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Question: 
What are the sociopsychological
factors that account for intimacy 

and sexual problems of 
contemporary couples?
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Data
• Data drawn from the study  ”Social Stratification, 

Cohesion and Conflict in Contemporary Families”
• Data collection took place between October 1998 and 

January 1999.  Sample includes 1530 couples from the 
three linguistic areas of Switzerland.  

• In each couple, the two partners were interviewed 
separately.  On most questions, each of them had to 
provide an answer. 

• Sample with demographic features very similar to those of 
other recent surveys and micro-censuses on households 
and families in Switzerland (OFS, 1998). 

3



Conjugal functioning
• Emphasis on the self versus the group
• Attitudes of couples with their environment
• Gender inequalities in couple relationships

Socialisation
• Attachment styles
• Divorce of parents
• Conflict in family of origin
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Support networks of couples

• Various resources (emotional, financial, 
domestic)

• Linear or curvilinear effects?
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Dimensions of conjugal intimacy
(Keciour et al., 2003)

• Exchanges of confidence
• Free expression of the intimate self
• Intensification of shared moments and 

exchanges in particular through sexuality
• Assumption of roles which reinforce 

interdependence
• Construction of external boundaries and 

emergence of a « we »
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Frequency of various problems of 
intimacy during conjugal life (%)
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Multiple correspondence analysis
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Parallel-style couples (17%)

• Characterized by strongly sex-typed domestic and 
relational roles, strong fusion and marked self-
enclosure. They feel threatened by their 
environment while not investing in internal 
relations, and they distribute functional and 
relational roles in a rigid differentiated fashion. 
The values that organize action are order, 
differentiation of activity spheres and withdrawal 
into the self. 
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Companionship-style couples (24%)

High fusion and openness scores and a 
comparatively low degree of role and power 
differentiation. These couples use 
environmental resources to strengthen 
internal solidarity and communication. The 
values guiding behavior are external 
integration and community. 
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Bastion-style couples (16%)
Founded on couple self-enclosure, fusion, and sex 
differentiation. There is no turning to the world outside the 
couple; on the contrary, these couples view external actors 
with a certain wariness while strongly valuing internal 
relations. Family as a group takes precedence over 
individual interests and orientations. This warm, closed 
world is supported by sharply sex-specific roles and 
relatively rigid arrangements expressed also in couples’
orientation—women favor aims internal to family life, 
while men strongly favor external ones. Conjugal life is 
organized by consensus and tradition. 
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Cocoon-style couples (15%)

• High levels of both fusion and couple self-
enclosure. Contrary to Bastion-style couples, 
however, distribution of domestic tasks and 
relational roles is neither sex-typed or 
inegalitarian. Whereas in Bastion couples, only 
women favor internal objectives, in a Cocoon
couple both partners say they have such 
objectives. This interaction style is at once warm, 
closed and relatively free of gender inequalities 
compared to Bastion-style. Behavior-organizing 
values are comfort and intimacy. 
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Association-style couples (29%)

Radically opposed to Bastion-style couples: 
low degree of both fusion and couple self-
enclosure, egalitarian division of power, 
roles relatively undifferentiated by sex. The 
main values that structure this interaction 
style are quest for personal authenticity and 
negotiation of individual rights. 
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Conjugal problems according to styles of 
interactions (Odds ratios)
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Couples with sparse networks (18%)

Characterized by weak ties with friends and 
relatives, for both partners. The network is 
rather small and contacts with friends and 
relatives are sparse; support is not readily 
available. Interference of the network is 
very low, as is the overall quality of 
relationships in the network. 
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Couples with friendship networks
(15%)

Strongly invest in their friendship ties, whereas 
their kinship ties are almost nonexistent. Those 
couples do not have a great number of relatives 
living close to them and they do not interact very 
often with them. Their family is not considered 
warm and supportive, but neither is it interfering. 
Support is available, most likely from friends. 
Again, both partners have quite identical network 
profiles. One exception is that men have a smaller 
and more passive kinship network than women.
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Couples with patricentric networks 
(18%)

Men have a much larger number of relatives 
and friends than the women do. They meet 
with their relatives and friends more often 
and can get support from them much more 
easily than women do. These couples can be 
described as asymetrical or unicentric, as 
one partner’s network is predominant.  
Note, however, that quality of family 
relationships is the same on both sides. 
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Couples with matricentric networks
(21%)

• Stand in sharp contrast to couples with 
patricentric networks. In their case, women 
have a much larger and much more active 
network than men, both in terms of relatives 
and friends. Support is more readily 
available for women than for men, and the 
overall quality of relationship among their 
relatives is significantly higher. 
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Couples with dense networks (20%)

Are characterized by strong kinship and 
friendship ties for both partners, who have 
large number of friends and relatives around 
and frequent contacts with them. Both 
partners would get support in case of need. 
Family relationships are seen as strong and 
warm by both of them. 
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Couples with interfering networks
(10%)

Similar to couples with bicentric networks 
with regard to the strength of support. 
However, there is a strong feeling of being 
controlled by the kinship network, 
especially for women. Family relationships 
are much more often considered as not 
warm than in bicentric networks.
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Conjugal problems according to types of 
networks (Odds ratios)

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

Sparse Friendship Androcentric Gynecentric Bicentric Interfering

Current problems Past and current problems Coordination problems Relational problems Extreme problems

23



Conjugal problems according to styles of 
conjugal relationships and types of networks 

( %)
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Ordinal regression of the scale of deterioration of intimacy on the psycho-
sociological explanatory factors, and on the control variables. Odds ratios and 

coefficients of significance 
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follows
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Discussion and conclusion
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follows
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