2007), the survey’s response rate was rather low.
Thus, potential volunteer may distort our findings
and limit their generalizability (Boughner, 2010).

Conclusions

Previous evidence for partnered individuals’ sex-
ual satisfaction might not be directly transferable
to that for single adults (Park & MacDonald,
2022). This study found important nuances in
the predictors/correlates of sexual satisfaction in
singlehood, such as the influence of frequent
masturbation in single women, and a positive
genital self-image in single men. The current
study adds to an emerging body of research that
emphasizes singles’ evaluation of their singlehood
as an influential determinant of sexual satisfac-
tion. Accordingly, this study provides preliminary
evidence that single adults’ evaluation of their
relationship status (satisfaction with singlehood)
is equivalent to partnered adults’ evaluation of
their relationship status (relationship satisfaction).
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