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social and rational aspects of human toward personality 
development and leads to formation of communication 
and love.[1] Sexual issues are among the most important 
issues in martial life, and adaptation in sexual relationship 
is counted as the element that influences happiness.[2] One 
of the current issues in the domain of sexual relationship 
is sexual self‑esteem which is among the dimensions 
of general self‑esteem.[3] Various factors influence 
individuals’ sexual function and the improvement of its 
quality.

One of these factors is sexual self‑esteem, which refers to 
individuals’ emotional reaction toward the evaluation of 
their own thoughts, emotions, and sexual behaviors.[4‑6] 
Mayer et al. defined sexual self‑esteem as the self‑value that 
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The World Health Organization (WHO) defined 
sexual health as the integration and coordination 
between mind, emotions, and body that drives the 
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AbstrAct
Background: Women’s sexual self-esteem is one of the most important factors that affect women’s sexual satisfaction and 
their sexual anxiety. Various aspects of sexual life are blended with the entire personality. Determining the relationship between 
personality traits and self-concept aspects such as sexual self-esteem leads to better understanding of sexual behavior in people 
with different personality traits and helps in identifying the psychological variables affecting their sexual performance. The aim 
this study was to determine the relationship between personality traits and sexual self-esteem.
Materials and Methods: This correlation study was performed on 127 married women who referred to selected health care 
centers of Mashhad in 2014–2015. Data collection tools included NEO personality inventory dimensions and Zeanah and Schwarz 
sexual self‑esteem questionnaire. Data were analyzed through Pearson correlation coefficient test and stepwise regression model.
Results: The results of Pearson correlation test showed a significant relationship between neuroticism personality dimension 
(r = −0.414), extroversion (r = 0.363), agreeableness (r = 0.420), and conscientiousness (r = 0.364) with sexual self‑esteem 
(P < 0.05). The relationship between openness with sexual self‑esteem was not significant (P > 0.05). In addition, based on the 
results of the stepwise regression model, three dimensions of agreeableness, neuroticism, and extraversion could predict 27% 
of the women’s sexual self-esteem variance.
Conclusions: The results showed a correlation between women’s personality characteristics and their sexual self-esteem. Paying 
attention to personality characteristics may be important to identify at-risk group or the women having low sexual self-esteem in 
premarital and family counseling.
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the individuals consider for themselves as a sexual person. 
Sexual self‑esteem plays a pivotal role in individuals’ ability 
to preserve close relationship with their spouses and enjoy 
having sex with them.[7] Oattes and Offman concluded that 
general self‑esteem and sexual self‑esteem could predict more 
ability of making satisfactory sexual communication, and 
hierarchical regression showed that sexual self‑esteem was a 
unique index for the quality of sexual relationship, and most 
of all, general self‑esteem.[8] Zarbakhsh et al. also showed 
that sexual self‑esteem and all its dimensions had a positive 
significant association with marital satisfaction among athletic 
women.[3] Zeanah and Schwarz believed that individuals’ 
emotional reaction toward their mental evaluation forms the 
basis of sexual self‑esteem and its five components. These 
components include “skill and experience,” the ability to 
enjoy with the sexual partner; “attractiveness,” believing 
in self‑beauty and attractiveness; “control,” the ability to 
manage one’s thoughts, emotions, and sexual behavior; 
“ethical judgment,” the ability to self‑evaluate thoughts, 
emotions, and sexual behavior; and finally, “adaptability,” 
the ability to adapt personal sexual behavior experiences 
with others’ personal goals.[4,7] Researchers showed that 
women with higher sexual self‑esteem experience more sexual 
activities.[4] Low sexual self‑esteem leads to women’s concern 
about their sexual ability, underestimation of their personal 
rights in sexual relationship, and fighting against their sexual 
identity. There is not adequate available research on sexual 
self‑esteem. Shortage of research in this field is assumed to 
be associated with the new concept of sexual self‑esteem 
and its exiting ambiguity.[9] Therefore, consideration of such 
a structure and the factors affecting that seems essential. One 
of the effective factors in all fields of human life and social 
communications is individuals’ personality trait that directly 
influences partners’ communicational processes.[10] Personality 
traits are determinants for individuals’ interactions during 
time and in different cultures.[11] Personality is defined as the 
internal organization of affective, emotional, cognitive, and 
conceptual systems determining humans’ unique reactions 
toward the environment. One of the theories for personality 
dimensions is that of Costa McCrae. This personality model 
categorizes the individuals’ traits into five categories of 
neuroticism, extroversion, openness, agreeableness, and 
conscientiousness.[12] Each individual can have specific 
attitude and desire toward different aspects of life based on 
their personality traits.[10] Neuroticism refers to the tendency to 
experience anxiety, tension, selfishness, hostility, impulsivity, 
shyness, irrational thinking, and depression. Extroversion 
refers to the tendency to experience positive emotions, 
excitement seeking, kindness, and sociability. Openness refers 
to the tendency to have curiosity, imagination, esthetics, 
wisdom, enlightenment, and innovation.

Agreeableness refers to the tendency to forgiveness, 
personality traits, and various dimensions of sexual and 

marital relationship.[11,13] There are few studies on the 
association between personality dimensions and sexual 
self‑esteem as an effective factor in sexual relationship.

With regard to the role of sexual self‑esteem in improvement 
of sexual relationship and more joyfulness, the importance 
of such an issue is revealed. Therefore, the present study 
aimed to investigate the relationship between personality 
traits and sexual self‑esteem in women referring to health 
care centers in Mashhad.

MAterIAls And Methods

This is a correlation study that was conducted on 
127 married women who referred to health care centers 
in Mashhad in 2015. The least sample size was calculated 
based on the sample selection formula of correlation studies 
and with respect to the findings of a primary pilot study 
conducted on 15 women. With consideration of confidence 
interval of 95% and test power of 80%, the highest sample 
size (N = 120) was obtained as the final sample size. 
Selection of the health care centers for sampling was done 
in sequential steps.

In the first step, each of five mother health care centers was 
considered as a cluster. Next, with regard to the number of 
urban health care centers covered by each mother health 
care center, 10 health care centers were selected through 
lotto draw and considered as a cluster. Then, based on the 
number of clients referring to family planning unit, the related 
portion was determined. Next, the researcher obtained the 
approval of ethics committee of Mashhad University of 
Medical Sciences (no: IR. MUMS. REC.1392.801) and a 
written introduction letter from the nursing and midwifery 
school as well as the needed permissions from health care 
centers’ authorities. The researcher referred to these centers 
and selected the subjects from the women referring for 
flaming planning through convenient sampling. The goal of 
the study was explained to the subjects and written informed 
consents were obtained from them. Inclusion criteria were 
having literacy of reading and writing, living at least 1 year 
with the spouse, and no polygamy. Exclusion criteria were: 
Subject or her spouse having sexual diseases, experiencing 
a mental crisis within 3 months prior to the study, history of 
mental disorders, and chronic diseases in the subject or her 
spouse. In the end, incompletely filled questionnaires were 
excluded. To collect data, a demographic characteristics 
questionnaire, NEO personality questionnaire (brief form), 
and Zeanah and Schwarz sexual self‑esteem questionnaire 
were adopted.

Demographic characteristic form contained information 
of subjects, their spouses, and their family characteristics 
and marital life related information. NEO personality 
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questionnaire included 60 items (12 items for each 
personality major factor) that measured extroversion, 
agreeableness, commitment, neuroticism, and openness. 
The items were scored by a five‑point Likert’s scale 
(absolutely disagree = 0, absolutely agree = 4). The scores 
ranged between 0 and 48.[14]

Sexual self‑esteem questionnaire was designed by 
Zeanah and Schwarz in1996. This questionnaire has  
81 items in a six‑point Likert’s scale (absolutely agree = 6, 
absolutely disagree = 1). Scores range between 81 and 
481 and higher scores show higher sexual self‑esteem. This 
questionnaire has five sub‑scales of “experience and skill” 
(18 items), “attractively” (17 items), “control” (16 items), 
“ethical judgment” (15 items), and “addictiveness” 
(15 items).[15] Reliability of neuroticism, extroversion, 
openness, agreeableness. and conscientiousness was 
confirmed by Rubinstein and Strul by Cronbach alphas of 
0.88, 0.85, 0.70, 0.84, and 0.62, respectively.[16] In Iran, its 
validity and reliability were confirmed by Garousi et al.[17] 
In the present study, reliability of its all sub‑scales was 
confirmed by Cronbach alpha over 0.60. Reliability of sexual 
self‑esteem questionnaire was confirmed by Cronbach alpha 
over 0.85 by Rubinstein and Strul.[16] In Iran, its validity and 
reliability were confirmed by content validity and Cronbach 
alpha over 0.70.[3] In the present study, its validity and 
reliability were confirmed by content validity and Cronbach 
alpha over 0.70. Collected data were analyzed by SPSS16. 
Description of subjects’ baseline characteristics was done by 
descriptive statistical tests. With regard to normal distribution 
of personality dimensions and sexual self‑esteem variables, 
Pearson correlation coefficient was adopted to determine the 
association between variables. Stepwise regression model 
was also adopted to investigate the role of each personality 
dimension in prediction of sexual self‑esteem. Significance 
level was considered P < 0.05.

Ethical considerations
This study was approved by the ethics committee of 
Mashhad University of Medical Sciences and all ethical 
considerations including subjects’ volunteer participation 
and confidentiality of their data were respected.

results

Finally, the data obtained from 127 subjects were 
analyzed. Subjects’ and their spouses’ mean ages were 
27.44 (6.24) and 34.29 (28.54) years, respectively. 
Subjects’ mean marriage length was 6.52 (5.31) years 
in the study group, and 40.9% of the subjects had one 
child [Table 1]. Mean scores of neuroticism, extroversion, 
openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness of 
personality were 24.61 (6.52), 29.44 (5.52), 23.53 (4.66), 

28.67 (4.94), and 32.39 (5.65), respectively. The lowest and 
the highest scores were for openness and conscientiousness, 
respectively. Mean score of women’s sexual self‑esteem 
was 331.26 (49.25) out of its range (81–481). In addition, 
mean scores of skill and experience, attractiveness, control, 
ethical judgment, and addictiveness dimensions were 74.84 
(10.41), 66.05 (13.04), 62.29 (12.25), 65.34 (11.22), and 
62.72 (10.81), respectively. Pearson correlation coefficient 
used in investigation of the association between personality 
dimensions score and sexual self‑esteem in all studied 
women showed an inverse significant association between 
neuroticism and sexual self‑esteem and all its dimensions 
(P < 0.05). There was a direct significant association 
between the dimensions of extroversion, agreeableness, 
and conscientiousness, and sexual self‑esteem and its 
dimensions scores (P < 0.05). There was no association 
between openness and sexual self‑esteem (P > 0.05). 
Meanwhile, the association between this personality 
dimension, and the dimensions of attractiveness and sexual 
self‑esteem control was significant (P < 0.05) [Table 2]. In 
order to predict the variance of women’ s sexual self‑esteem 
based on personality dimensions, stepwise regression was 
adopted, which showed that agreeableness, neuroticism, 
and extroversion were capable of predicting 27% of sexual 
self‑esteem variance (P = 0.001) [Table 3].

dIscussIon

Concerning the dimensions of personality and sexual 
self‑esteem, an inverse significant association was observed 

Table 1: Distribution of personal variables
Variable n (%)
Job

Homemaker 47 (37)

Employed 78 (61.4)

Education

Less than diploma 41 (32.3)

Diploma 22 (17.3)

University education 47 (37)

Economic status

Less than average 16 (12.6)

Average 96 (75.6)

More than average 14 (0.11)

Having a proper place for sexual contact

Yes 13 (10.2)

No 112 (88.2)

Possessing husband’s support

Yes 93 (73.2)

Partly 31 (24.4)

No 1 (0.8)
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between scores of neuroticism, and women’s sexual 
self‑esteem and all its dimensions. This personality trait 
includes sensitivity to having unreal beliefs, poor control 
of desires, and the tendency to experience psychological 
disorder in the form of anxiety, anger, depression, shyness, 
hatred, and a range of negative emotions.[10,18‑20] Higher 
scores in neuroticism are accompanied by lack of emotional 
stability and negative emotions such as fear, sorrow, 
being at a loss, anger, feeling guilty, and hatred. These 
traits interfere with free expression of sexual desires and 
lead to their reduction. Such persons are more likely to 
have illogical beliefs and have less control on their desires 
and impulses.[21] Consequently, all these factors result in 
reduction of persons’ ability to enjoy having sex with their 
partners, inappropriate perception of their attractiveness, 
a reduction in management of sexual behaviors, incorrect 
evaluation of their thoughts and sexual behaviors, and 
consequently, a reduction in adaptability of their sexual 
experiences with others’ personal goal, which eventually 
lead to a reduction in sexual self‑esteem. In this direction, 
Costa et al. reported an inverse significant association 
between neuroticism dimension of personality, and 
women’s sexual knowledge level and body image.[22] As 
body image is, in fact, the sub‑scale of attractiveness in 
sexual self‑esteem, Costa’s results are consistent with the 
present study. In line with these findings, Nouri et al. also 
reported an inverse significant association between the score 
of women’s neuroticism and their satisfaction with their 
body image.[23] Davis et al. also showed that the persons 
with higher scores of neuroticism are more concerned with 
their appearance.[24] Fisher and McNulty, in a study on 
72 newly married couples, concluded that neuroticism of 
the couple at the very beginning of marriage predicts less 
sexual and marital satisfaction in the coming year.[25] Attari 
et al. reported an inverse significant association between 
personality dimension of neuroticism and marital satisfaction 
among male and female employees of governmental 
offices in Ahwaz, Iran.[26] Zarbakhsh et al. reported a 
significant association between sexual self‑esteem and all 
its dimensions, and the score of marital satisfaction, which 
is in line with the present study.[3] The association between 
extroversion, and sexual self‑esteem and all its dimensions 
was positive and significant in the present study. John and 
Srivastava explain that extroversion reflects the existence of 
an energetic approach toward monetary and social world 
in individuals that includes traits such as socialization, 
activeness, decisiveness, and dare.[27] Extroversion is 
associated with positive emotions such as good temper, 
optimism, love, and friendship.[20,28] Those who attain a high 
score in extroversion usually manifest their emotions and 
feelings conveniently and have less ability of avoidance.[20,29] 
Among those with lower extroversion, the likeliness of 
sexual aversion disorders is higher. These persons have 
more tendency to keep away and be formal with others, Ta
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even with their sexual partner.[30] The significant association 
between extroversion dimension of personality and marital 
satisfaction was also reported in the study of Attari et al.[26] 
Meanwhile, an insignificant association between this 
dimension of personality with two other dimensions of 
sexual relationship (experience and sexual satisfaction) was 
reported in the study of Costa et al.[22] Menard and Offman 
reported a significant association between sexual self‑esteem 
and sexual satisfaction; therefore, the results of Costa are 
assumed to be inconsistent with the present study.[31] 
Nouri et al. also reported a significant association between 
extroversion and body satisfaction, which is in line with 
the results of the present study concerning the association 
between extroversion and attractiveness dimension of 
sexual self‑esteem.[23] Previous studies show that women 
and men with high openness have more information about 
sexual relationships, have more sexual experiences, more 
sexual instinct, and a broader attitude toward sexual action 
and a wider sexual attitude,[18,22,32] while openness was not 
significantly correlated with sexual self‑esteem in the present 
study. Consistent with the present study, the associations 
between openness and marital adaptation in the study 
of Cook et al.[33] and marital satisfaction in the study of 
Ahadi et al.[34] were not significant. On the contrary, McCrae 
reported a significant association between women’s high 
level of openness (not men’s) with their sexual satisfaction in 
married couples, possibly due to the fact that these women 
have a high tendency to discover new sexual experiences, 
which may lead to couple’s satisfaction.[32] In addition, 
Costa et al. reported that women with higher scores of 
openness have higher sexual knowledge and activity and a 
better body image.[22] The existing controversy in this field 
is not reasonable. McCrae and Costa believe that among 
the five basic factors of personality, openness is the most 
sophisticated one whose perception and detection are 
not easy.[35] Research shows that openness has been less 
investigated compared to other personality dimensions.[36] 
Therefore, with regard to this sophistication, the existing 
ambiguity and controversy concerning the association 
between openness and sexual relationship dimension 
reveal the need for further studies to detect and perceive 
such associations. Meanwhile, the association between 

openness and the dimensions of attractiveness and control 
of sexual self‑esteem was significant, which is consistent 
with the significant association between openness and 
women’s body image, reported by Nouri et al.[23] The 
association between agreeableness and sexual self‑esteem 
and its dimensions was significant in the present study. 
Agreeableness reflects the appropriate and social approach 
versus hostility approach toward others that includes 
altruism, amiability, trust, and humility.[27] Persons with 
higher agreeableness can talk about their sexual needs and 
pleasures with each other. It results in a more positive mutual 
understanding between the couples, and consequently, 
a more sexual self‑esteem to express sexual needs.[30] 
Nouri et al. also reported a significant association between 
agreeableness and satisfaction with body image, which is 
consistent with the present study.[23] Other studies reported 
a significant association between agreeableness and marital 
satisfaction.[26] The association between conscientiousness 
and score of sexual self‑esteem and its five dimensions was 
significant in the present study. Those with a high score in 
this dimension need progression. So, they try to maintain 
their successful relationship. Nouri et al. also reported a 
significant association between conscientiousness and 
satisfaction with body that is in line with the present 
study.[23] Attari et al. also reported a positive and significant 
association between loyalty and marital satisfaction.[26] 
It seems that this personality trait modifies the received 
negative messages. Costa et al. reported no significant 
association between conscientiousness and sexual 
satisfaction, but between conscientiousness and body image 
in their study,[22] possibly due to the fact that higher sexual 
self‑esteem is more dependent on individuals’ personal and 
existence‑related traits while sexual satisfaction is influenced 
by numerous factors.

For instance, one of the effective factors is the partner’s 
sexual behavior and traits which reveals the fact that more 
important factors affect sexual satisfaction, compared to just 
personality traits. In addition to the observed associations 
between personality traits and sexual self‑esteem, stepwise 
regression model showed that agreeableness, neuroticism, 
and extroversion were able to predict 27.3% of sexual 

Table 3: Stepwise regression summary for prediction of sexual self‑esteem according to personality dimensions
Step Model Adjusted R2 F Standardized 

coefficient β
95.0% confidence B P

Lower bound Upper bound
1 Agreeableness 0.168 25.95 0.417 2.52 5.74 0.000

2 Agreeableness 0.252 21.88 0.319 1.55 4.75 0.000

Neuroticism −0.315 −3.57 −1.14

3 Agreeableness 0.273 16.50 0.274 1.07 4.34

Neuroticism −0.246 −3.12 −0.54

Extroversion 0.188 0.11 3.25 0.000
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self‑esteem variance. Shakerian,[10] in a study on prediction 
of marital adaptation based on personality dimensions, 
showed that neuroticism, openness, and conscientiousness 
were able to predict 26.7% of marital adaptation score 
variance in the last step of stepwise regression. It shows that 
their ability in prediction of sexual self‑ esteem and marital 
adaptation is approximately similar.

conclusIon

Overall, the results showed an association between most 
of the personality traits and sexual self‑esteem as well as 
the capability of these dimensions in prediction of women’s 
sexual self‑esteem. As sexual self‑esteem is one of the 
most important factors in couples’ sexual relationship and 
martial life satisfaction, adaptation of NEO personality 
before marriage counseling for those who have no previous 
sexual problems can help the counselors to detect high‑risk 
women or those with low sexual self‑esteem and suggest 
them appropriate strategies. Despite our obtained results, 
this study had limitations including the subjects’ reluctance 
to complete sexual self‑esteem questionnaire with respect 
to Iranian cultural background. Among the strong points of 
the present study is high capability of generalization of the 
findings with regard to sampling from the general population 
of married women who can be proper representatives of 
the women at fertility age. As most of the studies have 
investigated a specific class of society, for instance, the 
students or employees of a specific organization,[15,31] further 
studies on other races and in other provinces of Iran with 
regard to their local culture are suggested.
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