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Few empirical studies have explored men’s experiences of sexual desire, particularly in the context of long-term relationships. The objective of the current study was to investigate the factors that elicit and inhibit men’s sexual desire. Thirty semi-structured interviews were conducted with men between the ages of 30 and 65 (average age 42.83 years) currently in long-term heterosexual relationships (average duration 13 years, 4 months). Analysis was conducted using Grounded Theory Methodology from the interpretivist perspective. Fourteen themes, and 23 sub-themes, were created to capture men’s descriptions of eliciting and inhibiting factors of their sexual desire. The six most integral themes are presented in the current paper, all of which reflect the perspective of the majority of participants, regardless of age or relationship duration. Specifically: a) Feeling Desired, b) Exciting & Unexpected Sexual Encounters c) Intimate Communication, d) Rejection, e) Physical Ailments & Negative Health Characteristics, and f) Lack of Emotional Connection with Partner are described. The findings suggest that men’s sexual desire may be more complex and relational than previous research suggests. Implications for researchers and therapists are discussed.
A Qualitative Exploration of Factors that Affect Sexual Desire Among Men Aged 30-65 in Long-Term Relationships

Limited research has investigated men’s experiences of sexual desire in the context of long-term relationships, particularly in comparison to the abundance of research that has been conducted on women’s sexual desire (Brotto, 2010). In fact, in the most recent version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5; APA, 2013), no suggestions or revisions were made to Hypoactive Sexual Desire Disorders in men, because of the dearth of research on the topic (Brotto, 2010). The available research on men’s sexual desire has usually concerned the frequency or intensity of men’s desire, often presented in contrast to the sexual desire of women. For example, it is widely reported that men’s sexual desire is higher than women’s (Levine, 2002; 2003), that men masturbate more, have more sexual fantasies, and are more likely to initiate sex than their female counterparts (Baumeister et al., 2001). Researchers have also determined that men’s sexual desire remains high despite increasing relationship duration, at least among younger, college-educated samples (Klusmann, 2002; Murray & Milhausen, 2012a). In a cross-sectional study of college-aged students (18-25 years old) in relationships ranging from 1 month to 10 years, women reported lower levels of sexual desire the longer the length of their relationship, whereas men reported high desire regardless of their relationship length (Murray & Milhausen, 2012a). 
Research on men’s reported reasons for engaging in sexual activity similarly suggest that men’s desire is high and, in comparison with women, their reasons for engaging in sex may be less relational in nature. For example, Meston and Buss (2007) found that male participants were more likely to report engaging in sexual activity for physical reasons (e.g., “the person had a desirable body”), simply because the opportunity presented itself (e.g., “the person was available”), and for utilitarian purposes (e.g., “I wanted to improve my sexual skills”). Further, men’s motivations to engage in sex were higher for almost every reason than were women’s (Meston & Buss, 2007). Such research on gender differences suggest that men, more than women, experience sexual desire which is triggered by the physical characteristics of sexual partners. The previously described findings align with “masculine” propositions about men’s experience of sexual desire and traditional sexual scripts which posit that men should always demonstrate a strong interest in sexual activity (Courtenay, 2000; Kimmel, 2005; Masters, Casey, Wells & Morrison, 2012). Notably, it has been suggested that masculine norms and traditional sexual scripts prescribe how men should behave, which may be discrepant from how men truly feel (Masters et al., 2012).
When put in the context of heterosexual relationships it becomes apparent that not all men have higher desire than their female counterparts. In one study of 72 undergraduate, heterosexual couples (mean relationship duration 26.9 months), men and women were equally likely to be the individual in the relationship with lower levels of desire (Davies, Katz & Jackson, 1999). Similarly, Mark and Murray (2012) found that in a sample of 133 heterosexual, college-aged couples (mean relationship duration, 4.32 years), men were no more likely to have a higher level of sexual desire than their female partner. Thus, when men’s desire is considered in the context of long-term relationships, the perception of men’s desire as high (and stronger than women’s) cannot be taken as an absolute.
Research on men’s sexual arousal may shed some light on our understanding of men’s sexual desire. Sexual desire and sexual arousal are closely connected for women (Brotto, Heiman & Tolman, 2009; Graham, Sanders, Milhausen & McBride, 2004). A review of men’s arousal concluded that there is also overlap between arousal and desire in men (Janssen, 2011). In one focus group study on factors influencing men’s sexual arousal, conducted with 50 men between the ages of 18-70, Janssen, McBride, Yarber Hill and Butler (2008) found many men had a difficult time separating the constructs of desire and arousal. Some factors were in line with traditional male sexual scripts and evolutionary theory, including men’s reported arousal to the physical and sexual appearance of their partner as well as when viewing erotica. However, men’s arousal was also positively impacted by a number of partner-related factors that are traditionally considered more typical of women’s experiences, including their partner’s level of sexual desire and arousal and their perception of emotional connection to their partner. The Janssen et al. findings indicate that partner-related factors are likely important to men’s desire (Janssen et al., 2008; Mitchell, Wellings & Graham, 2012). They also suggest that situational and contextual factors are important considerations when studying men’s desire and arousal. Finally, this study is an example of the more complex picture that emerges of men’s experiences when qualitative methodology is utilized.
Research on men’s sexual desire has been limited in a number of ways. Most studies have included university-aged men or men in later life seeking treatment for sexual problems (Brotto, 2010). A majority of the studies described above focused on men between the ages of 18-25 who were university students and either single or in shorter-term relationships (e.g., Davies et al., 1999; Mark & Murray, 2012; Meston & Buss, 2007; Murray & Milhausen, 2012a; Klusmann, 2002), making it difficult to determine whether the findings would also be applicable to older men or men in long-term relationships. 
Also notable is that more complex patterns of men’s sexual desire have been found in research that contextualizes sexual desire within long-term relationships (e.g., Mark & Murray, 2012; Masters et al., 2012; Vannier & O’Sullivan, 2010). It has been proposed that men in long-term relationships may be less likely to be driven by high sexual desire that is usually present in the beginning of a relationship (Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986; Sprecher & Regan, 1998) and may describe more complex and varied experiences of sexual desire. Thus, research on middle-aged men’s experiences of sexual desire in long-term relationships would fill an important void in the literature. Yet, to our knowledge, no relationally-based theoretical model has been used to explore men’s sexual desire to date. 

Weingarten (1991)’s theory of relational intimacy provides a useful tool for understanding men’s sexual desire in the context of intimate relationships. Weingarten (1991) proposed that intimacy “occurs when people share meaning or co-create meaning and are able to coordinate their actions to reflect their mutual meaning-making” (p. 286). In contrast, “refraining from meaning-making and providing, imposing, rejecting, and misunderstanding meaning are associated with non-intimate interaction” (Weingarten, 1991, p. 286). Rather than being an assessment of how two people each perceive an interaction, Weingarten’s theory focuses on one individual’s perceptions that themselves and their partner are “on the same page.” Applying this theory to men’s sexual desire, it may be that men in long-term relationships experience higher desire when they perceive moments of intimacy with their partner, moments when they feeling close and connected.  

The purpose of the current study was to better understand the ways middle-aged men in long-term heterosexual relationships experience and understand their sexual desire. The specific research questions were: 1) What factors elicit men’s sexual desire, both in the context of their long-term relationships and in their desire for individual sexual pleasure in general? 2) What factors inhibit men’s sexual desire in the context of their long-term relationships and in their desire for individual sexual pleasure in general?

Method

The data consisted of 30 semi-structured interviews of adult men in long-term heterosexual relationships. Data collected in the study were analyzed qualitatively using grounded theory methodology (GTM) from an interpretivist perspective. Interpretivist theory emphasizes the value in understanding a phenomenon and gives priority to identifying patterns and connections, as a way of understanding processes rather than prediction (Charmaz, 2006). Rather than aiming to develop a formal theory, we used analytical elements and guidelines of interpretivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) to identify major themes the participants used to describe the factors that elicit or inhibit sexual desire. 
Participants

Men who were between the ages of 30 and 65, and in heterosexual long-term relationships of at least 2.5 years duration were eligible to participate. The lower limit, age 30, was chosen to select a sample that is firmly into adulthood. According to Arnett (2000), the period between the ages of 19 and 25 constitutes emerging adulthood, a transitional period in developed countries when individuals do not identify themselves as fully adults, are not fully independent, and are focused on exploring their identities and potential for mature relationships that may include committed relationships and the responsibilities of family life. Thus, by using a 30 year minimum age for eligibility, our goal was to recruit a sample of men with more traditionally considered adult characteristics (i.e., a long-term partner, possibility of children, etc.; Arnett, 2000; Lowe, Dillon, Rhodes & Zwiebach, 2012). The upper limit for men’s age was 65 years old was chosen based on previous research (e.g., Helgason et al., 1996; Traeen, Martinussen, Oberg & Kavli, 2007) in which men over the age of 65 were considered “elderly” and had more marked decreased levels of sexual desire (Levine, 2002).
Men in this study were required to identify as heterosexual. Although homosexual men and heterosexual men may be more similar than different in their experiences of sexual desire (Holmberg & Blair, 2009), there are additional social challenges which may impact how gay men interpret and express their desire, including stigmatization and negative stereotypes (Pope, Wierzalis, Barret & Rankins, 2007). Thus, although gay and bisexual men’s experiences and understandings of their sexual desire is of equal importance to that of straight men, past research suggests that the separate exploration of sexual desire in gay, bisexual, and straight men may be of value.

Finally, the criterion related to relationship duration was chosen as research suggests that passionate love, associated with high levels of sexual desire, gives way to companionate love around 2.5 years (or 30 months; Hatfield & Walster, 1978). 
The analytic sample was comprised of 30 men. Samples for qualitative research, specifically with GTM, are determined by reaching saturation (Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz defined saturation as the point when “gathering fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical insights, nor reveals new properties of [one’s] core theoretical categories” (2006, p. 113). In order to determine saturation, the four authors met five times throughout the data collection and analysis process. At each consultation we discussed and questioned the emerging categories. When questions and curiosities about the categories could not be answered using the current data, we developed additional interview questions that could ask more directly about those gaps. For example, as it became clear that men wanted to feel desired, we asked whether there might be different ways this could be elucidated and whether it was purely relational in nature. This ultimately helped determine that men felt more desired the more tangible the action was, and more so when it came from their female partner (rather than a stranger). At slightly over 20 interviews, we determined that our inquiries were addressed by the data and, thus, saturation had been reached. However, due to the suggestion that at least 25 to 30 participants be included in studies using grounded theory methodology (Dworkin, 2012), the sample of 30 men ensured the current study met the rigorous criteria set by experts in the sexuality research community.

Participants were recruited from two Prairie cities in Canada: Saskatoon, Saskatchewan (N = 14) and Winnipeg, Manitoba (N = 16). The primary form of recruitment was electronic based through the website Kijiji. In addition, posters and flyers were placed in the downtown area of each of the two cities. Both forms of recruitment informed potential participants that we were seeking men in long-term relationships to participate in a face-to-face interview about their experiences of sexual desire. Table 1 contains demographic information for the sample. 
Measures

Demographic Questionnaire


A brief demographics questionnaire consisted of questions that asked participants to report their age, sex, sexual orientation, relationship status and duration, education level, as well as their perception of physical health, degree of religiosity and/or spirituality, and body image.

Semi-Structured Interviews
The semi-structured interview guide included questions regarding participants’ romantic relationship, their sexual desire, and the factors in their relationship and personal life that affected their sexual desire (see Appendix). Because the current study was exploratory in nature, the interview guide was limited to 6-7 main questions with follow-up questions to probe the participants’ responses (Daly, 2007). 
The first, second and third authors have previous experience researching women’s sexual desire and long-term relationships and the fourth had expertise in dynamics of personal relationships. The four authors met regularly to address potential biases and attempted to ensure the interview questions were not phrased to prime participants to answer questions in certain ways. For example, we questioned whether the original study questions gave enough space for men to discuss individual level desire (i.e., masturbation, solo pornography viewing) and how to ask more directly about these non-relational experiences of sexual desire. Consequently we revised our original questions to increase the focus on individual experiences of desire.
To facilitate rapport between the interviewer and participant (Charmaz, 2006; Fontana & Frey, 1994), the interview began with neutral questions regarding the men’s demographic background and romantic relationship before addressing the questions about sexual desire. Examples of follow up questions included asking the participants to expand on an idea, asking for clarification or probing relevant comments. The duration of the interviews was approximately one hour.
In order to reach saturation, theoretical sampling was utilized. Theoretical sampling occurs after preliminary categories are created. It is the process in which interview questions are adapted in order to help flesh out a category (Charmaz, 2006). The study interview guide was adjusted slightly throughout the process of interviewing participants in order to expand and fill in gaps of the created categories (Charmaz, 2006). Specifically, consultations with all four authors were held five times throughout the interview and analysis process (at 3, 10, 15, 25 and 30 interviews, respectively). At each of the consultations, we discussed and questioned the emerging categories developed by the first author. When questions about the emerging categories could not be answered using the current data, we determined additional questions that could ask more directly about those gaps in our understanding of men’s experiences. 
Procedure

Participants arrived at the pre-arranged study room in public libraries. They were greeted by the primary researcher, and were asked to read and sign a study consent form. Participants’ real names were removed during the transcribing process and pseudonyms are used when presenting the results. Once consent was obtained, the men completed a brief demographics questionnaire and were interviewed. The interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent. Following the interview, participants were debriefed and asked their thoughts about the study questions. Participants received a $10 gift card.

Data Analysis 

Analysis for GTM includes the simultaneous collection of data and the data analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Daly, 2007). As the first interviews were conducted and transcribed, the data analysis process was commenced. The prominent component of GTM analysis is coding. Coding can be defined as “naming segments of data with a label that simultaneously categorize, summarize, and account for each piece of data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 43). Coding data occurred through four distinct phases: initial coding (also called open- coding), focused coding, axial coding, and theoretical coding (LaRossa, 2005). During open coding we selected words or phrases to describe the data in an attempt to portray meaning and actions in the participants’ stories (Charmaz, 2006; Daly, 2007). For example, we noted that a participant was describing a situation in which they were engaged in a conversation with their partner, their partner initiated sexual activity or offered a compliment, they felt tired, stressed, were on vacation, etc. 
Focused coding follows open-coding and is more directive, selective, and conceptual (Charmaz, 2006). At this stage of coding we determined which codes created during the open-coding process were the most significant, meaningful, and made the most analytic sense to categorize data. At this stage, some codes were considered significant in terms of addressing the study questions, while other codes were determined to fall outside the scope of the current study (e.g., men’s descriptions of their partners’ sexual desire) or to not have enough substance to hold as a separate category (e.g., one participant’s description of worry that sexual desire would decrease with age).
Axial coding follows focused coding and consists of intense analysis done around one category at a time (Charmaz, 2006). To begin the process of arriving at an interpretivist theoretical explanation, we began making connections between categories and within categories (Daly, 2007). At this stage, some similar ideas were absorbed by larger themes. For example, previously coded categories of “receiving compliments” and “female partner’s interest in sex” were combined to create a larger theme of men’s descriptions of wanting to feel desired. Similarly, descriptions of the setting in which sexual activity took place, such as romantic dinners, being on vacation, and having time alone, were joined together under the larger theme of “context of the sexual encounter.”
During the last stage of coding, theoretical coding, we condensed the categories and decided on the main story underlying the analysis (Charmaz, 2002). This stage of coding requires identifying the core or central category that exists within all the categories (Daly, 2007). As will be outlined below, at this stage we determined that men’s descriptions of their sexual desire were largely relational in nature, closely related to their positive and negative interactions with their female partners. 
Results
Fourteen themes, and 23 sub-themes, were created to capture men’s descriptions of eliciting and inhibiting factors of their sexual desire (see Table 2). Rather than describe all 14 themes in limited detail, the most integral themes were selected to explore in depth. Specifically, three eliciting factors and three inhibiting factors were selected to represent men’s descriptions of higher and lower sexual desire. The themes were selected as they were described by the majority of participants (i.e., 15 or more men), regardless of their age or relationship duration, and were given the most weight and importance by men during their interviews. The remaining eight themes were either reported by fewer participants (e.g., Sexual Abuse) and/or were given less weight and importance by men during their interviews (e.g., Stress) and are not presented in the current paper. 
Eliciting Factors 

The first research question was: “What factors elicit men’s sexual desire in the context of their long-term relationships, or their desire for individual sexual pleasure in general?” Seven themes were identified to capture men’s experiences of higher levels of desire: Feeling Desired, Visual Sexual Cues, Exciting & Unexpected Sexual Encounters, Intimate Communication, Cognitions & Moods, Context of the Sexual Encounter, Feeling Sexy, Attractive & Desirable. Participants described their sexual desire as highly related to their interactions with their partners. Although no theme is entitled “partner factors” or “relationship factors,” men’s descriptions of sexual desire most often featured sexual interactions where both partners mutually desired sexual activity or co-created an intimate or sexual setting. In that sense, a relational context weaved through many of the created factors. The following three themes were determined to capture the factors most integral to enhancing men’s experiences of desire (due to being discussed by most participants, regardless of their age or relationship length, and in the greatest detail: a) Feeling Desired, b) Exciting and Unexpected Sexual Encounters and c) Intimate Communication. 
Feeling Desired
The need to feel desired by one’s female partner was described by a majority of participants (73%; N = 22), regardless of their age, as having the largest impact on their experience of sexual desire. Specifically, men described the importance of feeling that their female partner desired them. One man stated: “she understands that’s important to me, to feel that I’m very desirable to her. Like, particularly to her” (Craig, age 33, relationship duration 4 years 11 months). Some men felt there was a socially held belief that women want or need to feel desired while men “do the wanting.” Indeed many men described the desire to be desired as a universal need among both men and women. As another man described:

I think it’s a basic human need. I don’t think you can distinguish between men and women. There’s a lot that’s done in terms of societal norms, but I think the reality is everyone wants to be desired. Everyone wants to be connected. From a man’s point of view, from my point of view, there is a very strong connection and a need to be wanted…there has to be a connection, there has to be a need to be wanted to the point where you feel as though they need you as much as you need them. (Cody, age 65, relationship duration 13 years 4 months)

Men in the study indicated that the most significant evidence of their partner’s desire for them was when she initiated sexual activity. A female partner initiating appeared to be the ultimate expression, or reassurance, of a shared interest in engaging in sexual activity. As one man put it: “it’s one thing for your partner to say they want you. But to have them physically initiate and do it is another” (Tim, age 32, relationship duration 5 years, 6 months). Another participant stated that all that it would take for him to get in the mood for sex would be for his wife to initiate sexual activity. He said: “if she does initiate it or suggest it, absolutely that’s great. She wants to have sex. It doesn’t take me long if she’s in that kind of mood” (Richard, age 51, relationship duration 31 years 2 months). Similarly, another participant stated: “if my partner wanted to initiate something I’d be right there. It doesn’t take a lot for me” (Owen, age 59, relationship duration, 36 years, 0 months).
Exciting and Unexpected Sexual Encounters
Two-thirds of men in this study (66%; N = 20) described liking sexual encounters that had some variety and that were relatively unplanned or unexpected. This theme was reported by men in their thirties through fifties; however the two participants in their sixties did not explicitly describe this experience. Men described feeling higher sexual desire when a sexual encounter was perceived as spontaneous. After describing in detail the very planned way that sexual encounters tended to happen between his wife and him, one participant was asked what sexual desire might look like in an ideal context. His response was: “probably more spontaneous. Without thinking and planning so much” (Kyle, age 38, relationship duration 5 years, 2 months). 
Spontaneity was sometimes related to the previously described female partner initiation. A sexual act was experienced as spontaneous in some instances because the participants were not expecting their partner to initiate. The element of surprise was described as being important. One man said: “it almost feels more exciting, more stimulating. More, ah, yeah, it just feels better. Surprise and excitement.” (Thomas, age 55, relationship duration 18 years, 10 months). Another participant, after discussing the impact of his female partner initiating sexual activity, expanded by saying that it was not just that she initiated, but that it was unexpected which made his desire peak: “we were just talking about records or something like that. And, we were sitting in separate lawn chairs, and holding hands and looking at each other. Very spontaneous, which, yeah, that’s the best” (Craig, age 33, relationship duration 4 years 11 months).
Participants also reported that a sexual event could occur spontaneously, and, in some ways, surprise both partners. Men described a sexual event that just “happened” rather than being initiated by the man or woman. For example, one man described having sex with his wife in a different part of the house that just naturally happened with an exchanged, knowing look:

There was some spontaneity to it which was fun. Because we can’t do it in our own bed because we co-sleep. We can, but it’s like, [our daughter is] always sleeping so we don’t want to wake her up, that kind of thing. So part of it was having sex in a different room, which was kind of exciting. (Tim, age 32, relationship duration 5 years, 6 months)

Notably, sexual events that were described as spontaneous required that both the male participant and his partner had a shared interest in, or openness to, sexual activity in a narrow window of time. In other words, what men described as spontaneous interactions required a closely coordinated and co-constructed meaning within the relationship in order for a sexual event to unfold, seemingly seamlessly.

Intimate Communication
Communication was described by slighter over half of the men in this study (53%; N = 16) as being necessary to feeling sexual desire; the other side of the coin from simply visual or physical stimulation. This theme was present throughout the age range of the study participants. As one man put it: “sexual desire from the men’s side is two-fold. The first is visual. And two is mental or intelligence. The intelligence of the person and how you connect and talk and laugh together and communicate” (Tony, age 52, relationship duration 3 years 0 months). Other men indicated that engaging in communication with their partner led to a deeper connection and understanding of one another. This increased level of intimacy could often lead to sexual activity. One participant said: “we haven’t talked in a while. So let’s put the kids to bed and let’s just climb into bed and let’s just talk. But it’s not uncommon for connecting with talking, you know, that we become intimate physically with each other” (Robert, age 40, relationship duration 11 years 9 months).

For some men, intimate communication sparked closeness and could sometimes lead to sex. One man stated that having an intimate conversation about something that had previously caused tension in the relationship made him feel more emotionally connected to his partner and led to a more memorable experience of sexual desire:

We were having a conversation. I’m a musician and we were having a conversation about my music. Because my band is on hiatus right now, which is a stress to me. I feel a sense of loss. But, we were talking a lot about my music and we were getting in deep into what I play, and how I play, and what she thinks I should do with myself as far as music goes…Her being so interested in something that has caused some friction in our relationship, like validating it. (Craig, age 33, relationship duration 4 years 11 months)

Other men indicated that they knew communication about sexual activities and interests was important to their experience of sexual desire, but that they did not feel that they were able to have this in their current relationship because their wife was less comfortable discussing their sexual activities. One man recounted the loss of communication in his relationship and the negative impact it had on his experience of desire:

I think the healthy thing of a sexual relationship is when people can talk about sex. My wife can’t talk about sex. So I feel at a loss sometimes, because I say, what can I do for you? I feel at a loss because I never get a response of what can I do for you? So for me sex is communication. It’s not just physical intercourse. It’s communicating while you’re having the intercourse, and fun, and talking about, what can I do? And I think once you start asking the other partner what they want, it embellishes the relationship. And it gives the other partner the feeling of acceptance and love and belonging and desire. If you never ask those questions, it’s kind of like you’re detached. You know? And then it just becomes a sexual act, a biological act, and then there’s no connection. (Cody, age 65, relationship duration 13 years 4 months )

Inhibiting Factors
Overall, participants discussed inhibiting factors less, and shared fewer observations about these when prompted, than they did about factors that heightened their level of desire. Seven themes capture men’s experience of reduced sexual desire: Rejection, Physical Ailments & Negative Health Characteristics, Life Pressures & Stresses, Lack of Emotional Connection with Partner, Less Emphasis & Effort Invested in Sexual Encounters, Partner Not Equally Engaged in Sexual Activity, and Sexual Abuse. Many of the factors that were described as inhibitors of sexual desire suggested a lack of mutuality and intimacy. As discussed previously with facilitating factors of desire, men’s sexual desire was experienced largely within a relational context, inhibited by interactions which created or highlighted distance between themselves and their female partners. The following three themes were considered to be the most integral to men’s experiences of lower sexual desire (again, due to being discussed by most participants, regardless of their age or relationship length, and in the greatest detail): a) Rejection, b) Physical Ailments and Negative Health Characteristics, c) Lack of Emotional Connection with Partner. 
Rejection
The experience of rejection, when men initiated sexual activity and were turned down, was described by most participant in this study (60%; N = 18) as having a deeply negative impact on their desire. For some men, rejection was enough to destroy desire in the moment. As one participant described:

If she doesn’t want me, that she somehow is not interested in me, I totally, maybe it offends me somewhere inside. I don’t feel this, extremely being offended, being traumatized, but maybe some how subconsciously that’s how it happens…I know she is not interested in me and she doesn’t like me. Doesn’t want me. It’s like forget it. I don’t feel it anymore. (Kyle, age 38, relationship duration 5 years, 2 months)

Other men described the longer-term impact rejection had on their sexual desire. For some, having their sexual advances rejected regularly decreased their confidence and self-esteem (two factors discussed as eliciting sexual desire; see Table 2). One participant described the spiraling questions he began to ask himself when his wife turned down his sexual advances:

When you’re the guy and you’re always the one to make the moves all the time, and your partner’s always the one saying “no, no, no, no” you start getting very aware, not aware, but depressed and wondering whether or not something is going on. Whether or not it’s you. (Scott, age 42, relationship duration 10 years, 6 months)

The feeling of being constantly rejected was described as something that would make men initiate less as a result of not thinking about sex as much. In that sense, being rejected decreased the frequency of sexual encounters and, as a result, fed into less relationally-focused desire for men. One participant stated: “I’m usually a very positive person, but when it comes to sex and stuff like that, it’s tough to stay positive or imagine [sex] when you’re always getting rejected. So it’s easier not to think about it” (Scott, age 42, relationship duration 10 years, 6 months).

Another participant similarly said:
It is frustration, it’s upsetting, annoying at times. Just…it’s been so less frequent lately that it gets frustrating. And eventually it makes you not want to try anymore, or less frequently. Yeah, that’s what is ending up happening. She’s not as interested in it anymore and it’s making me feel that way too. (Thomas, age 55, relationship duration 18 years, 10 months)

Physical Ailments and Negative Health Characteristics
Most frequently, when asked about experiences of inhibited sexual desire, the first factor discussed across the full age range of men in this study, and in some case the only factor discussed, was related to physical limitations (60%; N = 18). Feeling sick or having a cold was brought up by some participants as a quick response to the question, “when might you feel less sexual desire?” It was not uncommon for male participants to simply respond to the question by stating: “if I’m not feeling well” (John, age 52, relationship duration 15 years 8 months) or “my sex drive almost goes away when I’m sick” (Joshua, age 33, relationship duration 5 years, 6 months). Others used feeling ill as the only reason they would not be in the mood for sexual activity. The following participant described rarely being uninterested in sex, suggesting that serious illness would be the only factor to reduce his desire. He said: “the only time that would happen would be if you’re in a place where you’re extremely ill or bed-ridden” (Cody, age 65, relationship duration 13 years 4 months). Other men found it difficult to fathom the idea of not having desire or saying no to a sexual encounter. In that sense, not being in the mood for sex, or not having desire was described as a theoretical or hypothetical situation rather than a reality; as one man described: “I suppose, I guess… if there was a time I was sick for a long period of time?” (John, age 52, relationship duration 15 years 8 months).

Men were often quick to indicate that feeling sick would be a reason for saying no to sex or having less sexual desire. In a small minority of cases, this was the only reason men provided for having decreased desire.

Lack of Emotional Connection with Partner
Most men in this study (57%; N = 17) described emotional connection within a relationship as central to their experience of desire. However, when emotional connection with their female partner was lacking, such as during an argument, men’s sexual desire for their partner decreased. This theme was described by men in their thirties, forties and fifties, but not by the two men in their sixties. One participant explained:

If our emotional connection is under a bit of strain and we’re disagreeing about something that can’t be solved quickly because we’re working it out. My desire to have sex with her will go down. I want to feel like we’re on the same page. And sometimes that can’t be resolved terribly quickly. (Joshua, age 33, relationship duration 5 years, 6 months)

In response to a question about circumstances within his relationship that reduced his experience of desire, another participant cited arguments and misunderstandings would decrease his desire. He said: “I guess with a partner, um, a lot of frustration, or I guess misunderstandings, or when we’re not connecting at all” (John, age 52, relationship duration 15 years 8 months). Further, although almost all men in this study indicated they would not want to say no to sex if their wife initiated sexual activity, one participant expressed that he would say no if he felt he and his wife were not on the same page or “connected”: “me saying no has only happened a couple of times, just because of my frustration and anger towards her at the time” (Scott, age 42, relationship duration 10 years, 6 months).

Most men in this study reported that they were unable to separate their sexual desire for their partner from the degree of emotional connection they felt with her. In that sense, they described difficulties in separating physical from emotional aspects of their relationships. In order to have a physical connection during sexual activity, a certain level of emotional availability and connectedness was deemed important by most participants.
Discussion
The objective of this study was to explain the ways men in long-term relationships experienced sexual desire. Participants described their experience of sexual desire as largely relational in nature. Factors that elicited sexual desire were frequently related to interactions that suggested the perception of co-constructed meaning making between participants and their female partners. In other words, sexual desire was higher when men perceived an interaction with their partners to be mutual, connected and intimate, and decreased when they experienced a lack of shared connection or misunderstandings with their partners. 
Weingarten’s (1991) theory of co-constructed intimate interactions, previously applied to parent-child relationships (Oliphant & Kuczynski, 2011), was useful in identifying relational themes that were implicit in the narratives of factors that elicited or inhibited men’s desire. Although participants did not explicitly use the term “relational” or “intimacy,” the way they talked about their experiences implied that what was desired (or missing) was the perception that sexual encounters were mutual and co-created. Without a relational theoretical framework, some factors developed in the current study (and replicated in previous studies; Graham et al., 2004; Murray & Milhausen, 2012b) could appear to be unrelated to intimate interactions with one’s partner; for example, sexual encounters that were described as “spontaneous.” Despite men’s descriptions of sexual encounters that just “happened,” spontaneous sexual activity actually requires the very closely constructed, mutual understanding of a moment transitioning from nonsexual to sexual. It necessitates two partners being aware of the other person’s subtle messages and being receptive to these cues at exactly the same time in order to feel no explicit effort was being exerted. Similarly, “romantic settings,” if considered a situational or contextual factor, imply that a couple was not involved in creating a romantic moment. In actuality, romance requires effort (e.g., dressing nicely, setting aside space, time and sometimes money, etc.) and agreement on both partners’ sides to partake and make romance a priority. Although romantic settings have previously been documented as a facilitator of women’s sexual desire (Murray & Milhausen, 2012b) and sexual arousal (Graham et al., 2004), it has been considered a situational/contextual factor rather than a relational one. Although some factors influencing men’s desire were determined to be non-relational in nature (i.e., Physical Ailments & Negative Health Characteristics), the current study suggests that a relational lens may lead to further advances in understanding the sexual interactions between men and women in long-term relationships. 
It is frequently suggested that men and women experience desire in different ways and research has tended to focus more on gender differences rather than similarities (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2001; Klusmann, 2002; Meston & Buss, 2007; Murray & Milhausen, 2012a). However, the ways in which the men in this study described their desire were similar to the ways women have described their experiences of desire and arousal in previous qualitative studies (e.g., Graham et al., 2004; Murray & Milhausen, 2012b) and fit well with previous theoretical conceptualizations used to understand the complexities of women’s sexual desire (Tiefer, 2001).
In 2001, The New View Campaign of Women’s Sexual Problems pioneered by Leonore Tiefer proposed that women’s sexual desire is impacted by socio-cultural, political or economic factors (e.g., lack of sex education, body image), partner and relationship factors (e.g., desire discrepancy, betrayal), psychological factors (e.g., sexual abuse), and medical factors (e.g., pregnancy, medications; Tiefer, 2001). The New View campaign argued that multiple factors, beyond the medical, impact women’s sexuality., Studies on women’s sexual desire and sexual arousal have provided support for this. Based on qualitative data from women, Graham et al. (2004), concluded that women’s sexual arousal was complex and impacted by a variety of factors including “self” (e.g., mood), “partner” (e.g., attraction), “relationship dynamics” (e.g., relationship quality), “hormones” (e.g., contraception), and “setting” (e.g., romance). In a recent study of emerging-adult women, Murray and Milhausen (2012b) reported that women’s sexual desire was impacted by factors that could be considered at four levels: individual (e.g., stress), partner-related (e.g., effective initiation), relational (e.g., intimate communication) and external (i.e., having privacy).

Although the themes presented in the current study were not the exact themes noted by Graham et al. (2004), Murray and Milhausen (2012), and Tiefer (2001), a number of similar components that influence men’s desire were described. For example, men described their sexual desire as influenced by aspects of their own physical or mental wellbeing (e.g., feeling stressed or relaxed), their partner (e.g., feeling desired by their female partner), their relationship (e.g., emotional connection), external or contextual factors (e.g., having a busy life) and medical factors (e.g., medications and illnesses). Regardless of thematic labels, the conceptual similarities between the current study and previous research suggests that Tiefer and colleagues (2001)’s propositions about women’s sexual desire being multi-faceted and complex are also relevant for men.
One eliciting factor arising from the current study warrants additional exploration. It has been established that feeling desired by their partner is a crucial determinant of women’s experience of desire (Meana, 2010). This observation has also been made in studies of young women in long-term relationships (e.g., Murray & Milhausen, 2012b) as well as in a focus group study involving women ranging between the ages of 18 and 74 (Graham et al., 2004). There has only been one qualitative study conducted to date on men’s sexual arousal which suggested that feeling desired is important to men’s arousal (Janssen et al., 2008).

A recently proposed theoretical framework related to the desire to feel desired is the Object of Desire Self-Consciousness Theory (Bogaert & Brotto, 2014). The authors suggest that it is a human experience to want to feel desired by another person, yet posit that this is largely a female experience and is less applicable to men (Bogaert & Brotto, 2014). When Bogaert and Brotto (2014) briefly discussed their theory in relation to men, they suggested that feeling desired would be more about men’s resources (i.e., social status, finances) than men’s physical appearance. However, men in the current study made frequent statements about the ways that feeling desired was very important to their ability to feel desire themselves. In fact, this was the most commonly expressed and noteworthy theme that was developed to describe factors that elicited men’s sexual desire. Men reported that receiving compliments about their appearance, awareness of their female partners’ equal interest in a sexual encounter, and their female partner initiating sexual activity were the biggest facilitators of their sexual desire. Despite this, most men acknowledged that feeling desired was a rare occurrence and was something they felt women were not aware was important to men. As men in this study indicated feeling desired was valuable to their experience of desire, it is suggested that the newly proposed Object of Desire Self Consciousness Theory (Bogaert & Brotto, 2014) might also be considered, adapted, and applied in relation to men’s experiences. 
Men’s descriptions of wanting to feel desired by their female partner raises some important questions about conceptualizations of masculinity. As previously noted, masculinity theory posits that men should always display an interest in, and initiate, sexual activity (Courtenay, 2000; Kimmel, 2005; Masters et al., 2012). On one hand, the current findings might suggest that men are deviating from past traditional masculine roles, wanting instead to hold, at least at times, the traditional female role of being an object of desire. Alternatively, it may be that men’s perceptions of a woman’s overtly expressed interest in sex are salient cues that they can confidently pursue and participate in sexual activity, thereby supporting traditional masculine roles. Further exploration of men’s sexual desire in relation to masculinity theory (Kimmel, 2005) is recommended in future research.
This study had some notable strengths. First, there has been a dearth of research investigating men’s experiences of sexual desire (Brotto, 2010). The findings here increase our understanding of how men in long-term relationships experience sexual desire and provide the building blocks for a theoretical explanation for the complexities of men’s sexual desire. As well, these findings indicate that men’s sexual desire is multi-faceted and complex, similar to previous conclusions that have been drawn regarding women’s sexual desire and arousal (e.g., Graham et al., 2004; Murray & Milhausen, 2012b; Tiefer, 2001). Another noteworthy strength of the current study is the sample. The sample size of 30 participants meets the recently proposed rigorous sample size criteria for qualitative studies in the field of sexuality research (Dworkin, 2012). Although we considered that saturation was reached at 20 interviews, including 30 interviews allowed for increased certainty of saturation and for additional depth and richness to be explored in the study themes. Further, unlike many previous studies that have relied on the participation of undergraduate students, the current study recruited a community sample of men aged 30 to 65 years old. As a result, the sample not only differed from previous studies with respect to age, it was also more diverse in terms of academic background, socio-economic status, and relationship length. 
Some potential limitations of the study also warrant consideration. First, it is possible that participants would have disclosed different information had their interviewer been male. In fact, some men in the current study indicated that they only participated because there was a female researcher, suggesting this made them more comfortable. It is noteworthy that men did not discuss pornography use in great detail in the current study nor their engagement in extra-relational sexual encounters. It may have been that these factors were not relevant components of desire within this particular sample, or it may have been that men were uncomfortable discussing their pornography use, or extra-relational relationships, with a female interviewer. Further, it is possible that the sample of men in the current study, who responded to a study of men’s sexual desire in long-term relationships, may have been primed to discuss the relational aspects of their sexual desire and/or may have been men who are more in touch with their feelings and emotions. Again, having a female interviewer may have encouraged more relationally-based responses. 
Additionally, despite trying to balance the interview questions to address relational and non-relational desire, the study still focused mainly on the relational context of sexual desire and less on men’s sexual desire in an individual capacity (e.g., whether there might still be desire to masturbate after a relational-based rejection). We also did not inquire about the activity for which men felt desire nor what their partner might have desired in a particular context. It may have been that, for example, men wanted to engage in oral sex and their partner wanted to engage in penile-vaginal intercourse. As a result, we are unable to conclude whether this incongruity would lead to feelings of rejection or have any other potential impact on men’s experience of desire. Further, the current study focused on similarities in men’s experiences regardless of age or relationship length, but there may be some experiences that are unique to men who are in their thirties (or forties, fifties, etc.) or men who are in relationships of longer than ten years (or twenty years, and so on). It is recommended that future research explore these potential differences.
Participants were between the ages of 30 and 65, heterosexual, and in long-term relationships. This group of individuals clearly does not represent all men (i.e., men younger than 30, older than 65, bisexual and gay men, men in non-monogamous relationships, men not in relationships, etc.). Finally, there are several other demographic factors that might help explain differences in men’s sexual desire, including partner income and total household socioeconomic status. It is also noteworthy that the participants were fairly highly educated and represent a Western cultural perspective that may not be held by men in other regions of the world. Research on each of these groups is warranted, in order to understand differences and similarities in experiences of sexual desire. A follow-up quantitative study could help determine how common the factors determined in the current study are to men of different ages, stages of relationships, non monogamous relationships, etc.
Implications

Much has been assumed, yet little empirically understood, about men’s sexual desire (Brotto, 2010). Previous theoretical propositions about men’s sexuality are limited in their presumptions about men’s sexual desire being high and unwavering. Our findings suggest that men’s sexual desire is more complex, nuanced, and relationally focused than previously documented. These findings have significant implications for researchers and therapists.
For researchers, it is recommended that men’s experiences of sexual desire receive a greater focus (Brotto, 2010). In recent years, sexuality research has become focused more on women at the expense of a greater understanding of men’s experiences. There is value in the sexuality field continuing exploration of men and women in tandem, working from the supposition that men and women may be more similar than different. This is particularly relevant with the recently proposed Object of Desire Self- Consciousness Theory (Bogaert & Brotto, 2014). Given the findings in the current study, this theory may also be applicable to men. 

Therapists working with men in long-term relationships might benefit from an increased awareness of men’s experiences of intimacy and relational nature of desire. Although it could appear that some men want sex frequently, and may be motivated by physical release, there may be a value in considering the relational and emotional connections that may be motivating men towards sexual activity or needing to be nurtured in order to facilitate more sexually satisfying sexual experiences for couples. It may also be helpful for therapists to consider the vulnerability that many men experience when initiating sex and the impact that regular rejection from a female partner may have on their self-esteem and their own level of sexual desire. 
Finally, we would contend that relational desire requires effort and coordination in order to promote connection and intimacy. Men in this study indicated numerous ways that they put effort into their sexual encounters. Men also described that they wanted to perceive effort from their partner (e.g., their partner being interested in a sexual encounter, their partner initiating a sexual event) and that both they and their partner be involved in creating romantic, intimate settings (e.g., going on a date, being on vacation, and feeling emotionally connected). Whether the conclusions drawn from the current study apply to a minority of men or, perhaps, some (or many) men in certain circumstances, remains to be established. It is important to consider, however, that men’s sexual desire can be relational in nature and is impacted by many factors, suggesting a deeper complexity than has been previously documented. 
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Table 1

Participant Demographic Information
Measure


M

SD


Range 
Age


42.83 years

10.65 years

30-65 years

Relationship Length
13 years, 4 months
10 years, 0 months
2 years 11 months – 
39 years, 4 months

Measure


N

%
Relationship Status

Married


25

83.33%

Common Law

3

10.0%

Seriously Dating
2

6.67%

Children


Yes


23

76.67%


No


6

20.0%


Expecting

1

3.33%

Ethnicity


Caucasian

25

83.33%


Aboriginal/Metis
3

10.0%


South East Asian
2

6.67%

Education


High School

4

13.33%


College


12

40.0%


Post-Secondary

13

43.33%

Table 2
Factors Eliciting and Inhibiting Sexual Men’s Sexual Desire
Factors Eliciting Sexual Desire

Feeling Desired
Receiving Compliments 

Perceiving Partner’s Interest in Sex

Having Female Partner Initiate Sexual Activity
Visual Sexual Cues
Exciting & Unexpected Sexual Encounters 

New & Different Experiences 

Spontaneity
Intimate Communication
Cognitions & Moods
Fantasizing and Remembering Past Sexual Events 

Anticipation of a Sexual Event

Feeling Relaxed
Context of the Sexual Encounter
Consumption of Alcohol

Having Privacy/Enough Time for Desire to Build 

Romantic Situations
Feeling Sexy, Attractive & Desirable 
Factors Inhibiting Sexual Desire
Rejection
Physical Ailments & Negative Health Characteristics
Feeling Sick/Having a Cold

Chronic Medical Illnesses & Medications Being Physical Exhausted

Increasing Age
Life Pressures & Stresses
Raising & Taking Care of Children 

Having a Busy Life

Stress
Lack of Emotional Connection with Partner
Less Emphasis On & Effort Invested in Sexual Encounters
Decreased Frequency of Sexual Activity 

Monotony & Routine
Partner Not Equally Engaged in Sexual Activity 

Partner’s Lower Level of Sexual Desire 
Partner’s Lack of Confidence

Sexual Abuse
Men’s History of Sexual Abuse 

Partner’s History of Sexual Abuse

Appendix: Interview Guide

1) Can you tell me about your relationship with your current romantic partner? When did you first meet? How long have you been together?

2) How would you define sexual desire? What does sexual desire mean to you at this stage in your life?

a. Is it spontaneous? And/or, responsive to sexual stimuli?

b. Can it vary in strength/intensity?

c. Is it always acted upon?

d. Is it present in every sexual encounter? Or can you have sex without desire? Desire without sex? 
3) What is the most memorable experience, in the past year, positive or negative, with sexual desire you have had?

a. Get as much detail as possible surrounding the context, partner (if applicable), etc.

4) How does that compare with more typical experiences of sexual desire?

a. Explore the differences and factors involved.

5) What would sexual desire look like in an ideal context?

a. Explore the differences and factors involved.

6) You have discussed sexual desire in the context of your relationship (or as a more individual level experience), can desire also be experienced at an individual level (or at a relationship level)?

7) Can sexual desire be experienced differently for your romantic partner than in non-partner specific ways (i.e., can you experience sexual desire outside of your relationship)?

a. In what ways?

b. Or, how are they similar?

8) Is it okay for men to not have desire?

a. Can you tell me about a time where you did not have sexual desire when you thought maybe you should?

b. What do you think about other men’s sexual desire? What do you think impacts other men’s sexual desire?

9) Is there anything else that seems important to discuss, related to your experience

of sexual desire before we end the interview?
