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ARTICLE

Associations between parenthood, relationship, and
sexual satisfaction in sex therapy patients

Stella Gurreri, Maude Lachapelle, and Natacha Godbout
Département de sexologie, Université du Québec a Montréal, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

Parenthood has often been associated with lower levels of relationship and sexual satisfaction. However, this effect has rarely been
studied beyond transition to parenthood and/or in clinical samples and few studies have examined parenthood as a moderator
between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction. Therefore, the objective of this study was to examine whether parenthood
(being a parent or not) acts as a moderator of the relationship between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction among
women and men consulting in sex therapy (n = 219). Results indicated that mothers report lower levels of relationship satisfaction
compared to non-parent women, whereas no difference was found for sexual satisfaction. Results also showed that parenthood acts
as a moderator between relationship and sexual satisfaction, with differing effects for men and women. More precisely, relationship
satisfaction was associated with increased sexual satisfaction in men and in non-parent women only. For mothers, relationship
satisfaction was not linked to sexual satisfaction. Findings suggest that relationship satisfaction is lower in mothers compared to
non-parent women and is also unrelated to sexual satisfaction in mothers, indicating specificities regarding sexual satisfaction and

its correlates in others. These results have implications, particularly for interventions with mothers attending sex therapy.
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Although having a child contributes to parents’ life satisfac-
tion and happiness (Nelson et al., 2013), many parents feel up-
set, stressed, and overwhelmed by their daily lives as parents
(Nystrom & Ohrling, 2004; Rosander et al., 2021; Umberson
etal,, 2010). Parents’ management of these challenges and paren-
tal stressors are likely to affect their personal and relational life,
leading to a decline in their relationship and sexual satisfaction
(Khajehei, 2016). Mothers’ relationship and sexual satisfaction
seem to be particularly affected by parenthood (Behzadipour
etal., 2021; Don & Mickelson, 2014; Fallah et al., 2018; Khajehei,
2016; Nezhad & Goodarzi, 2011). However, studies have large-
ly focused on the transition to parenthood, a period generally
recognized as the child’s first year, and few have targeted par-
ents passed this stage. Yet, the results of the few studies that have
targeted parents beyond this period suggest that the effects of
parenthood on relationship and sexual satisfaction continue for

many years (e.g., Doss et al., 2009; Hansson & Ahlborg, 2012;
Keizer & Schenk, 2012), demonstrating the importance of exam-
ining these variables in an inclusive way among parents (i.e., not
limited to parents in transition to parenthood). Furthermore, a
limited number of studies have investigated these effects in clin-
ical populations of adults seeking sex therapy. Yet, these indi-
viduals are at risk of experiencing high levels of disturbance in
relationship and sexual satisfaction and study in such clinical
sample may offer useful insights on this population for thera-
pists. In brief, studies are lacking on the role of parenthood on
relationship and sexual satisfaction in clinical populations of
adults who seek sex therapy.

Relationship and sexual satisfaction are important as they
have multiple implications for individuals’ well-being and qual-
ity of life (Davison et al., 2009; Flynn et al., 2016: Fuller-Iglesias,
2015) as well as for the quality of the parent—child relationship
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(Bernier et al., 2014; Bonds & Gondoli, 2007). Although rela-
tionship satisfaction is associated with sexual satisfaction (Farr
et al,, 2010, 2017; Nezhad & Goodarzi, 2011; Witting et al.,
2008), studies and theoretical conceptualizations suggest this as-
sociation diverges depending on gender or life period (e.g. Byers,
2005; Vowels & Mark, 2020; Witting et al., 2008). As parenthood
leads to a redefinition of parental sexuality (Lévesque et al., 2021;
Stavdal et al., 2019) and considering the effect of parenthood on
relationship and sexual satisfaction, it is essential to examine how
parenthood interacts with these variables in men and women.

The present study aimed to compare levels of relationship and
sexual satisfaction in women and men, parents and non-parents,
who seek sex therapy, and to examine the moderating role of
parenthood in the association between relationship and sexual
satisfaction, for mothers and fathers.

RELATIONSHIP SATISFACTION

A consensus emerges from empirical studies, highlighting the
negative impacts of parenthood on parents'relationship satisfac-
tion (Backstrom et al., 2018; Doss et al., 2009; Huss & Pollmann-
Schult, 2020). This decline in satisfaction tends to fluctuate,
ranging from a low decline in the first months surrounding preg-
nancy to a moderate decrease after 12 months following child-
birth (Mitnick et al., 2009). A study indicated that most mothers
(79.4%) and about half of fathers (51.0%) experienced a moder-
ate decline in their relationship satisfaction during their transi-
tion to parenthood (Don & Mickelson, 2014). This is consistent
with studies indicating that declines in relationship satisfaction
after childbirth are more pronounced for mothers than for fa-
thers (e.g. Twenge et al.,, 2003). The few studies that have ex-
amined parents’ relationship satisfaction beyond the transition
to parenthood (e.g., during the child’s first year of life) report
that this decline continues, although these changes are variable
(Gorchoft et al.,, 2008; Hansson & Ahlborg, 2012; Hirschberger
et al., 2009; Keizer & Schenk, 2012; Trillingsgaard et al., 2014;
Whiteman et al., 2007). Moreover, studies comparing parent
couples with non-parent couples concluded that parents report
comparatively lower levels of relationship satisfaction (Keizer &
Schenk, 2012; Kluwer, 2010; Lawrence et al., 2008; Meyer et al.,
2016; Twenge et al., 2003; Urbano-Contreras et al., 2018).

SEXUAL SATISFACTION

Although much less studied, sexual satisfaction has also been
found to be negatively associated with parenthood (Ahlborg
et al., 2008; Behzadipour et al., 2021; Fallah et al., 2018; Leavitt
et al,, 2017; Maas et al., 2018). New parents tend to report be-
ing dissatisfied with their sex life (Ahlborg et al., 2005; Maas et
al., 2018), especially mothers (Behzadipour et al., 2021; Fallah
et al., 2018; Khajehei, 2016; Nezhad & Goodarzi, 2011). In a
study among 119 new mothers, about 50% of them rated their
sex life as “bad” or “not very good” eight months after the birth
of their child (Dixon et al., 2000). This low sexual satisfaction
is found to persist several years after childbirth (Ahlborg et al.,

© Sex Information and Education Council of Canada, 2022

2008; Hansson & Ahlborg, 2012). A study comparing parent
couples and non-parent couples showed that new parents report
significantly lower sexual satisfaction than non-parent couples
(Schwenck et al., 2020), although the number of studies com-
paring parents to non-parents remains limited. Nonetheless,
parents’ sexual experiences are heterogeneous (de Pierrepont et
al., 2016; Fox, 2009; Huebner et al., 2012; Rosen et al., 2021) and
some report no decrease in sexual satisfaction (Lévesque et al.,
2021; Witting et al., 2008).

ASSOCIATION BETWEEN RELATIONSHIP AND
SEXUAL SATISFACTION

A positive association between relationship satisfaction and
sexual satisfaction was reported in a number of studies (e.g.,
Byers, 2005; Dixon et al., 2000; Farr et al., 2010, 2017; Nezhad &
Goodarzi, 2011; Witting et al., 2008). However, some studies
and theoretical conceptualizations suggest the link between re-
lationship and sexual satisfaction diverge depending on gender
or life period (e.g. Byers, 2005; Vowels & Mark, 2020; Witting et
al., 2008). This association was hypothesized to be stronger for
women because relationship satisfaction is deemed to be more
important for their sexuality (Byers, 2005; Rosen & Bachmann,
2008; Schwartz & Young, 2009). However, no clear empirical ev-
idence is found to support this assertion (e.g., Byers, 2005; Cao
et al., 2019; Sprecher, 2002). Moreover, since parenthood leads
to a redefinition of parental sexuality (Lévesque et al., 2021;
Stavdal et al., 2019) and studies indicate that parenthood affects
both relationship and sexual satisfaction, parenthood could be
a key factor in explaining the effect of gender or life period. In
fact, parenthood (being a parent or not) might have an effect
on the association between relationship and sexual satisfaction.
Parenthood may bring emphasis on different determinants of
sexual satisfaction, making relationship satisfaction an import-
ant determinant for parents” sexual satisfaction. Empirical stud-
ies are needed to support this assumption.

In sum, studies have shown that parenthood can affect re-
lationship and sexual satisfaction. Several studies have focused
on the transition to parenthood and few have examined the ef-
fects of parenthood in an inclusive fashion, regardless of the age
of their children. Parents from a clinical population have also
been understudied, and studies on patients consulting in sex
therapy are critically lacking. Consequently, understanding the
links between parenthood, sexual satisfaction, and relationship
satisfaction would be useful to understand parents who seek sex
therapy and guide therapeutic interventions. Moreover, since the
literature suggests that mothers may be affected differently than
fathers in terms of relationship and sexual satisfaction, it appears
relevant to examine men and women separately. Finally, rela-
tionship satisfaction is positively associated with sexual satisfac-
tion, but how parenthood affects this relationship in women and
men is not clear. We, therefore, examined the role of parenthood
on sexual satisfaction in adults consulting for sexual or relation-
ship difficulties (i.e., in sex therapy), including parents past the
transition to parenthood.
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OBJECTIVES

This study aimed to examine the relationships between parent-
hood, relationship satisfaction, and sexual satisfaction in adults
seeking sex therapy. The first objective was to compare the levels
of sexual and relationship satisfaction among women and men
consulting in sex therapy who are parents and non-parents. The
second objective was to examine whether parenthood acts as a
moderator on the association between relationship satisfaction
and sexual satisfaction among women and men. Based on the
literature, our first hypothesis was that parents will report lower
levels of relationship and sexual satisfaction than non-parents.
Our second hypothesis was that parenthood will act as a mod-
erator between relationship and sexual satisfaction in men and
women, so that the link between relationship satisfaction and
sexual satisfaction will be stronger in parents.

METHOD

Sample

The sample consisted of 221 individuals who reported being in
a couple’s relationship. All consulted in sex therapy with interns
in clinical sexology training in the province of Quebec. Of these,
120 identified as female (54.3%) and 99 as male (44.8%), with
an mean age of 37 years (ranged 30 to 45 years, SD = 0.30). The
majority of participants were employed (75.6%, n = 158), with a
personal income below $59,999 (71.4%, n = 155) and reported
being born in Canada (83.3%), whereas the others reported being
born in Western Europe (1.8%), Africa (1.4%), South America
(1.8%) or elsewhere (10%). Participants reported using French or
English (85.1%), Spanish (7.2%) or another language (5.9%) as
their mother tongue. Participants with at least one child (51.6%,
n =114) slightly outnumbered non-parent participants (48.4%,
n =99). Among the participants who reported having children,
31.6% reported one child, 38.6% two children, 25.4% three chil-
dren and 4.4% four or five children.

Procedure

Participants consulting in sex therapy with interns were invited
to complete self-reported questionnaires within the first weeks
following their admission (i.e., during the assessment phase, be-
fore treatment). With the consent of the participants, a summary
of the results of the questionnaires was sent to their interns to be
used as part of their evaluation to guide the sex therapy. Interns
were completing a graduate program in sex therapy leading to a
psychotherapy practice licence and doing their sex therapy in-
ternship in different settings (university clinics, hospitals, com-
munity organizations, and private clinics). The interns explained
the research project and provided access to the consent form and
to the link to complete the questionnaires online (i.e., approx-
imately one hour on the Qualtrics platform). Inclusion criteria
were to seek sex therapy with an intern, to be able to complete
questionnaires in French or English, to be in a couple relationship
(i.e., to respond to a measure assessing relationship satisfaction)

and be 18 years or older. The consent form informed them of
their rights to refuse to participate or to withdraw without af-
fecting the services received. The study received ethical approval
from the university’s ethics committee.

Measures

Demographics

The first section of the questionnaire collected participants’ socio-
demographic information (e.g., age, gender, place of birth, mother
tongue, marital status, sexual orientation, family income, etc.). As
part of the demographic questionnaire, participants had to an-
swer a question about the number of children they have. From
this question, a binary variable was created separating participants
who had no children from those who had at least one child.

Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual satisfaction was measured using the Global Measure of
Sexual Satisfaction (GMSEX) (Lawrance & Byers, 1995). This
scale is widely used to assess sexual satisfaction and has received
strong psychometric support (Mark et al., 2014). Respondents
rate their sexuality on five 7-point bipolar scales: good/bad,
pleasant/unpleasant, positive/negative, satisfying/unsatisfying,
and valuable/worthless. The total score ranges from 5 to 35,
with a higher score indicating higher sexual satisfaction. For this
study, Cronbach’s alpha was high (« = .87).

Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was measured using the 32-items
Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976, translated in French
by Baillargeon et al., 1986). This questionnaire assessed relation-
ship satisfaction (e.g., the degree to which the couple agrees on
matters of importance to the relationship, level of satisfaction
toward their relationship, degree of closeness and shared activ-
ities experienced and demonstrations of affection). This scale is
frequently used to measure relationship satisfaction and shows
good psychometric qualities (Vandeleur et al., 2003). Items are
answered on multi-point scales or dichotomous scales (yes or
no) and are summed. The total score ranges from 0 to 151, with a
higher score indicating a higher relationship satisfaction. In this
study, Cronbach’s alpha was high (« = .88).

Data Analysis Strategy

Preliminary analyzes were performed using IBM SPSS Version
27 software. We computed descriptive statistics (means and SDs)
and intercorrelations among study variables. ANOVAs were
performed for men and women separately to determine if there
were significant differences regarding the relationship and sex-
ual satisfaction between parents and non-parents (Objective 1).
Subsequently, moderation analyzes were performed using the
PROCESS macro for SPSS from Preacher and Hayes (2008) to
examine, separately for women and men, whether the relation
between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction varied
as a function of having a child or not (Objective 2). Since studies
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have reported that sociodemographic variables can be correlated
with our variables of interest (e.g., Sdnchez-Fuentes et al., 2014;
Tavakol et al., 2017; Twenge et al., 2003), bivariate correlations
were performed on our sample to validate the need to control for
any sociodemographic variables. Variables found to be related
to the study’s variables were included as covariates to control for
their potential effects in the moderation analysis. This procedure
used a bootstrapping method (n = 5 000) to compute confidence
intervals for direct and indirect effects (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).
Effects are considered significant when the 95% confidence in-
terval does not contain zero.

RESULTS

Bivariate correlations showed that parenthood was negative-
ly associated with relationship satisfaction (r = —.21, p = .002)
and the latter was positively associated with sexual satisfaction
(r = .23, p = .001). Furthermore, parenthood was not associat-
ed with sexual satisfaction (r = .07, p = .334). Bivariate correla-
tions between the sociodemographic variables and the variables

TABLE 1. Descriptive Statistics for Relationship and Sexual Satisfaction

of interest indicated that higher age was associated with par-
enthood (r = .19, p = .007) and lower relationship satisfaction
(r = -.21, p = .002). Higher family income was also related to
parenthood (r = .28, p =.001) and lower relationship satisfaction
(r = .15, p = .043). Therefore, the present study controlled for
the influence of age and family incomes in the analyses.

Table 1 displays the means and standard deviations for rela-
tionship and sexual satisfaction. The results of an ANOVA indi-
cate a significant difference for relationship satisfaction between
mothers and non-parent women, showing that mothers reported
a lower relationship satisfaction compared to non-parent wom-
en. No significant difference was found between mothers and
non-parent women for sexual satisfaction. Furthermore, results
indicated no significant difference for relationship satisfaction
and sexual satisfaction in fathers and non-parent men.

Moderation Model

The first model tested the moderating role of parenthood in the
link between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction in

Non-Parent
Mothers Women Fathers Non-Parent Men
All Sample (n =67) (n =47) (n =46) (n =47)
M SD M SD M SD F n? M SD M SD F n?
RelSat 101.33 18.61 96.44 15.72 104.83 18.33 6.57** .06 98.74 23.40 106.31 14.96 3.37 .03
SexSat 21.54 6.62 21.43 6.41 20.47 7.96 A7 .01 22.70 6.59 21.34 5.94 1.02 .01
Notes. RelSat = relationship satisfaction, SexSat = sexual satisfaction.
*p <.05, **p <.0.1.
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Figure 1. Moderation effect of parenthood in the association between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction in women.
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Figure 2. Moderation effect of parenthood in the association between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction in men.

women F(5,79) = 2.54, p = .035, R? = .14. Results showed that
relationship satisfaction (b = .24, SE = .07, 95% confidence inter-
val [CI] = [.10, .38], p = .001) and parenthood status (b = 21.95,
SE =9.98, 95% CI = [2.07, 41.82], p = .03) are associated with
sexual satisfaction. The interaction between relationship satis-
faction and parenthood was found to be significant (b = -.20,
SE = .10, 95% CI = [-.39, —.001], p = .045), acccounting for a
change of R?=.05. Results showed that relationship satisfaction
is positively associated with sexual satisfaction for non-parent
women (b = .24, SE = .07, 95% CI = [.10, .38], p = .001), but this
association no longer holds for mothers (b = .04, SE = .07, 95%
CI = [-.09, .18], p = .50).

A second regression model examined the moderating role of
parenthood on the association between relationship satisfaction
and sexual satisfaction in men F(5,70) = 2.19, p = .065, R? = .14.
Results indicated that relationship satisfaction is associated
with sexual satisfaction (b = .17, SE = .08, 95% CI = [.02, .32],
p =.03), but the effect of parenthood (b = 9.21, SE = 9.86, 95%
CI = [-10.45, 28.88], p = .35) and the effect of the interaction
between parenthood and relationship satisfaction were not sig-
nificant (b = —.07, SE = .09, 95% CI = [-.25, .12], p = .48).

DISCUSSION

The present study aimed to examine relationship and sexual sat-
isfaction as a function of parenthood status and gender in adults
consulting in sex therapy. The first objective was to compare the
levels of relationship and sexual satisfaction in parent and non-
parent patients for both men and women. The second objective
was to examine the moderating role of parenthood on the rela-
tionship between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction.

As hypothesized, mothers reported significantly lower levels
of relationship satisfaction than non-parent women. These results

are in line with previous studies on parents (in transition to par-
enthood or not) from community samples (Keizer & Schenk,
2012; Meyer et al., 2016; Twenge et al., 2003; Urbano-Contreras
etal,, 2018) and suggest that this difference between mothers and
non-parent women is also found in clinical population seeking
sex therapy. However, this was not the case for men. This finding is
not consistent with previous studies showing that fathers, in tran-
sition to parenthood or not, reported lower levels of relationship
satisfaction compared to non-parent men in community samples
(Keizer & Schenk, 2012; Lawrence et al., 2008; Meyer et al., 2016;
Urbano-Contreras et al., 2018). This result suggests that this dif-
ference between fathers and non-parent men might not hold in
a clinical sample of men consulting in sex therapy. Men who are
not parents and who consult in sex therapy probably report low
levels of relationship satisfaction, thus reducing the difference in
the relationship satisfaction of fathers as compared to non-parent
men seeking sex therapy. Our results support the postulate that
women are more likely to report that their relationship satisfac-
tion is affected by parenthood and that their relationship satisfac-
tion is more impacted by parenthood (Don & Mickelson, 2014;
Urbano-Contreras et al., 2018). The results also highlight that
relationship satisfaction in parents and non-parents might differ
in specific populations, especially in men versus women, and in
clinical versus community populations.

Contrary to our hypothesis, parents consulting in sex thera-
py reported similar levels of sexual satisfaction to those of non-
parent patients. Previous studies were centred on parents in
the transition to parenthood and reported contradictory re-
sults, yielding that parents report lower sexual satisfaction than
non-parents (e.g., Schwenck et al., 2020), report similar levels of
sexual satisfaction than non-parents (Witting et al., 2008), or that
only some parents experience a decrease in sexual satisfaction
(Rosen et al., 2021). Participants in this study were consulting in
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sex therapy and, therefore, probably experiencing higher sexual
difficulties than individuals from the community, which may
have contributed to a lack of differences in sexual satisfaction
between parents and non-parents.

Results also showed parenthood and interaction between
parenthood and relationship satisfaction were associated with
sexual satisfaction only for women, confirming our second hy-
pothesis. For men, data showed that parenthood has no effect
on the association between relationship satisfaction and sexual
satisfaction. More precisely, higher relationship satisfaction was
related to higher sexual satisfaction regardless of parenthood
status (being a father or not). In women, parenthood changed
the relationship between relationship satisfaction and sexual
satisfaction. Specifically, in mothers, the association between re-
lationship and sexual satisfaction was no longer significant, in
opposition to our hypothesis stating that the association between
these variables would be stronger for parents. These results sug-
gest that the sexual satisfaction of mothers is less affected by
their relationship satisfaction. This result could be explained by
the possible influence of other factors on the sexual satisfaction
of mothers, including parental stress (Leavitt et al., 2017) and the
division of labour (Maas et al., 2018).

Taken together, these results suggest that, even in a clinical
sample, mothers have lower levels of relationship satisfaction,
but these levels do not affect their sexual satisfaction, unlike
non-parent women and parent and non-parent men. These
results can be explained by a possible redefinition of sexuality
(Lévesque et al., 2021; Stavdal et al., 2019) occurring in moth-
ers (e.g., different expectations towards sexuality with their part-
ner). In fact, several factors are associated with sexual changes in
parenthood and could foster a redefinition of mother’s sexuality
and sexual satisfaction. Apart from factors related to biological
changes or directly to parenthood (e.g., lack of sleep and fatigue),
changes in the relationship might also influence the sexual satis-
faction of parents, including less time for intimacy and the loss of
individuality/couple life (Ahlborg et al., 2005; Drozdowskyj et al.,
2019; Lévesque et al., 2020; Maas et al., 2018; Montemurro &
Siefken, 2012; Olsson et al., 2005; Woolhouse et al., 2012).
Therefore, it is possible that these factors related to parenthood
are preponderant in mothers, thus changing their expectations
about sexuality and sexual satisfaction within their relation con-
text as parents and decreasing the association between relation-
ship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction. Furthermore, mothers’
sexual satisfaction is influenced by factors related to their reality
as mothers (e.g., increased parental duties, etc.) leaving less room
for the influence of relational satisfaction. For example, mothers
typically report being overload in their parental role compared
to fathers (Maas et al., 2018) and mothers’ dissatisfaction with
division of labour is related to lower satisfaction with their sex life
(Maas et al.,, 2018). Other moderators might also alter the rela-
tionship between relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction
in mothers, including intimacy (Nezhad & Goodarzi, 2011).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

It’s important to interpret the present results in light of their lim-
itations. First, the sample was relatively small and came from a
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clinical population, implying that these participants were con-
sulting because of existing sexual or relationship difficulties,
which is a strength of the study but also limits generalizations
of the findings to the general population. Moreover, since the
sample of this study was composed of patients seeking sex ther-
apy, links with previous studies targeting non-clinical samples
should be considered with caution since the distinctions could, at
least in part, be explained by sampling differences. Subsequently,
a cross-sectional design using self-reported questionnaires limits
the interpretation of the results. Further study should also exam-
ine the effects of children’s age and number of children on the
studied variables to provide a richer and more in-depth analysis
of the impact of parenthood on sexual and relationship satis-
faction. Therefore, future research is needed to replicate these
findings, using larger and more diverse samples (clinical and
non-clinical, representative of cultural and sexual diversity, etc.)
and examining the role of complementary variables (e.g., pa-
rental stress and coparenting) to better understand parents’ and
non-parents’ relationship and sexual satisfaction.

CONCLUSION

This study highlights that mothers seeking sex therapy report-
ed lower levels of relationship satisfaction compared to non-
parent women, whereas no difference was found between moth-
ers and non-parent women regarding their sexual satisfaction.
Moreover, more relationship satisfaction was associated with in-
creased sexual satisfaction in men (both fathers and non-parent
men) and in non-parent women, whereas this association was
not significant in mothers. Implications of the results of this
study are numerous. First, studies examining outcomes associ-
ated with relationships would benefit from considering the ef-
fect of parenthood status. Second, parenthood seems to affect
outcomes as a function of gender, as evidenced by the difference
between mothers and fathers. Clinicians will often work on the
couple’s relationship to improve sexual satisfaction, but in light
of this study, sex therapists are invited to assess the etiology of
mothers’ sexual dissatisfaction carefully to provide well-tailored
interventions.
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