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“Michael and Shaunti’s impactful research will help you sepa-
rate what really heats up your intimate life from what doesn’t. 
If your sex life isn’t all you dreamt it would be, discover your 
own path to transformation in this game-changing book.”

—Toni Nieuwhof, author of Before You Split  
and co-host of the Smart Family Podcast, and  
Carey Nieuwhof, author of At Your Best and  

host of the Carey Nieuwhof  Leadership Podcast

“Intimacy is such an important part of a marital union. Fully 
researched and biblically sound, Secrets of  Sex and Marriage 
is a great tool for any married couple to read together and 
grow closer in their intimate life. I highly recommend this 
insightful book to all married couples.”

—Gary Chapman, PhD, author of The 5 Love Languages

“Secrets of  Sex and Marriage uniquely identifies with the 
readers in their journey to a healthy marriage and sex life. 
Michael and Shaunti wonderfully blend helpful information 
validated by research with practical application. After forty-
seven years as sexual therapists and educators, we learned 
useful new facts and found this a very enjoyable read.”

—Dr. Clifford and Joyce Penner, clinical psychologist  
and clinical nurse specialist; both certified  
sex therapists; authors of The Gift of  Sex

“A book like this only comes around every so many decades. 
This is a non-opinion book, a sound resource to guide both 
therapists and couples. The language is simple and rich 
with life examples. As therapists who work with minority 
populations, we cannot be more excited to share such a 
transformational tool.”

—Jorge and Danisa Suarez, marriage counselors and  
sex therapists; co-hosts of Sexo Divino TV
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“The secrets are out! Feldhahn and Sytsma have mined the 
feedback of more than 5,300 individuals to provide the 
clearest picture of marital sexuality we’ve ever had. This 
book is an incredible gift to couples, families, the church, 
and the world.”

—Christopher and Rachel McCluskey, bestselling authors of 
When Two Become One: Enhancing Sexual Intimacy  

in Marriage, co-founders of Professional  
Christian Coaching Institute

“As the pastor of a large multicultural church, I’ve counseled 
many people from all walks of life. . . . A great marriage is 
a universal desire. And so is a great intimate life. My friend 
Shaunti Feldhahn and Dr. Michael Sytsma have researched 
and created a quick-read book that will get you to both!”

—Miles McPherson, senior pastor of The Rock Church  
in San Diego and author of The Third Option

“Anything and everything that Shaunti and Jeff write we read 
and share with others. Their research and insights are always 
so practical and life-changing. This book . . . will bring life 
and hope to the very foundation of your marriage. Fasten 
your seatbelt and prepare for some real wow revelations!”

—Dave and Ann Wilson, hosts of Family Life Today

“Married couples reach out to Focus on the Family regularly 
seeking help with the sexual aspect of their relationships—
which is why I’m especially thankful for this new book by 
Shaunti Feldhahn and Dr. Michael Sytsma. Through extensive 
research and their own keen insights into this important topic, 
Shaunti and Michael show couples that it’s more than possible 
to achieve a mutually satisfying sex life that contributes to a 
healthy, vibrant marriage.”

—Jim Daly, president of Focus on the Family
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“This book is a gem! Writing succinctly and in an engaging 
style, Shaunti and Michael offer couples valuable insights 
and actionable steps to improve their marriage and their 
sexual relationship. I will definitely use this book with my 
clients and recommend it to friends!”

—Debra L. Taylor, marriage and family therapist  
and certified sex therapist

“The secret is out! We read this book together and agree 
that Shaunti and Michael expertly share practical sex and 
marriage truths that every couple needs.”

—Montell and Kristin Jordan, pastors of Master Peace 
Church and authors of This is How We Do It:  

Making Your Marriage a Masterpeace

“Secrets of  Sex and Marriage is one of the most relevant 
marriage resources on the market. With eye-opening re-
search on modern sex, biblical foundations, stirring real-
life illustrations, and practical applications on every page, 
this book can bring renewal to any marriage both inside 
and outside the bedroom. Every couple (including us) can 
benefit from this book!”

—Dave and Ashley Willis, authors of The Naked Marriage 
and hosts of The Naked Marriage podcast

“A lot of people guess at the What, Why, and How of sex. But 
guessing doesn’t work. Secrets of  Sex and Marriage wraps 
the authors’ combined professional experience around solid 
new research that will put guessing aside and make way for 
a more intimate marriage and sexual relationship. Read it!”

—Ron and Nan Deal, Empowered to Love seminars, and 
author (Ron) of Building Love Together in Blended  

Families (with Dr. Gary Chapman)
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“Using research you can trust, Shaunti and Michael invite 
couples to a greater level of understanding. . . . This book 
unlocks the prevailing secrets and misunderstandings that keep 
couples at odds with each other, inviting them to experience 
a new understanding, empathy, and pleasure.”

—Gary Thomas, author of Sacred Marriage and Married Sex

“This book contains a tremendous combination of insight, 
research, and real-life practical help! Without question, it 
will inform, encourage, and instruct couples as well as those 
who minster to them.”

—Dr. Juli Slattery, president and co-founder of Authentic 
Intimacy and author of Rethinking Sexuality

“Secrets of  Sex and Marriage is real talk! We mean real talk—
about the awkward and sometimes difficult conversations 
about sex, even in marriage. Whether you want to fan the 
flame of passion or spark a deeper desire for your spouse, 
this book is your go-to resource!”

—Apryl and Ozzie Ortiz, podcasters and  
founders of Strength & Dignity Life

“Secrets of  Sex and Marriage is an eye-opening, useful, and 
much-needed tool for every counselor, pastor, and leader 
who works with marriages. . . . A must read!”

—Tim Clinton, EdD, LPC, LMFT; president of American 
Association of Christian Counselors; co-host  

of Dr. James Dobson’s Family Talk

“Shaunti and Michael write with great wisdom and care. 
Biblically sound and evidence-based, [this book] is a trusted 
resource for pastors, counselors, and therapists who want to 
help couples in this sacred part of life.”

—Ted Cunningham, pastor of Woodland Hills Family 
Church, Branson, MO
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To the trailblazers  
who have gone before us—

especially Dr. Douglas Rosenau,  
who ran his race well.
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13

opening note
from sex therapist dr. michael sytsma

I avoid most books on sex.
I do read a lot of textbooks, clinical books, and profes-

sional journals on sex. But unless the author is trained in 
sex and sex therapy, books for the general public are written 
with the best of intentions but often filled with mythology, 
inaccuracies, and potentially harmful information.

Also, popular books cannot cover all the differences 
among marriages and individuals. Over decades of private 
practice, I have listened to thousands of sexual stories. Read-
ing popular books about sex, I think of people who don’t 
fit the concepts presented. Learning to be playful with your 
spouse sounds great— unless they are hypercritical, demand-
ing, and the source of your trauma.
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14 opening note

So I was hesitant when Shaunti and Jeff proposed we write 
a popular book together. I respect their work, have advised 
them over the years, and recommend several of their books 
to clients. But I lean toward crafting a three- thousand- page 
book addressing all the “but what if my spouse . . .” caveats. 
The editors broke the news that approach wouldn’t work.

In the end, the thought of doing great marital- sex research 
and writing up the findings in a way that could enrich most 
marriages was irresistible. But I must share a few cautions.

First, because I have studied this subject for literally thou-
sands of hours, many consider me an “expert”— but no 
one is an expert on your life or your marriage besides you 
and God. If  something works for 97 percent of couples, 
you just might be one of the 3 percent. If something in this 
book doesn’t feel right for your story, your marriage, or your 
spouse, it might not be. It will fit someone else. Just step 
around it.

Second, this book as a whole may not be right for you 
at the moment. Some couples want my help in their sex life 
but are way not ready to work on something that intimate. 
They may need to learn to better manage generalized anxi-
ety or treat depression (both of which biologically short- 
circuit healthy sexuality). They may need to work on healing 
trauma. They might be in a marriage with an unhealthy 
power balance or a spouse who doesn’t truly honor them. 
Other issues may simply need to be addressed first.
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opening note 15

Therapy allows me to customize teaching and interven-
tions to the individual stories in front of me. I can’t do that 
in a book. To speak to the majority of people, some in the 
minority may feel sidelined. If that is you, we are sorry. It’s 
not our hearts, but a limitation of the medium.

Bottom line: If you and/or your marriage are in a particu-
larly difficult place, or if a particular situation doesn’t apply to 
you, certain invitations in this book might actually be harmful 
for you. Please proceed carefully.*

That said, the majority of marriages are either reasonably 
healthy or can get there with a bit of work. Most spouses 
truly care for each other. If you are in this camp, we have 
worked extremely hard to bring you a book filled with prac-
tical help for growing one of the core arenas of marriage.

Please don’t just read it and set it aside. Read it out loud 
to each other. Stop often to ask each other what you think. 
Lean in. Be curious. Talk openly. Discuss how what we are 
saying does and doesn’t fit you and your marriage. Fight to 
make it great.

Thanks for the privilege of speaking into a sacred part 
of your life.

— Rev. Michael Sytsma, PhD, LPC, CST, CPCS

*For a further perspective, see my special note starting on page 211 
and secrets of sex and marriage.com for an article on how most marriages 
(including those in difficult places) can benefit from these efforts— even 
when extra care is needed.
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17

1

what we want—  
and how to get there

Jackie and Trent were grinning like teenagers as they 
snuck down the hill to the pitch- black soccer field. 
It was 1 a.m., their young children were having a 

sleepover at Grandma’s, and the couple was here to fulfill 
yet another promise they had made to each other twenty 
years before.

They started dating in high school and quickly felt cer-
tain they would eventually marry— but decided to wait until 
marriage to have sex. But they flirted about all the places 
they would do it once that day finally came. “When we’re 
married,” he whispered as they walked along a beach with 
friends on spring break, “we’re going to come back and do 
it here.” “When we’re married,” she challenged him, “I want 
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secrets of sex and marriage18

to find a lonely mountain road, pull off into the trees, and 
do it in our car.”

Now, after twelve years of marriage and three kids, they 
still looked young and tried to stay young by fulfilling those 
promises. Jackie had suggested this outing a mere hour be-
fore, so here they were, in the middle of the night, sneaking 
into a suburban park where he had issued such a challenge 
after a soccer game at age sixteen. They drove around the 
shadowy “Park closed” sign and giggled as they grabbed a 
backpack of supplies from the car, quietly shut the doors, 
spread a blanket on the soccer field, pulled on another blanket 
for cover, and got busy.

They didn’t even hear the police car pulling up.
“You there!” The booming voice of an officer quickly 

interrupted what they were doing, causing them to jump 
and gasp. “Get up here!”

Mortified, Jackie and Trent pulled on their clothes and 
stuffed their things into the backpack. At least, Jackie was 
mortified. She was shocked to see Trent looking amused as 
he grabbed her hand and headed toward the police car and 
the two officers standing beside it.

The first police officer started with Trent, reading the 
information from his driver’s license aloud so his partner 
could enter it on a computer tablet.

“Trenton Smith. 1234 Spring Drive.” He finished reading 
the address and handed back the license.
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Then he read Jackie’s.
“Jackie Smith. 123—” He broke off. “Wait, this is the 

same address. Same last name.” He looked up sharply into 
their faces, shining his flashlight more directly. “I thought 
you were college kids! You’re married?!”

Trent, still grinning slightly at the officers— who looked 
about their age— said, “Yes, officer. We’re both thirty- six. 
Married twelve years. Three kids.”

“Dude!” As the second officer started laughing, the first 
officer’s expression changed to one of inspired awe. “That 
is awesome! Respect!”

“We’ll let you go with a warning.” The second officer shut 
down his tablet. He gave Jackie and Trent a half salute as the 
two men slid inside the vehicle. “And our shift is about over. 
My wife just texted me that she is still up, and I do believe 
it is time to run on home myself!” Both grinning widely, the 
officers drove away.

Those aren’t their true names, 1 but that is a true 
story. When Jackie shared it with me, I (Shaunti) couldn’t 
help laughing out loud, I loved it so much. Since then, when-
ever I have shared that anecdote with friends or at marriage 
conferences, everyone has the same reaction I did. There is 
a deep, instinctive feeling of I want that!
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secrets of sex and marriage20

This is not a “sex manual” trying to cover all the bases 
(so to speak). And you will not see stories like the above 
used to illustrate broad formulas or overly simplistic tips 
and tricks. A satisfying intimate life cannot be created by 
flirting in a certain way, trying spicy new ideas, or sleeping 
together under the stars to liven things up (although if that 
does it for you, go for it!).

Rather, our approach is based on transformative under-
standing— of our spouse and of ourselves. That is what does 
have the power to create a satisfying, lasting intimate life. 
Otherwise, although everyone wants great intimacy, we tend 
to pursue solutions that won’t get us there because we are 
focusing on the wrong things. Instead, we need to have our 
eyes opened to simple but crucial truths many of us have 
not known or have been misunderstanding for years— truths 
about each other and about how our minds, hearts, and 
bodies work.

We need to have our eyes opened to simple  
but crucial truths many of us have not known  
or have been misunderstanding for years— 
truths about each other and about how  
our minds, hearts, and bodies work.

To be clear, people don’t necessarily want to do what 
Jackie and Trent did! (For some, that would be uncomfort-
able rather than appealing.) Rather, what people are think-
ing is, I want to have a delightful, playful, intimate life with 
my spouse!

We are here to tell you that in the vast majority of cases— 
you can.

Every marital situation is unique. Some couples are start-
ing from strength, others barely hanging on. But except for 
in some fairly rare situations, nearly every married couple 
can have the hope of a meaningful sex life for a lifetime. A 
sex life that helps create and protect a meaningful marriage.

A Very Different Approach

How can each of  us get to that delightful, playful, rich, 
intimate life with our spouse? That is what this book is 
about.

But this will be a very different approach. Most resources 
on this topic focus on general sex- and- marriage enrichment. 
Although that can be quite valuable, this book is more spe-
cialized. It is co- written by an actual sex therapist with 
thirty- five years of clinical experience, and a social researcher 
with a twenty- year track record of uncovering simple and 
life- changing answers to the questions the average person 
wonders about.
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This is not a “sex manual” trying to cover all the bases 
(so to speak). And you will not see stories like the above 
used to illustrate broad formulas or overly simplistic tips 
and tricks. A satisfying intimate life cannot be created by 
flirting in a certain way, trying spicy new ideas, or sleeping 
together under the stars to liven things up (although if that 
does it for you, go for it!).

Rather, our approach is based on transformative under-
standing— of our spouse and of ourselves. That is what does 
have the power to create a satisfying, lasting intimate life. 
Otherwise, although everyone wants great intimacy, we tend 
to pursue solutions that won’t get us there because we are 
focusing on the wrong things. Instead, we need to have our 
eyes opened to simple but crucial truths many of us have 
not known or have been misunderstanding for years— truths 
about each other and about how our minds, hearts, and 
bodies work.

We need to have our eyes opened to simple  
but crucial truths many of us have not known  
or have been misunderstanding for years— 
truths about each other and about how  
our minds, hearts, and bodies work.
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These fascinating realities, uncovered via painstaking re-
search on normal couples, point to real solutions. So once 
we understand and apply them, we can have clarity instead 
of confusion, heal hurts, communicate so much better, and 
love one another well.

We hope this approach will make it easy for you to learn 
and talk about these things that we often don’t talk about!

If any of you are thinking, I can’t believe I’m reading a 
sex book, well, let me (Shaunti) tell you: I can’t believe I 
am writing one! My husband, Jeff, and I have always been 
slightly embarrassed to talk about this topic— not just with 
others but even between the two of us— and we know we are 
not alone. So we will make every effort to address awkward 
topics with sensitivity, to make your own conversations  
easier.

The Eight Surprises

What are the little things that will make a big difference? 
Although there are exceptions to these patterns (more on 
that below), here are eight areas of confusion or misunder-
standing—and the surprising truths from the research that 
will help us understand our spouse and ourselves and reach 
a new level of intimacy in marriage.
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You may wonder… The truth is… Chapter
What is “normal” for a sex life, 
what are we missing, and how can 
I fix my spouse/myself and get 
where we want to be?

There is a wide range of “normal,” 
and understanding some very 
simple truths can help us thrive.

2 – Normal

How do we fix our problems in the 
bedroom?

Creating a healthy intimate life 
starts with what happens in your 
mind, not with what happens in the 
bedroom.

3 – Vision

Why doesn’t my spouse want me? / 
Why aren’t they interested? 
 – Or –
Why don’t I “want” my spouse in 
the way I’m supposed to?

Our culture has a male-centric view 
of what desire is, and what it means 
to “want” your spouse. In general, 
for men, desire leads to sex; for 
women, sex leads to desire.

4 – Desire 
Types

How can we get on the same page 
about how often we want to have 
sex? How can I and/or my spouse 
increase/decrease desire levels?

Even with desire differences, we are 
not as far apart as it might seem—
which makes bridging the gap 
easier than we might think.

5 – Desire 
Levels

Why does my spouse go cold, 
shut down, pout, and/or pull away 
about sex? (Or the lack of it?)

Men and women tend to have dif-
ferent insecurities that often go un-
recognized, and the process of sex 
can create hurt–or bring healing.

6 – Insecurity

Is this as good as it is going to 
get? What can we do to prevent 
sex from becoming rote, boring, 
or even marked by anxiety about 
whether it will be “good?”

To make sex more erotic and emo-
tionally meaningful, curiosity and 
playfulness are more important 
than perfect technique.

7 – Curiosity

I thought something was going to 
happen tonight; how can I avoid 
this disappointment? 
– Or –
I was just not in the mood tonight; 
how can I convey that without 
causing pain?

Having a comfortable way to signal 
and receive openness (or interest), 
in a way that is genuine to each 
of you, will create connection and 
prevent much pain.

8 – Initiation

How can I get my spouse to be 
more of what I need / fix disap-
pointments / work with me on 
improving our intimate life?

Accepting that your spouse isn’t 
everything you wanted lets you 
enjoy what you’ve got.

9 – Acceptance
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Some Introductions

Since we’ll be spending a whole book together, let us tell 
you a bit about us and the innovative research that makes 
this book unique.

About us

From Shaunti:
I’m not a therapist, pastor, or social worker. I always say 

that I’m just a semi- confused wife who happened to have 
an analytical background and unexpectedly became a social 
researcher and bestselling author on relationships.

I started out with an analytical graduate degree from 
Harvard University, then worked on Wall Street. In 2004 
I researched and wrote the book For Women Only, which 
launched a series of research- based relationship books. De-
signed to uncover the little things that make a big difference, 
they have sold nearly 3 million copies in twenty- six languages 
around the world.

That research had always been conducted by me and my 
husband, Jeff, and our team. This book is different. For such 
a sensitive topic, Jeff and I knew we had to partner with 
someone with a long- standing specialization and national 
respect in the field of marital sexuality.

So we reached out to our longtime advisor, Dr. Michael 
Sytsma— whose PhD study, clinical practice, and graduate-  
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level instruction of others have specialized in marital and 
sexual therapy— and began meeting with him weekly for 
the next three years. (We had to laugh at people’s reactions 
when someone asked, “What did you do yesterday?” and we 
answered, “We went to see a sex therapist.”)

My co- authoring the book with Dr. Sytsma— Michael— 
doesn’t mean Jeff isn’t involved. For the rest of this book, 
Jeff will be the silent partner. Even though his name is not 
on the cover, Jeff was there for every meeting, participated 
in all of the research, and his insight is woven throughout 
these pages.

From Michael:
By contrast, I am a pastor, professional counselor, and 

certified sex therapist, and it is an honor to bring my train-
ing and experience to this project.

Other than my role as a husband to my wife, Karen, and 
father to our two sons, my most important vocational role 
is pastoral. I am an ordained Wesleyan minister. While I 
served in a traditional staff pastor role for over a decade, 
most of my pastoral work has been in marriage ministry. I 
have invested over 30,000 hours caring for individuals and 
couples in counseling, mainly with sexual issues.

To this project I bring over 2,400 hours of professional ed-
ucation in sexuality and sex therapy, plus a scary amount of 
reading and research in textbooks and professional journals 
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preparing lectures to train others. In the early 2000s I part-
nered with some great friends to found Sexual Wholeness, 
Inc., where we train and certify Christian sex therapists. Over 
the years, I have trained hundreds of pastors and therapists 
in sexuality as a professor for ten seminaries around the 
country and in other venues around the world.

Earning a marriage and family therapy PhD from a tier- 
one research university infected me with the research bug, 
and I have continued researching various aspects of marital 
sexuality. For this project, one of my primary goals was to 
help translate important clinical and academic knowledge 
into the more accessible language of this book.

About the research

This book is based on decades of rigorous research and 
experience via three avenues: extensive research and expe-
rience from Michael’s thirty- five years of clinical practice, 
pastoring, doctoral studies, and leadership in the marital 
sexuality field; input from Shaunti and Jeff’s nationally 
representative prior research with more than 35,000 men, 
women, and teenagers over twenty years; and our ground-
breaking joint research study, the Marriage Intimacy Project. 
(If you aren’t interested in the research details, just skip the 
shaded section. Also, note that you can see our data— and 
many other resources— via our website, secrets ofsexand 
marriage .com .)
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The Marriage Intimacy Project

Over three years, the Marriage Intimacy Project (MIP) 
pulled together a fairly large team (ten staff members, 
two professional survey companies, and dozens of part-
ner organizations and individuals) to rigorously gather 
and analyze input from more than 5,300 individuals. 
This included surveys and anonymous interviews (usu-
ally conducted via a video with the couple’s camera off 
and using fake names; “Farm Boy and Butter cup” and 
“Wanda and Vision” were two favorites).

The hard costs were funded by a $120,000 grant 
from two silent donors to whom we are very grateful.

We conducted four main surveys— two primary, and 
two specialized. While most surveys use a “convenience 
sample” of whoever can be found to complete them 
(often recruited through social media or existing net-
works), the two primary MIP surveys were generally 
nationally representative for factors such as gender, 
age, race/ethnicity, religious attendance, geographic 
area, orientation, and education level. This makes the 
Marital Intimacy Project a unique and powerful study.

Specifically, the Matched Pair Survey (or MPS) in-
cluded 501 married couples (1,002 individuals married 
to each other). This is one of the largest nationally 
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representative matched- pair sex surveys of married 
couples ever completed and was accomplished with the 
help of Shaunti and Jeff’s long- time partner company 
Decision Analyst.

In addition, the Married Individuals Survey (or MIS) 
is a nationally representative sample of 1,097 married 
individuals (data from only one spouse) completed in 
partnership with Dynata, another prior survey partner.

For our third and fourth surveys, we surveyed 250 
church- going couples at six diverse church events across 
the country and 801 mental health professionals re-
cruited through the American Association of Christian 
Counselors.

You can see more in the Methodology appendix at 
our website, including how we worked to ensure this 
content would both be practical and meet professional 
research standards.

As You Read . . .

As you walk through the chapters to follow, here are a few 
important points to keep in mind. (Then, if you want to go 
further, you can find many resources for couples and leaders 
at secrets of sex and marriage .com , including an assessment, 
a streaming course for couples, resources for those in need, 
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church small-group curricula, and tools to help pastors, 
churches, counselors, and other leaders.)

Our findings will not apply equally to all readers. The key 
findings are true and helpful for most couples in most cases— 
but if 75 percent of spouses on a survey felt a certain way, that 
means 25 percent didn’t. We will make generalizations for the 
sake of speed and clarity, but every marriage is unique, as is 
every individual. You might be the one in four who doesn’t 
fit the generalizations. Use these findings as a starting point 
for discussion and mutual understanding. We encourage you 
to read the book out loud to each other, a bit at a time, and 
stop to discuss.

This book addresses issues faced by the large majority of 

couples and cannot cover highly specialized and/or abusive 

situations. As Michael mentioned in his opening note, this 
book is directed to the overwhelming majority of couples 
who care about one another and are dealing with common 
needs and concerns. Although we care deeply about the 
uncommon situations and the most hurting marriages, we 
simply do not have the space to address them here. So if 
you are dealing with a specialized situation— for example, 
a challenging neurodiverse marriage or medical issues that 
make sex physically difficult or impossible— use wisdom and 
seek counsel in how or whether to apply these findings. And 
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if you are facing a serious concern such as marital abuse or 
repeated sexual violations of the marital vow, please do not 
try to apply these findings, and instead get help from an 
experienced professional right away.

We will include a faith- based perspective. Although the 
research is rigorous and representative across the board 
(among people of all religious beliefs and of none at all), 
our resources are widely used by churches and faith- based 
organizations. We personally come at life from a Christian 
perspective, which you will see reflected at several points in 
this book. We hope you will find these truths valuable even if 
you are coming from a different perspective. Also, this book 
is designed to be more practical than theological— but sex 
itself will be far richer if a couple rightly understands it as sa-
cred and created for a sacramental purpose (see chapter 10).

This book is more practical than theological— 
but sex itself will be far richer if a couple  
rightly understands it as sacred and created  
for a sacramental purpose.

We include a science- based approach to common gender 
differences. Although many findings were not particularly 
gender oriented, several were indeed related to common 
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misunderstandings and differences between men and women. 
Discussion of gender can be controversial, yet multiple stud-
ies reveal gender differences, even if shaped by social con-
struct. These differences are particularly obvious around sex 
and reproduction and often showed up in our data.

Our data included input from all sexual orientations; 
however, this book focuses on mixed- sex couples. Accord-
ing to the Census Bureau, same- sex couples comprised 
0.97 percent of marriages and 1.5 percent of households 
in 2019.2 Non- heterosexual orientations in our data set were 
represented at a slightly higher number, but were still, com-
paratively, a small sample. It appeared that some of our 
findings would apply to non- heterosexual couples and some 
would not. Exploring those details moves beyond the scope 
of this book.3

This knowledge can help even if  you are working on your 
marriage alone. Although no one wants to feel like the 
only partner trying to work on the marriage, we have seen 
many troubled relationships transformed by the power of a 
one- sided choice. Your spouse is still accountable for their 
choices, but you cannot change your spouse; you can only 
change yourself. This means loving and pursuing your spouse 
in the ways you can, and trusting God to work in the ways 
you can’t. Your spouse will have to decide what they will do; 
you are not responsible for that. But you can give yourself 

if you are facing a serious concern such as marital abuse or 
repeated sexual violations of the marital vow, please do not 
try to apply these findings, and instead get help from an 
experienced professional right away.

We will include a faith- based perspective. Although the 
research is rigorous and representative across the board 
(among people of all religious beliefs and of none at all), 
our resources are widely used by churches and faith- based 
organizations. We personally come at life from a Christian 
perspective, which you will see reflected at several points in 
this book. We hope you will find these truths valuable even if 
you are coming from a different perspective. Also, this book 
is designed to be more practical than theological— but sex 
itself will be far richer if a couple rightly understands it as sa-
cred and created for a sacramental purpose (see chapter 10).

This book is more practical than theological— 
but sex itself will be far richer if a couple  
rightly understands it as sacred and created  
for a sacramental purpose.

We include a science- based approach to common gender 
differences. Although many findings were not particularly 
gender oriented, several were indeed related to common 
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the best chance of heading in the direction you want to go 
if you follow God’s charge to do what you can do.

Getting Started

So are you ready to dive in? The ability to get to a delightful, 
playful, meaningful intimate life isn’t limited to a lucky few 
who have just the right mix of temperaments, equal sexual 
desire, or the ability to communicate perfectly. Remember 
our opening story? Jackie and Trent are just a normal couple. 
They don’t have it all figured out. They have a mismatched 
desire for frequency (she wants more than he does) and nor-
mal marital issues (he works a lot more hours than she wants 
him to). But they also know how important their sexual 
relationship is. So they keep working toward intimacy— with 
all that means— and experience the delight of being together. 
You can too.
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