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Abstract
This study explores the connection between relationship duration and feelings of 
closeness in Norwegian men and women, and the association with sexual satisfac-
tion and activity. A sample of 4160 Norwegians aged 18–89 years was enrolled from 
a randomly selected web panel of 11,685 Norwegians. This study focused on partici-
pants who were married or cohabiting (1432 men, 1207 women). Closeness was the 
highest for men and women who had been with their partner for 0−6 years. How-
ever, among those who had been with their partner for 31 years or longer, men felt 
closer to their partners than women. Irrespective of relationship duration, the most 
important factor for both men and women’s perceived closeness with their partner 
was general sexual satisfaction. Among men who had lived with their partner for 
7−20 years and 31 years or longer, having been monogamous in life was signifi-
cantly associated with “inclusion of others in the self” (IOS). Further, closeness was 
associated with higher intercourse frequency, lower masturbation frequency, and 
satisfaction with genital appearance in men who had been with their partners for 
31 years or more. Intercourse frequency was significantly associated with IOS in 
women who had been with their partner for 0−6 years. Furthermore, in women who 
had been with their partner for 31 years or more, satisfaction with their own weight 
was important for IOS. In conclusion, men and women reported similar degrees and 
patterns of IOS up to the point where they had been in their relationship for more 
than 30 years. Thereafter, women reported feeling less close to their partners, while 
men’s feelings of closeness increased. This may be related to physiological, psycho-
logical, and social changes in the lives of aging men and women.
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Introduction

This study aims to describe the feeling of closeness with a married or cohabiting 
partner in relation to the duration of the relationship among Norwegian adults. In 
most studies on the degree of closeness in couple relationships, the duration of the 
relationship is treated as a continuous variable and a linear relationship between the 
two variables is estimated. Nevertheless, this link is not simple, and many clinical 
observations point to a different pattern. A popular belief is for instance that there 
exists a 7-year crisis in couple relationships, where the partners are starting to feel 
less close. However, the feeling of closeness may vary with time and challenges. In 
addition to examine variations in the feeling of closeness with the length of the rela-
tionship, a second aim was to explore how these factors were related to sexual activ-
ity, satisfaction, non-monogamous experience, and body image.

Closeness to the Partner–“Inclusion of Others in the Self”

The theoretical framework for the study rests on the work of Aron et al. (1992) on 
feelings of closeness to the partner. According to Aron et  al. (1992), feelings of 
closeness can be seen as overlapping selves, which seems consistent with several 
previous approaches to closeness between individuals in the social psychology field. 
Aron et al. (1992) developed a concept called “Inclusion of others in the self” (IOS) 
to tap people’s sense of interpersonal interconnectedness. Aron et al. (1992, p. 598) 
states that: “The IOS Scale is hypothesized to tap people’s sense of being intercon-
nected with another. That sense may arise from all sorts of processes, conscious 
or unconscious, and including the other in the self may or may not be one of these 
processes. The IOS Scale is intended to capture something in the respondent’s per-
ception of a relationship that is consistent with many theoretical orientations. IOS 
rests on self-expansion theory which defines relationship closeness as the degree to 
which an individual expands his or her own cognitive construct of the self by the 
cognitive construct of the relationship partner’s self (Aron et  al., 2004; Pietras & 
Briken, 2021), which is why the couple adopts a "we-perspective". The IOS scale 
incorporates behaving close and feeling close. Furthermore, the construct correlate 
strongly with multi-item measures such as the Relationship Closeness Inventory 
(Berscheid et al., 1989). To tap closeness between the partners, Aron et al. (1992, p. 
597, Fig. 1) developed a one-item measure (“Please circle the picture below which 
best describes your relationship”) with seven sets of two increasingly overlapping 
circles, similar to Venn diagrams. One circle represents the self, and the other circle 
represents the partner, from barely overlapping circles (low degree of closeness) to 
the most overlapping circles (high degree of closeness).

Pietras et al. (2022a) studied the role IOS played for sexual satisfaction and sex-
ual distress in a large representative sample of Germans aged 18–75. They found 
that IOS had a compensatory role for women with sexual problems, protecting them 
from experiencing sexual distress, and concluded that the IOS Scale is an interesting 
tool for both research and treatment. Pietras and Briken (2021) reviewed 24 studies 
on the relationship between the IOS scale and topics such as relationship preference, 
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need-fulfilment, sexual satisfaction and functioning, couple’s sexuality and mental 
health, sexual desire and motivation, and prevention of sexually transmitted infec-
tions published between 2000 and 2019. They found positive associations between 
IOS and sexual well-being, functioning, desire, frequency and satisfaction, and 
a negative relation to sexual distress. Their findings are supported by the findings 
from other studies, which has shown that the IOS scale is understandable, psycho-
logically meaningful, and reliable (Gächter et al., 2015). Furthermore, IOS in com-
mitted relationships was found to be an important predictor of relationship quality, 
well-being, and satisfaction (Frost & Forrester, 2013; Le et al., 2010; Tsapelas et al., 
2009), as well as relationship duration (Branand et al., 2019).

The perception of closeness may well be highest at the beginning of a relationship 
and decrease over time in accordance with the challenges that many couples encoun-
ter and must cope with. The first stages of a romantic relationship are usually charac-
terized by being (passionately) in love, bonding, and a feeling of closeness, and high 
hopes for a long-term committed relationship (Meuwly & Schoebi, 2017). It could 
be argued that this is because the couple has not had time to encounter major differ-
ences between them and the accompanying conflicts. No two individuals are exactly 
alike, and therefore, conflicts are eventually bound to appear and put the feeling of 
closeness to the test. Thus, it may be assumed that the perception of closeness grows 
as a function of being able to address and resolve conflicts (Ihlen & Ihlen, 2014). 
Every conflict has an element of rejection, and the perception of closeness therefore 
depends on the individual’s ability to endure the feeling of being rejected by the 
partner. Individuals’ ability to solve conflicts is likely to depend on their personal 
resources, life experiences, and how long the couple has spent together (Bradbury 
& Karney, 2004; Pietromonaco et al., 2004). A key factor in solving conflicts is the 
ability to communicate with the partner over conflicts that may arise (Byers, 2005). 
Some individuals may be well-equipped to handle conflicts as they arise; others may 
avoid conflicts and become silent and withdrawn instead of solving problems, often 
with the intention of preserving harmony in the couple relationship (Ihlen & Ihlen, 
2014). Ironically, the consequence of the latter strategy may be the exact opposite of 
the intention, and result in a feeling of less closeness to the partner.

The Relationship Between IOS and Relationship Duration–Gendered Patterns?

Even though there may be individual differences in how conflicts are handled, it can 
be assumed that younger adults and adults who have been in the relationship for a 
shorter time are less well-equipped to solve relationship conflicts, mostly because 
they have not yet had the time to develop conflict-solving skills. Older adults have 
had the chance to be in a relationship for a longer period than younger adults, which 
means that older adults and more experienced individuals could be expected to be 
more equipped to solve conflicts (Bradbury & Karney, 2004). On the other hand, 
people who have been together for a long time may also experience relationship 
strain and feel that their lives together have become routine-like and less exciting. In 
turn, this experience could make them feel less close to their partners. Age and rela-
tionship duration do not always overlap, as people are serial monogamists and break 
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up from relationships and enter into new relationships at all ages (Schmidt, 1989; 
Træen, 1993; Træen et al., 2018a, 2018b). In doing so, a new relationship may thus 
be related to feeling close to the partner regardless of age.

The association between IOS and relationship duration may differ between men 
and women. Aron et al. (1992) argued that the longer a man has known his spouse, 
the closer he will feel, which suggests that closeness in men builds over time, while 
closeness for women, is unrelated to or negatively related to relationship duration. 
Aron et al. (1992) suggest that one reason may be that women are more likely to stay 
in relationships that do not increase the perception of closeness over time. Alterna-
tively, women may be more likely than men to idealize the partner in initial stages 
of a relationship, put more emphasis on emotions as grounds for feeling closeness, 
and over time the feeling of closeness may decline as idealization fades and ongoing 
conflicts may interfere with her intimate personal activities (Aron et al., 1992).

Closeness and Sexual Activity

According to Schmidt (1989), contemporary intimate relationships are much more 
dependent on emotions and sexuality than in previous generations. Research indi-
cates that sexual activity is negatively affected in a long-term relationship by bore-
dom, the degree of routine, and lack of variation (DeLamater & Moorman, 2007; 
Kontula & Haavio-Mannila, 2009; Stroope, et al., 2015). Also, sexuality within the 
dyad is shown to be associated with feeling close to, and intimate with, one’s part-
ner (Avis et  al., 2005; DeLamater, 2012; Galinsky & Waite, 2014; Stroope et  al., 
2015; Træen et al., 2013). In a longitudinal study, Byers (2005) found that the direc-
tion of the association between relationship and sexual satisfaction did not differ 
between men and women. Pietras and Briken (2021) studied the role of IOS in cou-
ples’ sexual satisfaction and sexual distress in a representative German sample. The 
researchers found that IOS was robustly and positively associated with sexual satis-
faction and showed a compensatory role in protecting women and men with sexual 
problems from sexual distress. Another finding of this study was that IOS was not 
conceptually identical to love. Furthermore, Pietras et al. (2022a, 2022b) concluded 
that couples’ sexual satisfaction was related to non-sexual aspects of the relation-
ship, indicating that relational aspects such as closeness and love should be included 
in research on couples’ sexual satisfaction.

Sexual activity is more than sexual intercourse, and masturbation activity must 
also be considered. A recent Norwegian study found that men with high sexual inter-
course frequency were more likely to be sexually satisfied (Fischer & Træen, 2022). 
This allude to a compensatory masturbation pattern for men, where masturbation 
is regarded as unnecessary if one has highly satisfying sex-life and frequent sexual 
intercourse (Fischer & Træen, 2022). If closeness to the partner is associated with 
sexual satisfaction, this could imply that men with low masturbation activity may 
feel closer to their partner. Women with higher sexual intercourse frequency, and 
who were sexually experimenting, were more likely to report higher masturbation 
frequency in combination with higher sexual satisfaction (Fischer & Træen, 2022). 
This suggests a complementary masturbation pattern for women. Hence, this could 
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imply that women with high masturbation activity may feel closer to their partner. 
According to Fischer and Træen (2022), this gendered masturbation pattern support 
gender-specific models–a notion supported by other studies (Carvalheira & Leal, 
2013; Fischer et al., 2021; Gerressu et al., 2008; Regnerus et al., 2017), and an indi-
cation that the analysis of IOS should be conducted separate for men and women.

A recent Norwegian study showed that monogamous people scored relatively 
high on relationship satisfaction, whereas people with non-consensual non-monog-
amy reported lower relationship satisfaction (Træen & Thuen, 2021). Thus, the 
experience of non-monogamy may also be related to IOS, as a common motive 
for non-monogamy is dissatisfaction with the primary relationship and the sex-life 
(Hackathorn & Ashdown, 2020; Previti & Amato, 2004; Treas & Giesen, 2000; 
Træen & Thuen, 2021). The main reasons for non-monogamy are that sexual and 
emotional needs are not met within the primary relationship, and they seek to meet 
their needs with another person (Omarzu et  al., 2012). This implies that less IOS 
may be related to non-monogamous experiences, particularly if the non-monogamy 
is non-consensual (Træen & Thuen, 2021).

Closeness and Body Image

According to the sociocultural perspective, Western society places high importance 
on physical appearance, with a thin body ideal for women and a lean and muscular 
body ideal for men (Tiggemann, 2011). In general, research has found an associa-
tion between physical appearance dissatisfaction, fear of emotional intimacy, and a 
lack of trust in one’s partner (Lee & Thomas, 2012, as cited in Lee, 2016), fac-
tors that are known barriers to relationship satisfaction (Lyvers et  al., 2022). In a 
relationship context, individual satisfaction with physical appearance is not neces-
sarily influenced by what one´s partner actually thinks, but more whether the part-
ner is perceived to be satisfied with one´s appearance (Hockey et  al., 2021; Lee, 
2016). For example, women tend to overrate the magnitude to which men find thin-
ness in women attractive, while men overrate the extent to which women prefer male 
muscular body types (Demarest & Allen, 2000). According to Murray (2006), the 
assumption that the partner finds you less attractive may lead to defensively under-
mining your partner, thus negatively impacting both relationship and sexual satisfac-
tion. However, other studies have shown that being in a close relationship may func-
tion as a buffer against the negative influence of societal thin-body ideals for women 
(e.g., Juarez & Pritchard, 2012)

Laus et al. (2018) reported an association between more body dissatisfaction with 
relationship duration in both men and women, while other studies (e.g., Goins et al., 
2012) commonly find less body dissatisfaction in longer relationships. A possible 
explanation put forward by Laus et al. was that perhaps less positive feedback about 
appearance is received from partners over the years. For women, body satisfaction 
was predicted by feelings of closeness with a partner, while relationship commit-
ment predicted body dissatisfaction (Laus et al., 2018), suggesting that closeness in 
a relationship may be associated with more acceptance regarding appearance than 
commitment.
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After menopause, many women gain body weight, especially around the waist, 
and the distance from the thin hourglass-shaped body ideal increases (Swami, 2015). 
Being overweight is closely related to body dissatisfaction, which has been associ-
ated with lower sexual satisfaction in both younger and older adults (Kvalem et al., 
2019; Kvalem et al., 2020). Sexual dissatisfaction is likely to affect older women’s 
feelings of closeness to their spouse. Clearly, satisfaction with body weight may also 
affect men’s feelings of closeness with their partners. However, we argue that penile 
satisfaction may be of greater importance in this respect. Penis appearance and func-
tion are related to men’s perception of masculinity, and Tiggemann et  al. (2008) 
found, for example, that 68% of men wanted a larger penis, while 50% wanted lower 
body weight. Men suffer a loss of sexual function with increasing age, and nearly 
half of the men over the age of 60 experience erectile difficulties (Hald et al., 2019). 
Hurd Clarke and Korotchenko (2011) found that age-related changes in body func-
tion had a more negative impact on older men’s body evaluations than women. Men 
who are satisfied with the appearance of their penis may also be more likely to have 
a stronger perception of preserved masculinity and subsequently feel closer to their 
partners. Satisfaction with genital appearance has been less studied among women; 
however, Komarnicky et al. (2019) reported a positive association with sexual satis-
faction in women.

Purpose

This study aims to describe the feeling of closeness with a permanent partner in 
relation to the duration of the relationship in a web panel sample of the Norwe-
gian population in 2020. Based on the existing literature, we propose the following 
research questions:

RQ1:Is the relationship between IOS and relationship duration linear for both 
men and women and highest in the beginning of a long-term relationship? If there 
is a positive association between IOS and relationship duration, does this associa-
tion differ for men and women?
RQ2: Is IOS increasingly correlated with relationship satisfaction, sexual satis-
faction, and the level of sexual activity with increasing relationship duration?
RQ3: Is IOS associated with the experience of past non-monogamy, and does this 
connection vary with the duration of the relationship?
RQ4: Is IOS associated with the satisfaction with one’s physical appearance, and 
does this association vary with the duration of the relationship?

Methods

Participants and Recruitment

In March 2020, 11,685 members of Kantar’s web panel were randomly invited 
to participate in an online sexuality survey. Of those asked to participate, 4160 
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individuals aged between 18 and 89 years completed the questionnaire, yielding a 
response rate of 35.6%. Fifty-one percent of the individuals completed an online 
survey on their mobile phones. Kantar’s web panel contains approximately 40,000 
active members (https:// www. gallu ppane let. no/). All members were randomly 
recruited through national phone registries; self-recruitment was not possible. Kan-
tar’s web panel represents Norway’s population of Internet users, which, in turn, 
reflects 98% of the population with access to the Internet (see http:// www. medie 
norge. uib. no/ engli sh/). The members of the Gallup Panel were regularly contacted 
to fill out online questionnaires. To motivate participation, Kantar operates with 
small incentives (e.g., lotteries and occasional surprises of varied quality). These 
incentives are not sufficiently large to attract study participation. Participation in the 
study was voluntary, and the participants were guaranteed anonymity.

All research complied with the Personal Data Act and the guidelines of the Nor-
wegian Data Protection Authority followed the ethical guidelines developed for mar-
ket and poll organization surveys (Norway’s Market Research Association and the 
European Society for Opinion and Marketing Research [ESOMAR]). The methods 
and sample characteristics have been presented in greater detail elsewhere (Fischer 
& Træen, 2022; Træen & Thuen, 2021; Træen et al., 2021a, 2021b).

Survey Questions

The questionnaire contained sociodemographic questions (self-identified gender, 
age, marital status, place of residence, and level of education). Additionally, the 
questionnaire contained questions adapted from the British National Survey of Sex-
ual Attitudes and Lifestyles (NATSAL-3) study (Mercer et al., 2013; Mitchell et al., 
2013), the German GeSid survey (https:// gesid. eu/ studie/), and questions about sex-
ual behavior used in previous Norwegian and Nordic studies (Kvalem et al., 2014; 
Lewin et al., 2000; Træen et al., 2016; Træen & Stigum, 2010; Træen et al., 2018a, 
2018b). The average time to complete the survey was 15 minutes.

Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Sample

Kantar registered several social background characteristics of its web panel mem-
bers, including assigned gender at birth. Based on Kantar’s registration, 47.6% of the 
participants were women and 52.4% were men. The mean age of men was 48.4 years 
(SD 17.1 years), while the mean age of the women was 44.4 years (SD 16.8 years). 
Most participants (63.4%) reported living with a partner, 25.4% reported being 
unmarried, 8.4% were separated or divorced, and 2.8% were widowed. Regarding 
place of residence, most participants lived in urban areas (56.8%) and only 16.3% 
lived in rural areas. The majority of men and women reported higher education, 
with 41.4% reporting a short university education (Bachelor’s degree) and 22.8% 
reporting a long university education (Master’s degree or higher). Most participants 
reported that they had no religious affiliation (59.5%) while 38.7% were Christians, 
mainly Protestants or Christians with no particular denomination. The proportion 
of participants who identified as heterosexual was 93.5%, while 2.6% identified as 

https://www.galluppanelet.no/
http://www.medienorge.uib.no/english/
http://www.medienorge.uib.no/english/
https://gesid.eu/studie/
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homosexual/lesbian, 3.3% as bisexual/pansexual, and 0.6% as asexual. This study 
focused on 2,639 participants who were married, cohabiting, or in registered part-
nerships (1432 men and 1207 women).

Measures

Closeness to partner (IOS)—This measure was adapted from Aron et  al. (1992), 
and is described in greater detail in their paper. The measure was also used in the 
German Sex Survey, 2019 (www. gesid. eu). The instruction to the participants was: 
“These figures attempt to portray how close two persons may feel to each other. 
Choose the figure that best describes your relationship with your partner (see the 
illustration below).” Closeness was rated on a 7-point scale from low degree of 
closeness (A = 1) to high degree of closeness (G = 7).

Satisfaction with appearance This was measured by two questions adapted from 
studies on body image (Frederick et al., 2016; Sandhu & Frederick, 2015; Swami, 
2020): “How dissatisfied or satisfied are you with your weight?” and “How dissatis-
fied or satisfied are you with your genital appearance?”. The response categories 
were measured on a 7-point scale from very dissatisfied (1), through neither nor 
(4), to very satisfied (7). Higher scores indicated higher satisfaction with weight and 
genital appearance.

Frequency of sexual intercourse and frequency of masturbation It was measured 
with the two questions “How many times have you had sexual intercourse (vaginal, 
anal, or oral sex) during the last month?” and “How many times have you /mastur-
bated during the last month?” The response categories were no times (1), once a 
month (2), two or three times a month (3), once a week (4), two or three times per 
week (5), once a day (6), and more often than once a day (7). The questions were 
modified versions of those previously used in the Healthy Sexual Ageing Project 
(Træen et al., 2018a, b).

Sexual satisfaction This was measured by the question “All things considered, 
how satisfied are you with your sexual life?” Satisfaction with the level of sexual 
activity – was tapped by the question “In general, how satisfied are you with your 
current level of sexual activity?” For both questions, the responses were provided on 
a 5-point scale: very dissatisfied (1), somewhat dissatisfied (2), neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied (3), quite satisfied (4), and very satisfied (5). The questions were modi-
fied versions of those previously used in the Healthy Sexual Ageing Project (Træen 
et al., 2018a, 2018b).

Experience of non-monogamy was measured by the question “Have you ever, 
while married or cohabiting, had sex with someone other than your primary part-
ner?” The response categories were: no (1), yes, without my partner’s consent (2), 
and yes, with my partner’s consent (3). The question was previously used in a survey 
of 18–29-year-olds in Norway in 2013 (Kvalem et  al., 2014), in the German Sex 
Survey 2019 (www. gesid. eu), and in the present sample (see Træen & Thuen, 2021).

Gender was coded as male (0) and female (1).
Age was measured as a continuous variable in number of years.

http://www.gesid.eu
http://www.gesid.eu
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Marital status was tapped by the question: “What is your marital status?” with 
the response categories unmarried (1), separated/divorced (2), widow/widower (3), 
and married/cohabitant/registered partnership (4). In the present study, only those 
who ticked category 4 were included.

Relationship duration This was calculated as the difference between 2020 (year 
of the study) and the response to the question “In which year were you married/
cohabiting/registered partner with your current spouse/partner?” The continuous 
variable was recoded into 0−6 years (1) (n = 721), 7−20 years (2) (n = 826), 21−30 
years (3) (n = 326), and 31 years or more (4) (n = 671).

Statistical Analyses

All data analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows version 
26.0. Initially, we analyzed IOS by relationship duration using the continuous vari-
ables in the total sample and no conclusive pattern was found. For this reason, we 
conducted separate analyses for men and women, and found that the relationship 
appeared linear for women, but not for men. For men, the curve turned after a rela-
tionship duration of 30 years or more. On this background, we decided to recode the 
relationship duration variable into a categorical variable. In addition, we took into 
account to have a sufficient large n in each group. Variance analysis (ANOVA) was 
used to test mean group differences, and partial eta squared was calculated to indi-
cate the effect size: 0.01 (small), 0.06 (medium), and 0.14 (large).

Bivariate correlation (Pearson’s correlation coefficient) was calculated to measure 
the strength of the association between IOS and the selected sexuality and relation-
ship variables. According to Gignac and Szodorai (2016), the effect sizes of small, 
medium, and large corresponded to correlations of 0.10, 0.20, and 0.30, respectively.

Results

Table 1 shows IOS by relationship duration for all participants and separately for 
men and women. IOS was highest for participants who had been with their partner 
for a shorter period (0−6 years), and lowest among those who had been with their 
partner for 21−30 years.

In men, IOS was highest for participants who had been with their partner for 
shorter (0−6 years) and longer (31 years or more) periods of time, and lowest among 
men who had been with their partner for 7−20 years or 21−30 years. In women, IOS 
was highest for participants who had been with their partner for a short time (0−6 
years) and lowest among women who had been with their partner 31 years or more. 
These differences between genders, particularly among those with a relationship 
duration of 31 years or more, are illustrated in detail in Figure 2.

Table  2 shows an overview of the differences in age, level of satisfaction with 
aspects of sexuality and appearance, and frequency of sexual activity between the 
relationship duration groups. A main effect of relationship duration for men was 
found for age, satisfaction with weight, appearance of genitals, sexual activity, and 
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sexual life in general, as well as intercourse and masturbation frequency the last 
month. The same significant main effects emerged for women with the exception of 
satisfaction with weight and appearance of the genitals. Longer relationship duration 
was associated with more lifetime experience with non-consensual non-monogamy 
for both men and women.

Table 3 shows the bivariate correlations between IOS and the selected sexual var-
iables in men and women with different relationship durations.

The results showed that IOS correlated strongly with sexual satisfaction for men 
and moderately to strongly for women for all durations of the relationship. Further-
more, IOS correlated moderately to strongly with satisfaction with the level of sex-
ual activity among men and women for all durations of the relationship, except for 
small correlations for women who had been with their partner for 7−20 years and 
31 years or more. Moving from the perception of satisfaction to actual behavior, 
IOS correlated moderately to strongly with the frequency of sexual intercourse in 

Figure 1  The images included in the Inclusion of the Self in the Other (IOS) Scale
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men for all durations of the relationship. In women who had lived with their part-
ner for 0−6 years or 21−30 years, IOS correlated strongly with frequency of sexual 
intercourse, while there was a small correlation with IOS in the group with a rela-
tionship duration of 7−20 years. Last, IOS correlated significantly with a lower fre-
quency of masturbation in all men except those who had been with their partner for 
7−21 years. In women, IOS did not correlate significantly with the frequency of 
masturbation.

Sexual satisfaction, and satisfaction with the level of sexual activity seem equally 
important for IOS in men who have been with their partner for both short and long 
periods. Sexual intercourse frequency was strongly correlated with IOS in men for 
all relationship durations. In women who had been with their partners for 31 years 
or more, this correlation was not statistically significant.

Initially, multiple linear regression analyses of the relationships between IOS and 
age, level of education, place of residence, and sexual orientation were conducted 
across different relationship durations. These analyses showed a significant relation-
ship only between IOS and age. Therefore, age was included in the analyses of the 
relationship between age, satisfaction with genital appearance and weight, sexual 
satisfaction, sexual activity, lifetime experience of non-monogamy, and IOS in men 
and women across different relationship durations (Table 4). In men, the explained 
variance of the model ranged from 13.3% among those with a relationship duration 
of 0−6 years, to 25.2% with a relationship duration of 21−30 years. In women, the 
explained variance of the model was highest among those with a relationship dura-
tion of 21−30 years  (R2 = 21.2%).

Irrespective of relationship duration, the most important factor for both men and 
women’s perceived closeness with their partner was general sexual satisfaction. 
Among men who had lived with their partner for 7−20 years or 31 years or more, 
having been monogamous in life was significantly associated with IOS. Further-
more, IOS was associated with higher intercourse frequency, lower masturbation 
frequency, and satisfaction with genital appearance in men who had been with their 
partner for 31 years or longer. Intercourse frequency was significantly associated 
with IOS in women who had been with their partner for 0−6 years. Furthermore, in 
women who had been with their partner for 31 years or more, satisfaction with their 
own weight was important for IOS.

Discussion

In summary, IOS was highest for men and women who had been with their partner 
for 0−6 years. However, among those who had been with their partner for 31 years 
or more, men felt closer to their partners than women. Irrespective of relationship 
duration, the most important factor for both men and women’s perceived closeness 
with their partner was general sexual satisfaction. Among men who had lived with 
their partner for 7−20 years or 31 years or longer, having been monogamous in life 
was significantly associated with IOS. Furthermore, IOS was associated with higher 
intercourse frequency, lower masturbation frequency, and satisfaction with genital 
appearance in men who had been with their partner for 31 years or more. Intercourse 
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frequency was significantly associated with IOS in women who had been with their 
partner for 0−6 years, but was not associated with masturbation frequency. These 
findings partly correspond to the findings from other studies (Fischer & Træen, 
2022). Furthermore, in women who had been with their partner for 31 years or 
more, satisfaction with their own weight was important for IOS. It could be that 
women feel less closeness with their partners because this is the time when children 
move away from the parent home about this time, and that may be a huge change 
for women as caregivers. Caring for children and parenting could make women feel 
closer to their partners (Nagy & Theiss, 2013).

Participants in this study expressed a relatively high degree of closeness with 
their partners. However, compared to partnered Germans, partnered Norwegians 
were shown to have an increased likelihood of reporting less IOS in their relation-
ships (Pietras et al., 2022a, 2022b). This result may express a true cross-cultural dif-
ference in IOS between the two countries, but it may also be the result of methodo-
logical and sample differences. However, nationality had no significant effect on the 
correlation between IOS and sexual intercourse frequency in the past four weeks, 
which suggests that the association is more universal than country-specific.

As expected, we found that IOS was highest among those with a relationship 
duration of 0–6 years and declined thereafter to reach the lowest point among those 
with a relationship duration of 21−30 years. Accordingly, it seems that the associa-
tion between IOS and relationship duration was not linear. Second, we found that 
men who had spent a long time with their partner felt closer to their partner than 
men who had spent a shorter time with their partner and that IOS in women was 
negatively related to relationship duration. Among individuals who had been with 
their partner for 31 years or longer, IOS took the opposite path for men and women. 
The decline in IOS continued in women but increased in men. Finally, we found 
that IOS, irrespective of relationship duration, was related to sexual satisfaction, 
and sexual activity. In this context, it is of interest that Byers (2005), who examined 
the association between relationship and sexual satisfaction two times 18 months 
apart in 87 individuals in long-term relationships, found that relationship and sexual 
satisfaction changed concurrently; and that the quality of intimate communication 
accounted for part of the concurrent changes in relationship satisfaction and sexual 
satisfaction.

As expected, and in accordance with previous research findings, longer relation-
ship duration was associated with both lower sexual activity and sexual satisfac-
tion for both men and women (e.g. Træen et al., 2018a, 2018b). However, men in 
relationships of longer duration were more dissatisfied with their weight, and the 
appearance of their genitals in particular, while no relationship duration group dif-
ferences in appearance satisfaction were found among women. This supports the 
findings of Hurd Clarke and Korotchenko (2011) that age-related changes may have 
a more negative impact on older men’s body evaluations than women.

The relationships between IOS and sexual satisfaction and activity were gen-
erally stronger for men than for women, and stronger for sexual satisfaction than 
for sexual frequency variables. This supports previous research that found a strong 
association between perception of intimacy and relationship satisfaction (McCabe, 
1997, 1999; Moore et al., 2001). Staying monogamous throughout the relationship 
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is increasingly important for men but not for women; this could indicate that not 
having an extradyadic affair for men serves as a way of focusing on the spouse over 
time, and by excluding the thought that “the grass is greener on the other side” they 
may also feel closer to the partner.

Why do men who have been with their partners for 31 years or more feel closer 
to them, whereas women in the same situation express feeling less close? Establish-
ing and maintaining intimate relationships is a primary motivation throughout life, 
and cognitive and relational schemata on how to make and maintain attachments 
are critical for understanding psychological well-being (Jack, 1991, 1999; Jack & 
Ali, 2010). Dana Jack advocated that women have traditionally been socialized to 
put others’ needs first and silence certain feelings, thoughts, and actions to maintain 
harmony within their committed relationships. In this context, Træen et al. (2021a, 
2021b) found that partnered Norwegian and Croatian men aged 65 years and older 
(mean age of male participants was 74.3 years and mean relationship duration 41.2 
years; mean age of female participants was 71.2 years and mean relationship dura-
tion 40.6 years) were silencing their self in sexual situations more than women. We 
may be dealing with a more modern or liberal generation of men who learned to put 
women’s sexual needs first and thus became more prone to self-silencing. However, 
this finding may also reflect the dynamics of a long-term relationship, and a change 
from the fact that women are more self-silenced than men at the beginning of a rela-
tionship to the opposite. The longer the couple sticks together, and by mutual adjust-
ment and accommodation, partners’ self-silencing gradually converges. For females, 
this adjustment may occur through learning that self-silencing is not an efficient 
strategy for improving sexual and emotional well-being. However, this insight may 
also come with a price in the sense that the change comes too late in the relation-
ship–at a time when the woman, in reality, has resigned and given up on her partner. 
She no longer feels close to him.

For men, long-term relationship dynamics may promote communication about 
their emotional needs, especially if they feel that this leads to greater sexual satis-
faction and harmony in the relationship. Psychological androgyny, a way of ruling 
out continued expressions of gender-appropriate behavior, may be important later in 
life (McCabe, 2009). McCabe (2009) claims that there is a rounding out of a man’s 
personality by a “feminine” dimension and vice versa for women. In addition, there 
is caring between men and women, and increasingly less segregation between gen-
ders, perhaps because they spend more time together after retirement. The “androg-
yny of later life” may encourage the articulation of long-standing emotions in rela-
tionships. This should make it easier for women to express assertiveness in sexual 
situations and for a man to express more respect and responsiveness to the female 
partner’s desires. This partly corresponds to Duarte and Thompson’s (1999) sugges-
tion that men and women may have different perceptions of silencing their needs, 
even in sexual contexts. To men, silencing one’s needs may be an act of putting 
their partners’ needs first or an expression of suppressing emotions and affection; 
and to women, the same may represent giving in to social pressures and a “loss of 
self.” Aging men experience reduced levels of testosterone, and after the age of 60 
years, about one in two men has erectile difficulties (Hald et al., 2019). Not being 
able to perform sexually may lead to a perceived loss of masculinity (Clark, 2019; 
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McDonagh et al., 2018) and feelings of “loss of self” (Jack, 1991). In younger years, 
the ability to perform sexually peaked; it could have been the man who desired sex 
more frequently and was the one not to silence his sexual needs. However, reduced 
sexual ability may lower his self-esteem and made him more self-effacing. In this 
context, men who were satisfied with the appearance of their genitals felt closer to 
their partner, indicating pride in manhood and masculinity. However, contrary to 
women, “loss of self” may not necessarily lead to the experience of a divided self 
(Jack, 1991, 1999; Jack & Ali, 2010). When men silence their sexual needs, this 
may increase the sense of harmony in the close relationship, making the partners 
equally important and bringing a connection where closeness is sought. This gives 
the female partner room to express herself sexually, and perhaps she dares to express 
herself more freely, perhaps because she is no longer afraid of being abandoned by 
her partner at this stage of life.

Qualitative findings indicate that older people find it difficult to view their aging 
body as sexually attractive and that for women, the aging body is associated with 
feeling a loss of sexual desirability (Montemurro & Gillen, 2012; Thorpe et  al., 
2015). Weight increase and the loss of the feminine hourglass thin body shape may 
lead to body shame and self-consciousness about appearance, and distract from the 
feeling of intimacy and sexual pleasure in the relationship (Carvalheira et al., 2017; 
Meana & Nunnink, 2006)

Strengths and Limitations

A clear strength of this study is the large sample size. However, this study has 
certain limitations that must be addressed. The response rate of previous Norwe-
gian sexual behavior surveys dropped from 63% in 1987 to 23% in 2008 (Træen & 
Stigum, 2010). Even though the response rate in this survey was higher than that 
in 2008, the high dropout rate represents a possible source of bias. Other surveys 
have concluded that dropout from the survey was unrelated to sexual behavior and 
was random rather than systematic (Stigum, 1997). There is reason to believe that 
this also holds true for the present study and that the dropout is random rather than 
systematic.

It can reasonably be assumed, that couples who do not get along often break up 
during the first decade of a relationship. Their answers are accordingly missing from 
the groups with long relationship duration. It is possible that the subgroups with a 
relationship duration of 31 years or longer may differ in several aspects from those 
with a shorter relationship duration. They have avoided divorcing, as opposed to 
many others who have divorced and become single or started new relationship(s) 
in their course of life. They may have special qualities to endure long-term relation-
ships that were not measured in this study to make them able to stick together with 
one person for a lifetime. Furthermore, to study how closeness and its correlates 
may change over time, longitudinal data are warranted. Our data are cross-sectional 
in nature; therefore, we are precluded from drawing conclusions about causality. 
Future research should examine these associations using other research designs 
and methods. In addition, this research examines IOS as a function of various 
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satisfaction variables, but it may be the other way around and that IOS predicts the 
satisfaction variables. It is also likely that the associations are bidirectional, which is 
a task for future research.

In this study, we used single-item measures of satisfaction, which are unidimen-
sional and may have low test-retest reliability (Mark et al., 2014). Single items were 
chosen to maximize response rates and reduce the time spent filling out the question-
naire. It is generally accepted to do this, and it is also frequently used in studies such 
as this (Gardner et al., 1998), It is believed that one obtains an acceptable measure 
of satisfaction. However, in future studies, validated satisfaction scales should ide-
ally be included. Lastly, in future research, more effort should be made to determine 
how factors such as raising children and economic status may contribute to couples’ 
sense of IOS.

Implications

The results from this study have some implications for both future research and clin-
ical work. Regarding future research, our study demonstrates the importance of not 
treating relationship duration as a continuous variable in statistical analyses, at least 
not for men. To be able to state more about the development of closeness to the part-
ner, longitudinal studies should be implemented. Regarding clinical work, therapists 
should encourage couples to stay curious about their partner, and not take the part-
ner for granted. This seems particularly important for couples who have survived the 
first six years together, and for women who have lived with their partner for more 
than 30 years. In this context, the therapist should help their clients to communicate 
with each other in a way which makes them rediscover their partner.

Conclusions

Men and women reported similar degrees and patterns of IOS up to the point where 
they have been in their relationship for more than 30 years. For both, IOS decreases 
the longer the couple have been together. There may be several explanations for this 
decrease, such as a less exciting sex-life and more routines taking over everyday 
life, which in turn gradually makes the partners less curious of each other. However, 
when a couple has stayed together for more than 30 years, a turning point occurs. It 
seems that women continue to feel less close to their partners, whereas for men, the 
perception of closeness increases. This turning point may be related to physiologi-
cal, psychological, and social changes in men and women as they age.
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