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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to compare couples in different phases of marriage with
the primary goal of contributing to our understanding of marital quality throughout the life
span.  Rusbult’s investment theory (Rusbult, 1980, 1983; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993), which
predicts specific outcomes concerning relationship satisfaction, commitment, and stability,
served as the guiding theory behind this effort.  Assumptions derived from the theory were
tested with couples in three distinct phases of marriage using data from the first wave of the
National Survey of Families and Households (Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1988).  Short-term
couples consisted of husbands and wives married between 4 and 6 years, intermediate
couples consisted of those married between 20 and 25 years, and long-term couples
consisted of those married 45 years or more.

Couples were compared with regard to four specific aspects of their relationships:
conflict frequency, conflict resolution, satisfaction, and perceptions of the quality of
alternatives to their current marriages.  Data generated from spouses’ averaged scores were
analyzed using a series of one-way ANOVAs and paired t-tests.  Results from this sample
of respondents clearly revealed that long-term couples engaged in less conflict, utilized
different conflict resolution strategies, were more satisfied with their marriages, and
perceived alternatives to their relationships as less favorable than younger couples.  In
addition, when husbands’ and wives’ scores on the above measures were compared, long-
term couples exhibited fewer differences than younger couples.  Findings from this study
are discussed in light of existing research and theory.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Overview and Purpose of the Study

Family life in the United States has undergone dramatic changes in the latter half of the
20th century.  Among the changes that have occurred, one of the most profound has been
the rising incidence of marital instability.  According to recent census data (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1996a), the number of currently divorced persons has quadrupled since 1970.
Divorced persons increased from 4 million in 1970 to 17 million in 1994.  It has been
estimated that nearly two-thirds of first marriages will end in divorce (Martin & Bumpass,
1989).  Despite the fact that a large percentage of marriages do not endure, marriage
remains one of the most valued relationships in Western culture.  Census data indicate, that
while the average age at first marriage for both men and women has increased by more than
3 years since 1975 (U.S. Census Bureau, 1996a), 9 out of 10 Americans will marry at some
point in their lives (Goldscheider & Waite, 1991).  In fact, most couples enter marriage
hoping their relationships will endure and will be satisfying to both partners (Halford, Kelly,
& Markman, 1997).

While some couples’ hopes for a successful long-term relationship are never realized,
there are couples who remain in committed, loving relationships for life.  According to
census data on aging (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996b), in 1994 there were over 33
million elderly (aged 65 or older) living in the United States.  Among those aged 65 and
older, over 55% are currently married and living with their spouses (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1996c).  From 1900 to 1994 the elderly population increased 11-fold, compared
with only a 3-fold increase for those under age 65.  Within this same period, the oldest old
population (persons aged 85 and older) increased by 274%.  These recent trends in aging
have major implications for modern marriages.  As the number of older Americans increase
and the life span of the average person continues to grow, couples who remain married can
potentially spend 50, 60 or more years together.

With the arrival of the 21st century, researchers are becoming increasingly interested in
long-lasting marriages in hopes of learning about these couples and to discover factors that
have contributed to the longevity of their relationships (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Carstensen,
Gottman, & Levenson, 1995; Dickson, 1995; Kaslow & Robison, 1996; Lauer & Lauer,
1986; Levenson, Carstensen, & Gottman, 1993, 1994).  Couples married for 40, 50 or more
years provide researchers, clinicians, family life educators, and the general public with an
excellent opportunity to learn how marriages endure and how they change over time.  With
divorce being so prominent in American culture, these couples may be able to provide
researchers with valuable information that can help other couples build more satisfying and
enduring relationships.  In addition, these couples can increase our understanding of how
societal events (e.g., wars, economic conditions) and expectations (e.g., gender roles) impact
marriages.  As pointed out by Levenson et al. (1993, p.303),

These couples have lived together during a historical period that has seen dramatic
changes, including a number of changes in which gender was central.  They married at
a younger age and, compared with later cohorts, were more likely to stay together.
Social trends such as the women’s movement, the entry of women into the work force,
and the normative shift in expectations from instrumental to companionate and intimate
marriages all exerted powerful influences on their lives and marriages.

Most research on marital relationships within the past 50 years has been conducted
using relatively young couples and has tended to focus on factors that predict the
dissolution of the marital bond (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Carstensen, Graff, Levenson, &
Gottman, 1996; Levenson et al., 1993, 1994).  While this research has made significant
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contributions to our understanding of marital relationships, researchers continue to have a
limited knowledge of the factors that contribute to marital success and longevity.  Despite
the sustained interest in marital quality throughout the decades, few systematic efforts have
involved long-term marriages in which spouses have remained together for 40, 50 or more
years.  In the early 1970s, Stinnett, Collins, and Montgomery (1972) stated:
“Unfortunately, research concerned with the perceptions of older husbands and wives
towards their marriage relationships and their present period of life is very limited” (p.
665).  Eleven years later, in a critical review of the literature, Sporakowski and Axelson
(1989) identified and reported the results of 16 empirical studies on long-term marriages
published since 1970, many of which revealed a diverse mix of findings and conclusions
about couples in enduring relationships.  In a more recent review of research on long-lasting
marriages, Dickson (1995) concluded,

Unfortunately, although the average longevity is increasing, there is not a concomitant
increase in knowledge about the long-lasting marriage.  Much of the research on aging
focuses on retirement, health issues, and perceptions of life satisfaction among older
adults.  Relatively little attention has been devoted to exploring how later-life couples
perceive the quality of their overall life together and what it means to be lifelong
partners (p. 24).

The purpose of the present investigation was to compare couples in different phases of
marriage, including couples married 45 years or more, with the primary goal of contributing
to our understanding of marital quality throughout the life span.  Rusbult’s investment
theory (Rusbult, 1980, 1983; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993), which predicts specific outcomes
concerning relationship satisfaction, commitment, and stability, served as the guiding theory
behind this effort.  While the theory has been widely used to study satisfaction and
commitment in short-term relationships, very few studies have included long-term couples
in their analyses.  Therefore, assumptions derived from the theory were tested with couples
in 3 distinct phases of marriage using a nationally representative sample of married
respondents.  Short-term couples consisted of husbands and wives married between 4 and 6
years, intermediate couples consisted of those married between 20 and 25 years, and long-
term couples consisted of those married 45 years or more.

Investment theory predicts that couples who are satisfied with their relationships, who
have invested a great deal in them (i.e., time, energy, and resources), and whose alternatives
are perceived as less favorable, will tend to be more committed to their relationships.
Whereas, couples who are dissatisfied, who have invested very little, and whose alternatives
are perceived as being more favorable, will tend to be less committed. As commitment to a
relationship increases, Rusbult and Buunk (1993) contend that couples are more likely to
engage in pro-relationship behaviors that contribute to the quality of their relationships (e.g.,
accommodative behavior during conflict, perceived relationship superiority).  While the
model offers specific predictions concerning relationship satisfaction, commitment, and
stability, the authors clearly state that the causal relationships among variables are probably
not unidirectional.  Instead, they suggest that the model is better conceived of as a large
feedback loop.  If this is accurate, then increased commitment will likely lead to behaviors
that promote greater satisfaction in a relationship.  Based on the above reasoning, it was
proposed that couples in long-term marriages (i.e., those who tend to be in more committed
and stable relationships) will tend to engage in less conflict, will tend to be more proficient
at dealing with conflict, will tend to perceive alternatives to their relationship as being less
favorable, and will tend to be more satisfied with their relationships than younger couples.
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Sample

The sample for the present study was drawn from the first wave of the National Survey
of Families and Households (NSFH; Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1988), a national survey
designed to investigate the causes and consequences of changes in American families and
household structures.  The NSFH 1988 is based on a national probability sample of over
13,000 households, including an oversample of minority households.  Unlike previous
surveys of American families, the NSFH focuses almost exclusively on family issues, such
as marriage, divorce, remarriage, and sibling, parent-child, and stepfamily relationships.  Due
to the large sample size and the broad range of family process variables addressed in the
survey, the NSFH provides researchers with a valuable tool to make reliable statistical
estimates and subgroup comparisons.  This is especially pertinent to the present study,
which compared couples differing in length of marriage.  Another strength of the NSFH is
that, in addition to interviewing primary respondents (e.g., adult family members), data were
also collected from secondary and tertiary respondents, such as spouses and children.

Definition of Key Terms and Concepts

Key terms and concepts underlying the present study were adopted from Rusbult’s
(1980, 1983) investment model, which extends concepts developed within the social
exchange tradition (Rusbult, Johnson, & Morrow, 1986).  Definitions of these concepts are
consistent with those proposed by Rusbult and other social exchange theorists (e.g., Kelley
& Thibaut, 1978; Lewis & Spanier, 1979; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).  The concepts
addressed in this study include rewards/costs, marital satisfaction, investments, quality of
alternatives, and commitment.

Rewards and Costs

Rewards and costs are concepts that are central to all social exchange theories.  Thibaut
and Kelley (1959) broadly define rewards as the “pleasures, satisfactions, and
gratifications” derived from a relationship (p.12).  In the context of marriage, there are
numerous things that could be classified as rewards.  Examples include mutual interests, a
satisfying sexual relationship, positive feelings associated with one’s role as a spouse (e.g.,
feeling appreciated), perceptions of fairness within the relationship, ability to communicate
effectively, and a spouse’s positive traits (e.g., sense of humor, physical attractiveness,
intelligence).  The present study employed Thibaut and Kelley’s (1959) definition of
rewards, which is also used by Rusbult in her research with couples involved in intimate
relationships.  Costs, in contrast, are defined as the negative attributes of a relationship that
result in loss or punishment (Rusbult, 1980, 1983; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).  Examples of
costs associated with marriage include frequent conflict, inability to resolve differences in a
positive manner, poor communication, role strain, perceptions of inequity within the
relationship, and a spouse’s negative traits (Rusbult, 1983).

Marital Satisfaction

Rusbult broadly defines satisfaction as the “degree of positive affect associated with a
relationship” (Rusbult, 1980, p.174).  In the context of marriage, satisfaction reflects a
spouse’s subjective evaluation of his/her relationship, including both positive and negative
feelings.  Therefore, in keeping with this broad definition, marital satisfaction was defined in
the present study as a spouse’s evaluation of the degree of happiness with his/her marital
relationship.
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Quality of Alternatives

Quality of alternatives refers to the rewards and costs of the best available alternative to
the current relationship (Rusbult, 1980; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).  Alternatives to a marital
relationship may consist of another intimate relationship (i.e., one that is perceived as
providing greater rewards), spending time with friends and family, or solitude.  As with the
concept of marital satisfaction, a spouse’s assessment of the quality of alternatives to his/her
relationship is very subjective.  Regardless of whether or not an alternative is superior to the
current relationship, if a spouse perceives it to be so, there is a greater likelihood that the
stability of the relationship will be reduced (Sabatelli & Shehan, 1993).

Investments

Investments are simply defined as the number and magnitude of resources linked to a
particular relationship.  According to Rusbult (1995), investments can be of a direct nature
(e.g., length of relationship, energy, self-disclosure), or an indirect nature (e.g., children,
mutual friends, shared material possessions).  By definition, couples in long-term marriages
have invested a great deal of resources into their relationships (e.g., time, energy).  Although
not formally measured in the present study, differing levels of investment were assumed
based on the length of a couple’s marriage.

Commitment

Rusbult (1983) defines commitment as “the tendency to maintain a relationship and to
feel psychologically attached to it” (p. 102).  Commitment, when thought of in the context
of marriage, represents a long-term orientation to the relationship that takes into account a
spouse’s feelings of attachment to the partner, and a desire to maintain the relationship
despite the inevitable problems that are common to all marriages (Rusbult & Buunk, 1993).
According to Rusbult’s definition, commitment involves both personal (e.g., feelings of
attachment to a spouse), and structural components (e.g., commitment to the institution of
marriage).  As with the concept of investments, commitment was assumed based on the
length of a couple’s marriage.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Marital Conflict

Conflict Sources, Frequency, and Resolution

For many years, researchers have been interested in the role of conflict in predicting
marital instability and dissolution (Gottman, 1993, 1994; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989;
Gottman & Levenson, 1992;  Levenson & Gottman, 1983, 1985).  Utilizing self-report data,
physiological measures, and direct observations of couples engaged in conversational
interactions, Gottman and his colleagues have discovered that conflict, per se, is not
necessarily detrimental to a marriage.  What does appear to have adverse effects on marital
satisfaction and stability is frequent conflict that is characterized by a high degree of
negativity.  In a study of 30 married couples, Levenson and Gottman (1983) found that
dissatisfied couples’ interactions were characterized by a greater degree of negative affect
and negative affect reciprocity when compared to satisfied couples.

Consistent with the findings above, Gottman and Krokoff (1989) discovered that
distressed couples demonstrated greater negativity, negative affect reciprocity, and
exchanged fewer positive rewards than satisfied couples.  These researchers also discovered
that husbands report being more dissatisfied in their marriages when their wives reciprocate
negative behavior (i.e., pursuit-nagging), and wives report being more dissatisfied when
husbands do not reciprocate negative affect (i.e., withdrawal).  Defensiveness, stubbornness,
and withdrawal on the part of spouses during conflict were all found to be predictive of
relationship deterioration.

Based on the above investigations and a subsequent 4-year longitudinal study of 73
married couples, Gottman (1993) identified a typology of five groups of couples based on
their conflict styles.  Three of the groups, referred to as validators, volatiles, and avoiders,
were found to have stable marriages; whereas, the other two groups (i.e., hostile and hostile-
detached) were found to be very unstable.  What distinguished the stable and unstable
groups was not the absence of conflict, but the degree to which positive interactions
outweighed negative interactions.  Distressed couples in Gottman’s (1993) study
maintained a ratio of .8 to 1 of positive behaviors to negative behaviors, indicating that there
existed more negativity than positivity in these relationships.  In contrast, couples in non-
distressed marriages were found to maintain a 5:1 ratio of positive to negative interactions.
Gottman (1993) concludes by proposing a balance theory of marriage, which posits that
couples in stable marriages can deal with conflict in different ways, including avoidance, yet
remain in stable relationships as long as a positive marital ecology is maintained.

While the above research has made significant contributions to our understanding of
conflict in marriage, it is important to note that most of these studies were conducted with
relatively young couples.  Very few studies have looked at conflict and conflict resolution
strategies employed by older couples (Carstensen et al., 1996; Levenson et al., 1993;
Matthews, Wickrama, & Conger, 1996).  Findings from the few studies that have been
conducted suggest that in older marriages there is a reduced potential for conflict, and a
reduction in the amount of negativity that is expressed during conflictual situations (Alford-
Cooper, 1998; Carstensen et al., 1995; Gilford & Bengston, 1979; Levenson et al., 1993).
  

Gilford & Bengston (1979) studied marital satisfaction among 1,056 respondents from
three-generation families using a two-dimensional measure of satisfaction (i.e., positive
interactions vs. negative sentiments).  Results from this investigation revealed that couples
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from the oldest generation (i.e., couples married an average of 41 years) expressed less
negative sentiment than the two younger generations.  The authors suggest that perhaps
older couples are taking advantage of the time they have left to live by arguing less and
enjoying life more fully (Gilford & Bengston, 1979).

More recent investigations comparing older and younger couples have found similar
results.  Swenson et al. (1989) found that retired couples reported a significantly lower
number of marital problems than preretired couples.  Significant differences emerged in
every area that was assessed (i.e., decision making, childrearing, relatives, health, money
management, and expression of affection), indicating that older couples express less
negative sentiment than younger couples.  This finding was especially true for retired
couples who were highly committed to each other.  Couples who were committed to their
spouse, as a person, reported fewer problems pertaining to decision making, setting goals in
their marriage, relatives, personal care, and the expression of affection.  The authors suggest
that commitment to one’s spouse may provide the necessary security in the relationship that
allows couples to approach conflict with more risk taking (Swenson et al., 1989).

Zietlow and VanLear (1991) also offered this explanation after analyzing data from
their study of 51 couples representing three marital groups (i.e., short-term couples,
intermediate couples, and long-term couples).  Compared to younger couples, long-term
married couples were more likely to engage in competitive symmetry, which tends to
increase the risk of conflict.  However, older couples were also more likely than younger
couples to rely upon deference (e.g., simple agreement, requesting information) as a strategy
during their interactions with each other (Zietlow & VanLear, 1991).

Empirical evidence from studies comparing older and younger couples also indicates
that the sources of conflict may vary according to age and life cycle stage.  In a study
comparing couples in long-term marriages (i.e., couples in their 60s and 70s) with those in
middle-aged marriages (i.e., couples in their 40s and 50s), Levensen et al. (1993) discovered
several differences between these two groups in terms of sources of conflict.  Couples in
middle-aged marriages ranked children, money, communication, recreation, sex, and in-laws
as the top five sources of conflict in their relationships; whereas, older couples ranked
communication, recreation, money, children, and sex as the top five.  Within this same study,
the researchers also compared couples’ reported levels of disagreement in the following 10
areas:  money, communication, in-laws, sex, religion, recreation, friends, alcohol and drugs,
children, and jealousy.  Results from this analysis revealed that older couples reported lower
levels of disagreement in all 10 areas, with significant differences occurring in the areas of
money, religion, recreation, and children. These results do not imply that older couples’
lives are void of conflict; however, it does appear that the nature of conflict is somewhat
different when compared to younger couples.

In a follow-up study with the same sample, Carstensen et al. (1995) found that in older
couples, the resolution of conflict was less emotionally negative and more affectionate than
in middle-aged couples.  Older couples displayed lower levels of anger, disgust,
belligerence, and whining during discussions of a problem area of continuing disagreement
in their marriages.  Carstensen et al. (1995) note that these findings support the idea that
older couples utilize strategies to control the amount of negativity that is expressed in their
relationships.

What is less clear, however, is whether long-term couples actually resolve their
differences or simply agree to accept them.  Alford-Cooper (1998) found support for both
strategies in her study of couples married 50 years or more.  When couples did engage in
conflict, the most frequently mentioned sources were finances, relatives, poor health,
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raising children, and the spouse’s annoying habits.  The strategies most frequently used by
these couples to handle conflict included compromise, honest communication, doing what
their spouse wanted, and avoidance.  According to Alford-Cooper (1998), couples who
utilized compromise and honest communication reported greater levels of marital happiness;
whereas, couples who avoided issues tended to report lower satisfaction scores, lower levels
of marital intimacy, and less agreement on important issues.

In summary, conflict appears to be an inevitable part of marriage.  However, as
Gottman argues, the mere presence of conflict does not imply that a couple will have a
dissatisfying marriage.  The studies reviewed above indicate that couples who are able to
resolve their problems in a positive manner tend to be more satisfied with their relationships.
In the few studies that have compared older and younger couples, the evidence points to the
fact that older couples’ relationships are characterized by fewer marital problems.  While
researchers are beginning to look more at conflict within the context of marriage, there are
still a number of unanswered questions concerning the strategies employed by couples to
resolve their differences.  Do couples use different conflict resolution strategies depending
upon their marital life cycle stage?  Do couples become more proficient over time in dealing
with marital conflict?  Or do couples simply have less to argue about as they grow older?
The present research attempted to answer some of these questions by comparing couples in
distinct stages of marriage.

Marital Satisfaction

Changes in Marital Satisfaction Across the Life Cycle

Satisfaction, like many other aspects of marriage, is susceptible to change on a number
of levels.  First, the factors (i.e., rewards and costs in social exchange terms) that once
predicted satisfaction in the early stages of marriage may not have the same predictive ability
in the later stages of marriage.  As Halford, Kelly, and Markman (1997) state, “The
characteristics of couples who sustain long-term satisfied relationships are not the same
characteristics which determine initial attraction or commitment to relationships, a
phenomenon we term the short-term/long-term disjunction dilemma” (p. 7).  Consistent
with this viewpoint, research indicates that satisfaction during the early stages of a
relationship is often associated with factors such as physical attractiveness, a satisfying
sexual relationship, and engaging in highly pleasurable activities together (Karney &
Bradbury, 1995; Halford et al., 1997); whereas, satisfaction in long-term marriages tends to
be associated with love, trust, respect, children and grandchildren, and an ability to resolve
conflict in a positive manner (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Levenson et al., 1993; Sporakowski &
Hughston, 1978).

Second, many couples also experience changes in their level of marital satisfaction over
time.  In fact, this aspect of marital satisfaction has been one of the most widely debated
topics in the history of the family field.  Empirical data on marital satisfaction across the
family life cycle has yielded mixed results over the past 40 years (Ade-Ridder & Brubaker,
1983; Cole, 1984; Vaillant & Vaillant, 1994).  Findings can be grouped into three primary
categories: 1) marital satisfaction decreases over the life course of the marriage, 2) marital
satisfaction follows a curvilinear path, with couples reporting higher levels of satisfaction
during the early and later stages of the family life cycle, and 3) no systematic pattern of
marital satisfaction develops over the family life cycle (Herman, 1994; Medley, 1977).

In studies conducted prior to the 1960s, researchers found support for the idea that
marital satisfaction steadily declines as couples grow older (Blood & Wolfe, 1960; Pineo,
1961, 1969).  Blood and Wolfe (1960) conducted face-to-face interviews with 909 married
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women living in the Detroit-area.  Data derived from these interviews indicated that wives’
marital satisfaction steadily decreased with length of marriage, with couples married 30
years or more reporting the lowest levels of marital satisfaction.  The same authors found
that marital satisfaction also decreased with each successive stage in the family life cycle,
with the exception of a brief increase after the children were launched.  Concerning these
findings, the authors concluded that as couples age, they spend less time interacting with
one another and more time focused on interests and responsibilities outside the marital
relationship (e.g., children, work).  While this viewpoint may have some validity, it is
important to note that the vast majority of wives interviewed in this study were under the age
of 60, and therefore, had not entered into the retirement stage of the family life cycle.  In
fact, only 8 retired women were included in the analysis of marital satisfaction (Blood &
Wolfe, 1960).

In a re-analysis of Burgess and Wallin’s (1953) longitudinal study of over 1,000
couples interviewed over a 25-year period, Pineo (1961,1969) reported similar findings to
those mentioned above.  Couples, who were interviewed during their first year of marriage
and at subsequent intervals (i.e., 5, 15, and 25 years of marriage), reported a gradual decline
in marital satisfaction and adjustment.  Pineo attributed this decline in marital quality to
feelings of “disenchantment,” which he believed were inevitable due to the changes that
individuals make in the middle and later years of their lives that are inconsistent with the
expectations and needs of their spouses.  According to Pineo (1961,1969), couples
experience a greater degree of satisfaction with their relationships during the early years of
marriage because there is a good fit between partners; however, as spouses enter into later
stages of the life cycle, this fit begins to diminish.

It is important to note that Pineo’s study can be criticized on the same grounds as the
Blood and Wolfe study mentioned above.  Couples involved in this research were only
interviewed into the 25th year of their marriages, which implies that many of these couples
still had children living in their homes.  As with most couples in Blood and Wolfe’s (1960)
cross-sectional study, these couples had not entered into the later stages of the family life
cycle, such as the postparental and retirement stages, where more recent studies have found
high levels of marital satisfaction (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Gilford, 1984; Herman, 1994;
Lauer et al., 1990; Mathis & Tanner, 1991; Weishaus & Field, 1988).

In an effort to overcome some of the limitations of previous studies which failed to
include couples in later stages of the family life cycle, Swenson, Eskew, and Kohlhepp
(1989) administered surveys to 448 spouses, all of which had entered into the
postchildrearing stages.  Of those who filled out questionnaires, 212 were retired and 236
were currently employed.  Results from this study revealed that married persons in the
retired, postchildrearing group expressed less love to each other than younger couples who
had been married for shorter periods of time.  This decline was found in every area of love
expression, but was even more pronounced in the areas of self-disclosure, tolerance, and
unexpressed feelings (Swenson et al., 1989).  While expressions of love appeared to decline
in this sample of older couples, the same study also found that older married couples
reported significantly less marital problems than younger couples.  In fact, significant
differences were found in every problem area that was assessed (i.e., decision making,
childrearing, relatives, health, money management, and expression of affection).

Although expressions of love occurred less frequently between spouses in the later
stages of the life cycle, this does not necessarily imply that they are less satisfied with their
relationships.  This study did not ask respondents to indicate their degree of satisfaction
with their relationships; therefore, it is entirely possible that older couples are less
expressive in general, and yet extremely satisfied with their marriages.  As the data
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indicated, older couples reported fewer marital problems concerning the expression of
affection than younger couples (Swenson et al., 1989).

While the above research lends minimal support to the argument that marital
satisfaction declines in later stages of the life cycle, the majority of studies on marital quality
throughout the family life cycle have discovered a curvilinear pattern (Ade-Ridder &
Brubaker, 1983; Anderson, Russell, & Schuum, 1983; Glenn, 1990; Sporakowski &
Axelson, 1989).  Cross-sectional studies conducted during the 1960s and 70s (Burr, 1970;
Rollins & Cannon, 1974; Spanier, Lewis, & Cole, 1975; Stinnett, Carter, & Montgomery,
1972) revealed a consistent pattern in which couples reported high levels of martial
satisfaction during the early years of marriage, followed by a steady decline during the
childbearing years, and a return to high levels during the postchildrearing years.

Burr (1970) investigated marital satisfaction in 116 couples varying in age and family
life cycle stage.  Instead of using a composite score of marital satisfaction, which combines
satisfaction with multiple dimensions of the marital relationship, Burr measured marital
satisfaction in six different areas (i.e., finances, social activities, household tasks,
companionship, sexual interaction, and parent-child relationships).  Overall, results support
the curvilinear pattern of marital satisfaction across life cycle stages.  Satisfaction was
typically high during the first two stages (i.e., pre-child and young children), but
dramatically declined during the third stage (i.e., school age).  Contrary to the author’s
hypothesis that marital satisfaction would decrease in all six areas during the later stages of
the life cycle, Burr found that satisfaction in most areas remained stable or increased in the
final stages of the family life cycle.  This finding was especially true for men, who reported
increases in satisfaction in the areas of finances, task performance, and companionship
(Burr, 1970).

In much larger samples, Rollins and Cannon (1974), Spanier, Lewis, and Cole (1975),
and Anderson et al. (1983) found additional support for the notion of a curvilinear pattern
of marital satisfaction over time.  Rollins and Cannon’s (1974) study looked at marital
satisfaction among 800 married respondents using three separate measures of marital
satisfaction.  According to these authors, a shallow U-shaped trend of general marital
satisfaction emerged from the data.  However, as in Burr’s (1970) study, Rollins and
Cannon also conducted secondary analyses on the five separate dimensions of marital
satisfaction used in Blood and Wolfe’s (1960) survey (i.e., children, standard of living,
understanding, love, and companionship).  Results from these analyses revealed different
patterns in marital satisfaction over time which were dependent upon the area that was
assessed.  For example, satisfaction with understanding, children, and love and affection
declined at various stages throughout the life cycle; whereas, satisfaction with standard of
living and companionship increased during the later stages.  Based on these results, it is
entirely possible that the factors which contribute to marital satisfaction in young couples
are very different from the factors that contribute to marital satisfaction in older couples.
For example, it may be that expressions of love and affection play an important role in the
beginning stages of marriage; whereas, companionship takes on an increasingly important
role as couples reach the later stages of the family life cycle.

Although earlier studies showed rather convincing support for the curvilinear pattern of
marital satisfaction, researchers began acknowledging the limitations of using cross-
sectional data to investigate changes in marital quality over time (Glenn, 1990; Sporakowski
& Axelson, 1989).  In order to overcome this limitation, Vaillant and Vaillant (1994)
conducted a 40-year longitudinal study of 169 college men and their wives.  Marital
satisfaction in this study was assessed both prospectively and retrospectively.  In order to
assess marital satisfaction retrospectively, the researchers had participants complete a marital
life chart, in which they rated their marriages from the age of 20 until the age of 60,
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in seven 5-year increments.  An examination of this data revealed a weak curvilinear pattern
with the lowest point of marital satisfaction occurring at approximately 20 years.  However,
when marital satisfaction was assessed prospectively on eight separate occasions over a 40
year period using a simple marital adjustment scale, these researchers discovered that the U-
shaped curve disappeared.  In fact, marital satisfaction remained relatively stable throughout
the middle and later years.  Findings such as these by Vaillant and Vaillant (1994) have lead
some researchers to conclude that there is no systematic pattern of marital satisfaction that
occurs over the family life cycle.

In summary, research on the developmental course of marriage has revealed a diverse
mix of findings as it pertains to marital satisfaction.  Some early studies support the pattern
of continual decline, while other studies have found rather strong support for the curvilinear
pattern of marital satisfaction over time.  However, one of the major criticisms of the studies
discussed thus far is that very few included couples in the later stages of the life cycle.  Of
the studies that did include older couples, only a few included sample sizes large enough to
be representative of the larger population from which they were drawn. Due to factors such
as the proliferation of the elderly in America, and increases in the average life span, research
focused on marital quality throughout the life span must include couples in the later stages
of life in order to present an accurate picture of the developmental course of marriage.

Gender Differences in Marital Satisfaction

Studies of marital satisfaction among couples (young and old) have revealed
discrepancies between spouses, with husbands typically reporting greater satisfaction scores
than wives (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Schumm, et al., 1998).  Schumm et al. conducted a recent
study of marital satisfaction among 1,320 dual military couples married an average of 4.8
years, and found that wives did report lower marital satisfaction scores than husbands
(effect size = .14).  These results are consistent with discrepancies found between older
husbands and wives.  Stinnett, Collins, and Montgomery (1970) studied marital need
satisfaction among 227 older husbands and wives using a scale which assessed the extent of
satisfaction that spouses derived from having needs fulfilled in a variety of areas related to
marriage (e.g., security, affection, emotional closeness).  Results from this investigation
indicated that husbands in older marriages are much more inclined to report having their
needs met than wives.

Sporakowski and Hughston (1978) found similar gender differences in their study of
couples married 50 years or more.  Based on scores from the Locke-Wallace Marital
Adjustment Test (Locke & Wallace, 1959), it was discovered that husbands rated their
marriages approximately 10 points higher on average than wives.  In addition, the
researchers had participants fill out the questionnaire as if they were responding for their
spouses.  Results from this analysis also indicated major gender differences between
husbands and wives.  Males consistently rated their spouses higher than females rated
themselves, and females consistently rated their spouses higher than females rated
themselves, indicating that both males and females perceived marriage to be more beneficial
to men (Sporakowski & Hughston, 1978).

More recent studies of marital satisfaction in later life marriages (e.g., Alford-Cooper,
1998; Herman, 1994; Weishaus & Field, 1988) appear to corroborate the above findings.
Of the 1,152 spouses surveyed in her study, Alford-Cooper (1998) found that husbands
were significantly more likely to report being very happy; whereas, women were more likely
to report being happy or somewhat happy with their marriages.  While these differences are
statistically significant, it is important to note that the largest differences are not between
happy and unhappy rankings, but between very happy and happy rankings.
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The vast majority of men and women in this study ranked their marriages as either being
very happy (59.7% of men and 51.4% of women) or happy (39.4% of women and 35.1%
of men).  Only 9.2% of females and 5.2% of males reported their marriages as being
somewhat happy to very unhappy (Alford-Cooper, 1998).

Quality of Alternatives

The concept of quality of alternatives, as defined earlier, refers to the rewards and costs
of the best available alternative to the current relationship (Rusbult, 1980; Thibaut & Kelley,
1959).  According to investment theory, spouses engage in a subjective process that involves
comparing their current marital relationship with the quality of alternatives that are available
outside of the relationship.  When considering alternatives to a marital relationship, spouses
are thought to take into account a number of possibilities (e.g., greater financial status,
another intimate relationship, non-involvement).  As with most exchange theories,
investment theory predicts that perceptions of alternatives to the current relationship will
have an effect on an individual’s commitment level, and ultimately, the stability of the
relationship.  When an individual perceives alternatives to be more favorable than the current
relationship, a decrease in commitment is predicted.

Most of the research involving the concept of quality of alternatives has centered
around short-term intimate relationships (e.g., dating relationships and young married
couples).  In an initial test of the investment model among two samples of college students
involved in romantic dating relationships, Rusbult (1980) found that a decrease in the
quality of alternatives to the current relationship was associated with increased commitment.
These results are consistent with other studies of couples involved in dating relationships.
Rusbult (1983) conducted a longitudinal study of the investment model among 17 male and
17 female undergraduates involved in dating relationships.  Results indicated that over time,
commitment to the relationships increased when satisfaction and investments increased, and
when alternatives to the relationship were perceived as less favorable.  Removal of the
alternative quality variable reduced the predictive ability of the model.

In the few studies that have included married respondents in the samples, quality of
alternatives has still been found to be a significant predictor of relationship commitment and
stability.  In an effort to test the generalizability of the model, Rusbult et al. (1986) had
participants fill out questionnaires which assessed all relevant variables, including quality of
alternatives.  Out of the 130 persons who completed the questionnaires, 74% were married.
As with previous studies, quality of alternatives correlated significantly with relationship
commitment.  When the data were divided by relationship length and marital status, it was
found that the relationship between quality of alternatives and commitment was stronger for
dating couples and couples involved for less than 10 years than for married couples and
couples involved in relationships over 10 years (Rusbult et al., 1986).

Based on the above studies, it is clear that perceptions of the quality of alternatives to
the present relationship are related to commitment; however, little is known about how
couples in long-term marriages compare to couples married for shorter durations on this
variable.  According to investment theory, couples develop more committed and stable
relationships, at least in part, due to perceiving alternatives as less favorable to their existing
relationships.  In general, couples involved in long-term marriages have more stable
marriages; therefore, they should also view alternatives as less appealing.
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 Theoretical Basis

The investment model is a theory of relationship development and deterioration that
attempts to “predict degree of commitment to and satisfaction with a variety of forms of
ongoing association (e.g., romantic, friendship, business) with wide ranges of duration and
involvement” (Rusbult, 1980, p.173).  Investment theory is rooted in the social exchange
tradition, and therefore, shares a number of common assumptions with other social
exchange models, particularly interdependence theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).
According to Sprecher (1998), most social exchange theories share three basic assumptions:
1) social behavior must be considered as a series of exchanges; 2) individuals attempt to
maximize rewards and minimize costs in their relationships; and 3) social exchanges operate
according to the norm of reciprocity (i.e., when individuals receive rewards, they feel
obligated to reciprocate).

Interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), like other
social exchange theories (e.g., Blau, 1964; Homans, 1961), places heavy emphasis on the
role of rewards and costs in determining behavior.  As stated earlier, rewards consist of the
pleasures and gratifications enjoyed by a person.  In the context of an intimate relationship,
rewards serve as positive reinforcements for particular behaviors (e.g., remaining in a
relationship).  Costs, in contrast, are the “factors that operate to inhibit or deter the
performance of a sequence of behavior” (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959, p.12).  Interdependence
theory assumes that individuals in relationships engage in those behaviors that will provide
the greatest rewards.  To a large extent, relationships are evaluated according to the balance
between rewards and costs.  If rewarding aspects of a relationship outweigh the costs, then a
couple is likely to remain committed to the relationship.  Conversely, if the costs outweigh
the rewards, it is likely that commitment to the relationship will suffer.

What distinguishes interdependence theory from other social exchange theories,
however, is the emphasis placed on relationship interdependence (Rusbult & Bunk, 1993;
Sabatelli & Shehan, 1993).  The theory goes beyond the simple notion that individuals only
pursue those things that promote their self-interests.  Broader considerations must also be
taken into account, such as the needs of the partner and long-range goals for the
relationship.  Therefore, the unit of observation broadens from the individual to the
relationship itself.  In order to gain a better understanding of the quality of a relationship,
the interaction between the partners must be considered.

Social exchange relationships, according to Thibaut and Kelley (1959), are
characterized by differing levels of attraction and dependence.  A relationship is deemed
attractive to the degree that its outcomes exceed one’s expectations, or comparison level.
The concept of comparison level (CL) is defined by Thibaut and Kelley (1959) as the
“standard against which the member evaluates the attractiveness of the relationship or how
satisfactory it is” (p.21).  An individual’s CL is determined by a number of factors,
including previous relationships, observations of others’ relationships, and the outcomes
received by one’s partner.  When outcomes (i.e., rewards - costs) in a relationship compare
favorably to an individual’s CL, satisfaction with the relationship will tend to be high;
however, if outcomes fall below the CL, relationship satisfaction will tend to be low (Rusbult
& Buunk, 1993).

Dependency, another important concept in interdependence theory, is determined by
comparing the outcomes received in one’s relationship with the quality of alternatives that
are available outside of the relationship.  Thibaut and Kelley (1959) describe comparison
level of alternatives (CL-alt) as “the standard the member uses in deciding whether to
remain in or to leave the relationship... CL-alt can be defined informally as the lowest level
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of outcomes a member will accept in light of available alternative opportunities” (p. 21).  In
the context of marriage, alternatives may consist of another intimate relationship (i.e., one
that is perceived as providing greater rewards), spending time with friends and family, or
non-involvement.  Interdependence theory allows for numerous patterns of satisfaction and
dependency.  For example, if the outcomes of a relationship exceed both CL and CL-alt,
satisfaction and dependency are predicted to be high.  If outcomes fall below CL and CL-alt,
satisfaction and dependency are predicted to be low.  Interdependence theory can also be
used to explain why individuals remain in unsatisfactory and abusive relationships.  For
example, if outcomes fall below CL but exceed CL-alt, satisfaction will be low whereas
dependence will be high (Rusbult & Buunk, 1993).

The investment model relies heavily upon Thibaut and Kelley’s (1959)
interdependence theory, and retains each of the concepts discussed above (e.g., rewards,
costs, comparison level, comparison level of alternatives).  Similar to interdependence
theory, Rusbult (1980, 1983) contends that individuals are motivated to maximize rewards
and minimize costs in their relationships.  As discussed in Thibaut and Kelley’s framework,
investment theory predicts that individuals will be satisfied with and attracted to their
relationships to the extent that outcomes (i.e., rewards - costs) exceed expectations (i.e.,
comparison level).  Satisfaction with a relationship should be at its highest when rewards
increase, costs decrease, and comparison level is low (Rusbult, 1980).

What distinguishes Rusbult’s investment model from interdependence theory is the
introduction of the concept of investments, and the emphasis that is placed on commitment
as the primary determinant of relationship stability.  Rusbult argues that dependence on a
relationship is “subjectively represented and experienced as feelings of commitment”
(Rusbult & Buunk, 1993, p. 180).  As stated earlier, commitment is defined in the model as
the tendency to maintain a relationship and to feel psychologically attached to it.  Involved in
this definition are both personal and structural aspects of commitment, which Rusbult
(1983) contends should co-vary (i.e., individuals who report intent to maintain a relationship
should also be psychologically attached to it).

Following interdependence theory, the investment model assumes that commitment to a
relationship will be greater when satisfaction is high and the quality of relationship
alternatives are low.  However, in the model, satisfaction level and the quality of alternatives
are not the only two factors that influence commitment.  As the title of the theory implies,
investment size is another important predictor of relationship commitment (Rusbult, 1980,
1983; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993).  Investments are defined by Rusbult (1980) as the
resources linked to a particular relationship, and they are considered to be of two primary
types (i.e., intrinsic and extrinsic).  Intrinsic investments include such things as time, energy,
self-disclosures, and money; whereas, extrinsic investments may consist of shared
memories, mutual friends, shared possessions, and children.  According to Rusbult and
Buunk (1993), investments of either type tend to intensify commitment by increasing the
costs of ending a relationship.

The investment model extends interdependence theory one step further by
hypothesizing that commitment mediates the effects of satisfaction, investments, and quality
of alternatives on relationship stability (Rusbult, 1980, 1983; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993).
Whereas most exchange theories would argue for direct effects of satisfaction and quality
of alternatives on relationship stability, the investment model assumes that the effects are
indirect.  Thus, decisions to remain in or exit a relationship are most directly influenced by
an individual’s feelings of commitment.  Rusbult and Buunk (1993) propose that
commitment “shapes stable tendencies to engage in pro-relationship behaviors, even when
such behaviors are costly or stand in opposition to direct self-interest” (p. 190).  Examples
of pro-relationship behaviors thought to emanate from increased commitment
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include accommodative behavior during conflict, derogation of attractive and threatening
alternative partners, and perceived relationship superiority (Rusbult & Buunk, 1993).  If
increased commitment does in fact lead to these pro-relationship patterns, then couples in
long-term relationships should tend to be more proficient at dealing with conflict, should
view alternatives to their relationship as less favorable, and should be more satisfied with
their relationships compared to younger couples.

Empirical Research Involving the Investment Model

Satisfaction, Investments, and Quality of Alternatives as Predictors of Commitment

Empirical tests of the investment model have provided rather strong support for the
assumption that satisfaction, investments, and quality of alternatives are significant
predictors of relationship commitment (Bui, Peplau, & Hill, 1996; Rusbult, 1980, 1983;
Rusbult et al., 1986; Yuan-Huei & Rusbult, 1995).  In one of the earliest studies involving
the investment model, Rusbult (1980) investigated the ability of the model to predict
commitment among couples involved in dating relationships.  As predicted, she discovered
that rewards and costs were predictive of relationship satisfaction, and that satisfaction,
investments, and quality of alternatives combined to predict relationship commitment.
   

In an early longitudinal test of the model among 24 individuals involved in dating
relationships, Rusbult (1983) found that increases in rewards over time led to corresponding
increases in satisfaction.  However, unlike the previous study, costs associated with the
relationship did not significantly affect relationship satisfaction.  Commitment, as predicted,
increased when satisfaction and investments increased, and when alternatives to the
relationship decreased.  Within this same study, Rusbult (1983) also examined the ability of
the model to predict relationship stability, which was measured by stay/leave behavior.  For
those who remained in their relationships, rewards increased, costs rose slightly, satisfaction
and investments grew, and quality of alternatives were perceived as less favorable.  The
individuals who ended their relationships experienced trends in the opposite direction
(Rusbult, 1983).

More recent studies involving individuals in dating relationships have found additional
support for Rusbult’s investment model (Davis & Strube, 1993; Yuan-Huei & Rusbult,
1995).  Satisfaction, investments, and quality of alternatives once again proved to be strong
predictors of relationship commitment.  While the model’s assumptions have been
continually confirmed with dating individuals, fewer studies have focused on married
persons.  In one of the rare investigations involving married individuals, Rusbult et al.
(1986) tested the investment model with 130 individuals, 74% of which were married.
Consistent with model predictions, reward level significantly correlated with relationship
satisfaction; however, cost level was not strongly related to satisfaction.  Also as predicted,
satisfaction and investments were positively related to commitment; whereas, quality of
alternatives correlated negatively.  When the authors divided the results by duration of
relationship, the total model was significant for individuals involved in relationships 10
years or more and less than 10 years (Rusbult et al., 1986).

Rationale and Research Questions

For over a half a century, researchers have attempted to gain a better understanding of
why some marriages endure, while others do not.  More recently, attention has been
increasingly directed toward couples that have remained in enduring relationships;
however, a careful look at the literature on marital relationships reveals that there is little
empirical research involving couples married for 40, 50, or more years (Dickson, 1995;
Sporakowski & Axelson, 1989).  Given this fact, the central purpose of the present study
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was to contribute to our understanding of marital quality across the life span by comparing
couples in the early, middle, and later stages of marriage.

Similar to the categories established by Zietlow and VanLear (1991), couples were
assigned to three groups based on length of marriage (i.e., short-term, intermediate-term,
and long-term).  In Zietlow and VanLear’s research, each of the three marital length
categories encompassed a very broad range of years, which were continuous from one
group to the next (i.e., short-term = 1 to 12 years; intermediate = 13 to 39 years; long-term
= 40 or more years).  One possible problem with this categorization is that couples married
12 years are probably not very distinct from couples married 13 years, yet they are
classified as being in different groups.  The same could be said for couples married 39
years versus 40 years.  A second problem that could result from the categorization scheme
is that couples within each group could be very heterogeneous.  For example, couples
married 13 years may be very different from couples married 39 years.  Couples married 13
years are probably more similar to the couples married 12 years, and yet they are placed in
separate groups.

In order to overcome these two problems, a smaller cross-section of couples were
selected from each of the three groups.  Short-term couples consisted of those married
between 4 and 6 years, intermediate-term couples consisted of those married 20 to 25 years,
and long-term couples consisted of those married 45 years or more.  Categorizing the three
groups in this way increases the probability that there will be some degree of homogeneity
within each group, but that each group will be very distinct from the others in terms of their
current marital situations.

The investment model discussed in this chapter served as the theoretical basis for the
present study.  While the theory has been primarily used to study satisfaction and
commitment processes in dating relationships, it can also serve as a valuable framework for
understanding how couples develop satisfying and stable long-term marriages.  The
research questions that guided the present investigation are rooted in the concepts of
investment theory and are identified below.

Similar to other social exchange models, investment theory is based on the premise that
individuals seek to maximize rewards and minimize costs in their interactions with others.
When rewarding aspects of a relationship outweigh the costs, satisfaction tends to be high;
whereas, when costs outweigh rewards, satisfaction tends to be low.  Two costs that have
been found to be detrimental to marital satisfaction and stability include frequent conflict
and an inability to resolve differences in a positive manner (Gottman, 1993, 1994).
According to investment theory, highly committed and stable relationships develop when
satisfaction and investment levels are high, and when quality of alternatives to a relationship
are perceived as less favorable than the current relationship.  In addition, Rusbult and Buunk
(1993) propose that individuals who have a long-term orientation toward their relationships,
such as long-term married couples, tend to engage in processes that facilitate the resolution
of conflict.  Therefore, the first two research questions deal with the frequency and
resolution of conflict.

Research Question #1

Are there significant differences in the frequency of conflict between short-term,
intermediate-term, and long-term couples?
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Research Question #2

Are there significant differences in the conflict resolution strategies used by short-term,
intermediate-term, and long-term couples?

Research on marital satisfaction across the family life cycle has produced mixed results
over the past several decades.  While a few early studies revealed a pattern of continual
decline, the vast majority of studies on this issue seem to indicate that marital satisfaction
follows a curvilinear path, with satisfaction being at its highest during the early and later
stages of marriage (Anderson et al., 1983).  However, due to the fact that most studies did
not include an adequate number of long-term married couples in their analyses, researchers
cannot be certain about this relationship.  From an investment model perspective,
satisfaction results from the balance between rewards and costs.  As Rusbult and Buunk
(1993) acknowledge, this balance does not always remain favorable to partners.  For
example, heavy costs, (e.g., role strain) often incurred during the childbearing years, may
contribute to temporary declines in marital satisfaction for both husbands and wives.

Research Question #3

Are there significant differences in marital satisfaction between short-term,
intermediate-term, and long-term couples?

According to investment theory, when alternatives to a relationship are perceived as
being more attractive than one’s current relationship, commitment and stability are
compromised.  The few studies that have addressed the concept of alternative relationship
quality with married individuals support the notion that commitment increases when
alternatives are considered less appealing (Rusbult et al., 1986).  What is less clear, however,
is whether couples in long-term marriages, compared to younger couples, perceive
relationship alternatives as less favorable.  Rusbult & Buunk (1993) contend that one of the
consequences of relationship commitment is that individuals engage in a process by which
they derogate attractive and threatening alternative partners.  If couples in more committed
and stable relationships, such as long-term married couples, engage in this process, then
they should tend to view alternatives as less appealing compared to younger couples.
Therefore, the fourth research question addresses the issue of perceptions of quality of
alternatives across marital groups.

Research Question #4

Are there significant differences between short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term
couples in terms of perceptions of the quality of alternatives to their marital
relationships?

Studies conducted with both younger and older couples have revealed significant
gender differences between husbands and wives, particularly in the area of marital
satisfaction.  Almost without exception, when gender differences are assessed, husbands
report greater marital satisfaction scores than their wives (Schuum et al., 1998).  However, it
is important to understand that the differences are often minimal.  As revealed in Alford-
Cooper’s (1998) study, the major differences in marital satisfaction between spouses
married 50 years or more were between very happy and happy rankings, not happy and
unhappy.

Researchers have also uncovered gender differences in the ways that spouses handle
conflict.  Carstensen et al. (1995) discovered that wives were clearly more emotionally
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expressive than husbands in terms of both positive and negative emotions during
discussions of a marital problem.  Wives displayed greater negative affect (e.g., anger,
contempt, sadness, whining) and positive affect (e.g., joy) than husbands; whereas, the only
two areas in which husbands outscored wives were in manifestations of defensiveness and
de-escalation.  Carstensen et al. (1995) point out that these results are consistent with the
growing body of research that has shown that “women tend to be more confronting and
more affectively negative than men, who tend to be more defensive and more likely to try to
escape from conflict” (p. 147).

However, there is also some evidence, from studies comparing older and younger
couples, that gender differences in certain areas are less pronounced in older marriages.  In
their study of 156 married couples, Levenson et al. (1993) found that older couples
exhibited fewer gender differences than middle-aged couples in terms of sources of
pleasure and amounts of disagreement over money, religion, recreation and children.
Therefore, the fifth research question centers around the issue of spousal differences.

Research Question #5

Are there significant differences between spouses on the measures of conflict
frequency, conflict resolution, marital satisfaction, and quality of alternatives?

Due to the availability of data from both spouses, comparisons in this study focus on
similarities and differences between partners.  Schumm et al. (1998) contend that this is a
more meaningful approach than simply comparing unrelated males and females in a given
sample.  As discussed above, studies of marital satisfaction frequently find that males report
higher satisfaction scores than females; however, this may be due to the fact that researchers
rarely compare scores from males and females who are spouses.  It is possible that
differences would diminish if comparisons were made between partners in an existing
relationship.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Overview of the Research Design

The present investigation is based on secondary data derived from the National Survey
of Families and Households (NSFH; Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1988).  For the purpose of
this study, the original NSFH sample was narrowed down to a select group of first-time
married respondents.  Couples meeting specific criteria were assigned to three distinct
groups based on length of marriage (i.e., short-, intermediate-, and long-term).  Five
research questions focusing on differences in marital quality between these couples were
addressed using a series of one-way ANOVAs and paired t-tests.  Following is a detailed
description of the methodology employed in this study.

Description of the National Survey of Families and Households 1988

The NSFH 1988 is a national survey developed under the direction of researchers from
the University of Wisconsin’s Center for Demography and Ecology (Sweet et al., 1988).
Funding for this large-scale survey was provided by a grant from the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development.  According to the project’s coordinators, the
primary goal of the survey was to investigate the causes and consequences of changes in
American family and household structures.  Unlike previous national surveys, the NSFH
focuses almost exclusively on family issues; therefore, it provides researchers with a rich
source of data that can be used to study a wide range of topics pertaining to families.

 The NSFH 1988 is based on a cross-sectional probability sample of over 13,000
households, including an oversample of six household types: 1) African-American
households; 2) Hispanic households; 3) households with children and one parent/guardian
absent; 4) households with children who have a step parent; 5) households with children
and both parents absent; and 6) households with couples married since January 1, 1982.
Interviews for the first wave of data were conducted with primary, secondary, and tertiary
respondents between March 1987 and May 1988.  The survey contains 4,321 variables and
13,017 cases (Sweet et al., 1988).  Response rates for the NSFH 1988 were 73.5% for the
main sample and 76.8% for the oversample (Sweet et al., 1988).

The sampling procedure used in the NSFH 1988 can be broken down into five stages.
In the first stage, researchers selected 100 U.S. counties/county groups based on 1985
population estimates.  The initial counties/county groups that were selected are referred to as
Primary Sampling Units (PSUs).  In the second stage, subdistricts were selected from these
PSUs, depending on the population size of the PSU.  Subdistricts are referred to as
Secondary Sampling Units (SSUs), and for the NSFH 1988, the total number selected was
1,700.  In the third stage, one listing area (i.e., an area containing 45 or more households)
was selected from each SSU.  In the fourth stage, individuals known as “listers” were sent
to each of the 1,700 subdistricts in order to create a list of all the addresses within that
particular area.  After this was accomplished, approximately 20 addresses from each of
these areas were selected for inclusion in the sample.  Half of those selected were randomly
assigned to the main sample, while the other half were assigned to the oversample.  In the
fifth stage, interviewers screened each of the households, obtained a listing of all household
members and randomly selected a primary respondent from the adult members of the
household (Sweet et al., 1988).

Once the final sample was selected, in-person interviews were conducted with up to 3
respondents.  Primary respondents were interviewed face-to-face, while self-administered
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questionnaires were completed by secondary (e.g., spouse or cohabiting partner), and
tertiary respondents (e.g., adult child, sibling) if available.  Data obtained from these
interviews has been made available to the public in several formats (e.g., mainframe tape
format, CD-ROM for microcomputers, and file transfer protocol via the internet).  The data
set used in the present study was obtained from Sociometrics Corporation on a single CD-
ROM, which contains the raw data, SPSS program statements, SAS program statements,
and a user’s guide (Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1992).

Participants

In order to obtain a sample consistent with the goals of the present study, it was
necessary to establish certain criteria that would serve as a basis for inclusion.  The
following criteria were used to narrow down the sample: 1) participants had to be currently
married; 2) participants’ marriages had to fall within one of the three marital length
intervals; 3) participants had to be in their first marriages; 4) primary and secondary
respondents had to complete the self-report questionnaire regarding their current marriage;
and 5) couples had to be involved in a heterosexual marriage.  Couples meeting the above
criteria qualified for inclusion in one of the three groups.  Couples married 4-6 years were
assigned to the short-term group.  Couples married 20-25 years were assigned to the
intermediate group.  Finally, couples married 45 years or more were assigned to the long-
term group.

Based on the above criteria, 1,069 couples qualified for inclusion in the present study
(408 short-term; 306 intermediate-term; and 355 long-term).  While each of these couples
were classified as having completed the self-report questionnaires concerning their current
marriages, not all spouses responded to every item of interest.  If one or both spouses failed
to complete all the relevant items (e.g., conflict frequency), they were excluded from that
particular analysis.  However, if the same spouses responded to other relevant items (e.g.,
marital satisfaction), they were included in the subsequent analysis.  Therefore, for each
particular dependent variable, the sample sizes vary.  Table 1 contains a description of the
demographic characteristics of the 1,069 couples, divided by marital length.

Procedure

The procedures used in the present study can be divided into four stages.  The first
stage involved obtaining a copy of the raw data derived from the NSFH 1988.  The data are
available to the general public in several formats; however, I purchased the data in CD-ROM
format from Sociometrics Corporation.  Contained on a single compact disc were the raw
data files, SPSS program statements, SAS program statements, and a user’s guide
(Macintosh format).  In order to access the data, two things were needed:  1) a personal
computer with a CD-ROM drive, and 2) a statistical software program.  For the purposes of
the present study, SPSS was used.  Contents of the CD were copied onto my hard drive.
Next, a syntax window within SPSS was opened along with the file containing SPSS
program statements required to create a working data file (i.e., a file containing raw data
from respondents).  Before running the program, several commands were edited so that it
could be read in Macintosh format.  Once this was accomplished, a working data file was
created by running the program.  The file was saved on my hard drive under the label,
“NSFH DATA.”

The second stage consisted of narrowing down the number of cases (over 13,000) to
those eligible for inclusion in the final sample.  A case consists of data from primary,
secondary (if applicable), and tertiary respondents (if applicable).  In order to obtain the
sample for this study, SPSS edit commands were used to filter out cases that did not meet
the established criteria.  First, respondents who were not currently married were



20

Table 1.  DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF SAMPLE

________________________________________________________________________

                                                                               Marital Group
 

Short-Term Intermediate-Term Long-Term
Variable (n = 408) (n = 306) (n = 355)
________________________________________________________________________

Age
Husbands

M 29.1 45.6 73.8
SD 4.2 4.4 5.7

Wives
M 27.4 43.3 71.1 
SD 4.5 3.9 6.2

Income (median) $30,350 $47,300 $17,000

Children
M 1.4 2.6 2.8
SD 1.0 1.5 2.1

Marital Length
M 5.4 22.7 50.7
SD 0.8 1.8 5.0

Education (highest level)
Husbands

< H.S. Diploma 9.8% 21.3% 54.7%
H.S. Diploma 44.4% 34.4% 31.5%
Associate Degree 20.1% 12.5% 4.0%
Bachelor’s Degree 17.2% 17.0% 5.4%
Master’s Degree 5.9% 11.1% 1.7%
Doctorate Degree 2.7% 3.6% 2.6%

Wives
< H.S. Diploma 8.9% 15.3% 44.9%
H.S. Diploma 50.7% 48.2% 40.3%
Associate Degree 18.5% 15.0% 7.4%
Bachelor’s Degree 16.0% 14.0% 6.9%
Master’s Degree 5.2% 7.0% 0.6%
Doctorate Degree 0.7% 0.7% NA

Race (of couples)
Black 8.8% 9.2% 6.8%
White 75.2% 81.0% 89.3%
Hispanic 3.9% 6.2% 2.8%
Other 1.7% 0.7% NA
Interracial 10.3% 2.9% 1.1%
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eliminated.  Item M2CP01 asked primary respondents to indicate their marital status.
M2CP01 = 1 indicates that the respondent was married at the time of the interview.  Those
responding otherwise were eliminated.  Second, all respondents who had been married more
than once were excluded from the sample.  Item M95 asked primary respondents to identify
how many times they had been married.  Similarly, item S50 asked secondary respondents
(i.e., spouses) to identify the number of times they had been married.  If either of the
spouses indicated that they had been married more than once, the couple was eliminated
from the sample pool.  Third, respondents who did not complete the spouse/partner
questionnaire were also eliminated.  Item MQUEST identified whether or not the primary
respondent completed a self-report questionnaire and whether or not a secondary
questionnaire was filled out by the spouse.  MQUEST = 1 (Has SE-Secondary
questionnaire only) and MQUEST = 3 (Tertiary and Secondary questionnaires) were the
only cases retained.  All others were eliminated.

Before reducing the sample any further, a variable describing the length of a couple’s
marriage in number of years was constructed.  A single item indicating marital length was
not available because respondents were interviewed at different times over a period of one
year; however, marital length was calculated using several available items.  During
interviews, respondents were asked to give the month and year of several specific events
(e.g., marriage, birthdate).  The NSFH staff coded these dates in century months (i.e., the
number of months since the turn of the century) using the following formula:

CM = 12 * (last two digits of year) + month

Months were coded according to the order in which they appear in the calendar year
(e.g., January = 1, February = 2 ... December = 12).  In order to construct a variable that
described length of marriage (in years), the date of the interview was computed (i.e., month
and year) in century months for each respondent.  Item MMONTH provides the month in
which the interview with a primary respondent took place.  Item MYEAR provides the year
of the interview (i.e., either 1987 or 1988).  These two items were plugged into the formula
for converting dates into century months.  Next, item M96M was used to obtain the date
(month and year coded in century months) of a couple’s marriage. After this was
accomplished, the following formula was used to come up with the marital length variable
(MARLGTH):

MARLGTH = interview date - marriage date / 12
Once marital length was established, respondents who did not fall into one of the three
marital length intervals were eliminated.  The remaining respondents were assigned into
three groups based on length of marriage (i.e., short-term couples = 1, intermediate couples
= 2, long-term couples = 3).

In order to ensure that couples were involved in heterosexual marriages, a variable
labeled, “HETERO” was created.  This variable was constructed by averaging items
M2DP01 (sex of primary respondent) and R2SEX (sex of secondary respondent).  In each
of these variables, males were coded as 1 and females were coded as 2.  An average score of
1.5 on the HETERO variable indicated that the couple was involved in a heterosexual
marriage.  Couples who failed to score a 1.5 were eliminated from the final sample.

In the third stage, filter variables were created in conjunction with each dependent
variable (i.e., conflict frequency, conflict resolution, marital satisfaction, and quality of
alternatives), allowing me to filter out couples who failed to respond to items that would be
used in the data analysis.  For each variable of interest, if either spouse failed to give an
answer, the couple was eliminated from the analysis.  However, if both spouses responded
to items pertaining to a subsequent variable, they were included in that particular analysis.
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 Finally, due to the availability of data from both spouses, in the fourth stage, husbands’
and wives’ scores were averaged for each dependent measure.  Composite variables
reflecting these couple scores were constructed.  For example, items E701 and S67 were
averaged to create an indicator of a husband and wife’s level of marital satisfaction. The
creation of these variables enabled me to compare actual couple scores during data analysis.

Instrumentation / Measurement

The NSFH 1988 asked participants to respond to a wide variety of demographic and
family process variables; however, many of these were not relevant to the present study.
With the exception of few items (e.g., demographics), the majority of variables that were
assessed in the present study center around the quality of a couple’s marital relationship.
Most of the items pertaining to marital quality were included on self-report questionnaires
which were identical for primary and secondary respondents.  The variables of interest, and
how they were measured in the present study are described below (see Appendix A for the
exact items used in this study, and their response categories).

Marital Conflict

Marital conflict was defined as the frequency of open disagreements between spouses,
and was measured with a 5-item scale.  The following question was posed to respondents:
“The following is a list of subjects on which couples often have disagreements.  How often,
if at all, in the last year have you had open disagreements about each of the following?”: 1)
household tasks (items E706A & S72A); 2) money (items E706B & S72B); 3) spending
time together (items E706C & S72C); 4) sex (items E706D & S72D); and 5) in-laws
(items E706F & S72F).  Respondents were asked to report the frequency of open
disagreements in the above domains on a likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (almost
every day).

When combined to form a single measure of marital conflict, this 5-item scale was
shown to have adequate internal reliability.  Out of the 1,069 couples qualifying for
inclusion in this study, 809 couples completed the 5-item scale.  Alpha reliability for
husbands was .79, and .77 for wives.  This scale, or a very similar version, has been widely
used by other researchers (e.g., Acock & Demo, 1994; Blair, 1993; Brown & Booth, 1996;
MacDonald & DeMaris, 1995; Voydanoff & Donnelly, 1999).  Reliability coefficients
computed by the above researchers are similar to those in the present study.  For example,
among a sample of 693 married couples, Blair (1993) computed alphas of .78 for husbands,
and .76 for wives.

Conflict Resolution

Conflict resolution was defined as the strategies used by respondents to resolve marital
disagreements.  Respondents were asked the following question about the strategies they
use to resolve conflict:  “There are various ways that married couples deal with serious
disagreements.  When you have a serious disagreement with your husband/wife, how often
do you...?”  Spouses were then presented with the following response options: 1) just keep
your opinions to yourself (items E707A & S73A); 2) discuss your disagreements calmly
(items E707B & S73B); 3) argue heatedly or shout at each other (E707C & S73C); 4) end
up hitting or throwing things at each other (E707D & S73D).  Response categories ranged
from 1 (never) to 5 (always).  Instead of combining the items into a scale, each of the
conflict strategies were treated separately when comparing marital groups.
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Marital Satisfaction

Marital satisfaction was defined as a spouse’s evaluation of the degree of happiness
with his/her marital relationship, and was measured with a global item that asked
respondents to rate their overall happiness on a 7-point scale.  Item E701 in the primary
respondent’s self-enumerated questionnaire and item S67 in the spouse/partner
questionnaire asked, “Taking things all together, how would you describe your marriage?”
Response categories ranged from 1 (very unhappy) to 7 (very happy).  This item is very
similar to the marital happiness item used in Locke and Wallace’s (1959) Marital
Adjustment Test and Spanier’s (1976) Dyadic Adjustment Scale.

Quality of Alternatives

Quality of alternatives refers to a spouse’s perceptions of the quality of alternatives to
his/her current relationship, and was measured with a 5-item scale.  Respondents were asked
the following question:  “Even though it may be very unlikely, think for a moment about
how various areas of your life might be different if you separated.  For each of the
following areas, how do you think things would change?”:  1) your standard of living
(items E713A & S79A); 2) your social life (items E713B & S79B); 3) your career
opportunities (items E713C & S79C); 4) your overall happiness (items E713D & S79D);
and 5) your sex life (E713E & S79E).  Response options ranged from 1 (much worse) to 5
(much better). When combined to form a single measure of quality of alternatives, this 5-
item scale was shown to have good internal reliability.  In the present study, 793 couples
completed the 5-item scale.  Alpha reliability was .84 for husbands, and .82 for wives.
Other researchers have used the same scale with the addition of a sixth item (i.e., children)
and have also found it to be reliable.  Among a sample of 1,004 first-time married mothers,
the alpha reliability coefficient was .83 (Acock and Demo, 1994).

Demographic Variables

The following demographic variables were included in this study for descriptive
purposes: age, gender, income, number of children, marital length, education, and race.  Age
is a continuous variable that was measured with items M2BP01 (primary respondent) and
S1M (secondary respondent).  Primary respondents were asked to report their age (in
years), while secondary respondents were asked to give their date of birth.  The NSFH staff
converted the birth dates of secondary respondents into century months; however, using
items S1M, MMONTH, and MYEAR (i.e., the interview date), a variable that measured their
ages in years was constructed.

Gender was measured with items M2DP01 (primary respondent) and R2SEX
(secondary respondent), which simply asked respondents to indicate whether they were
male = 1 or female = 2.  Income was measured with item IHTOT2, which is a variable
constructed by the NSFH staff representing the household’s total income, including income
of respondent and spouse from interest, dividends, and other investments.  Number of
children was measured with item E12NUM, a variable constructed by the NSFH staff based
on primary respondents’ listings of the first names of all of their children, including all of
their spouse’s children.  This variable also reflects children who were no longer living at
home during the time of the interviews.  Marital length was constructed using interview and
marriage dates.  The resulting variable, “MARLGTH,” measured the length of a couple’s
marriage in years.

Education, for both husbands and wives, was measured by asking respondents to
indicate the highest level of education obtained during the time of the interviews.  In order to
construct a single variable measuring a respondent’s highest educational level, it was
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necessary to use multiple items.  COMPLED, a variable constructed by the NSFH staff,
provided a single measure of the educational level of primary respondents; however, an
identical measure was not completed by secondary respondents.  Therefore, the following
items were used to construct a variable that would reflect the highest level of education
obtained by secondary respondents: S175, S176A1, S176B1, S176C1, S176D1, and
S176E1.  Each of these items asked secondary respondents to indicate whether or not they
had completed a particular level of education (e.g., High School Diploma, Bachelor’s
Degree, Master’s Degree).  Using the above items, primary and secondary responses were
coded into six categories: Less than High School Diploma, High School Diploma,
Associate Degree, Bachelor’s Degree, Master’s Degree, and Doctorate Degree.  The
percentages of those receiving various levels of education, divided by marital group, can be
found in Table 1.

Race was measured with items M484 (primary respondent) and S170 (secondary
respondent), which asked, “Which of the groups on this card best describes you?” (1
Black; 2 White -not of Hispanic origin; 3 Mexican American, Chicano, or Mexicano; 4
Puerto Rican; 5 Cuban; 6 Other Hispanic; 7 American Indian; 8 Asian; or 9 other).  I
constructed a single variable from these two items by matching husbands’ and wives’
scores.  For example, if a husband and wife both indicated that they were Black, the couple
was classified as Black.  When a husband and wife were of a different race, the couple was
classified as “Interracial.” The racial percentages, divided by marital group, are also
reported in Table 1.

Data Analysis

Data generated from respondents were analyzed using a variety of statistical
procedures.  The central focus of the study was to compare couples varying in length of
marriage along the dimensions of marital quality mentioned above.  In order to take
advantage of data from both spouses, husbands’ and wives’ scores were averaged for each
dependent measure.  The resulting variables were analyzed using one-way analyses of
variance (ANOVA) with marital length as the between-subjects factor.  Due to the problems
associated with using unbalanced ANOVA designs, it was determined that balancing the
designs would lead to more valid comparisons between marital groups.  Therefore, for each
dependent measure, frequencies were run on the number of couples within each marital
group who were eligible for inclusion in a particular analysis.  Based on these results, it was
possible to determine which of the three groups had the lowest number of eligible couples.
Next, an equal number of couples were randomly selected from each of the remaining
marital groups.  This process was repeated for each analysis.  When significant differences
were revealed between marital groups at the 0.05 level, post hoc pairwise comparisons were
carried out using the Scheffe method to determine which groups differed significantly from
each other on a given variable.  According to Pedhazur and Schmelkin (1991), the Scheffe
post hoc test is “the most versatile and the most conservative” of the post hoc comparison
methods (p. 491).

In a second set of analyses, paired t-tests were used to test for gender differences
between spouses on each of the dependent measures.  Schumm et al.(1998) suggest using
paired t-tests when data are available from both spouses because they allow for direct
comparisons between husbands’ and wives’ scores.  As with the previous analyses, the
significance level was set at 0.05.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Overview of the Results

Data from short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term couples were analyzed using a
one-way balanced ANOVA design with marital group serving as the independent variable.
Unlike many large scale national surveys, the NSFH collected data from both spouses,
making it possible to construct dependent variables that reflect average couple scores.  The
central focus of this investigation was to compare couples on four aspects of their
relationships: conflict (frequency & resolution), marital satisfaction, and quality of
alternatives.  When significant differences were detected, Scheffe post hoc tests were used
to determine which groups significantly differed from each other.  In separate analyses,
paired t-tests were used to test for significant differences between spouses on each of the
dependent measures discussed above.

Overall, results indicate that long-term couples engage in less conflict, utilize different
conflict resolution strategies, perceive alternatives to their relationships as less favorable, and
are more satisfied with their marriages than younger couples.  In addition, long-term
spouses appear to be more congruent in their perceptions of their marriages than younger
couples as indicated by the paired comparisons.  Five research questions were posed in
chapter 2.  Findings pertaining to each of these questions will be presented and discussed in
light of existing research and theory in the remainder of this chapter.

Conflict Frequency

Question 1 asked if there are significant differences between short-term, intermediate-
term, and long-term couples in the amount of conflict that occurs in their relationships.  The
long-term group had the smallest number of eligible respondents at 189 couples; therefore,
an equal number of couples were randomly selected from the other groups resulting in a
balanced design.  Examination of the results from the one-way ANOVA revealed significant
differences between the marital groups, F(2, 564) = 114.65, p < 0.0001.  Post hoc pairwise
comparisons further revealed that all three groups significantly differed from each other in
terms of conflict frequency.  Mean conflict frequency scores generated from the 5-item
scale are found in Table 2.  As can be seen, long-term couples reported the least amount of
conflict out of the three groups (M = 6.32), followed by intermediate-term (M = 8.69), and
short-term couples (M = 10.70).

Table 2 also contains mean scores for each of the five sources of conflict measured in
the scale.  As indicated in the table, significant differences were found between the three
groups on all five items, including household tasks, F(2, 564) = 71.42, p < 0.0001; money,
F(2, 564) = 88.26, p < 0.0001; time together, F(2, 564) = 30.43, p < 0.0001; sex, F(2, 564)
= 54.45, p < 0.0001; and in-laws, F(2, 564) = 74.26, p < 0.0001.  In each of the five areas
that were assessed, long-term couples reported the least amount of conflict, while short-term
couples reported the most.  Response categories for each item ranged from 1 (never) to 6
(almost every day).  A score of 2 represented open disagreements between spouses less
than once a month, while a score of 3 represented open disagreements several times a
month.  As can be seen in Table 2, average couple scores ranged from 1.05 to 2.38, with the
majority falling between 1 (never) and 2 (less than once a month).

The above results, which clearly indicate that long-term couples engage in less conflict
than younger couples, are consistent with the existing research on conflict in enduring
relationships.  Findings from the few studies that have been conducted suggest that in older
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Table 2. MEAN CONFLICT FREQUENCY SCORES OF SHORT-TERM,
INTERMEDIATE-TERM, AND LONG-TERM COUPLES

________________________________________________________________________

                                                                             Marital Group

Short-Term Intermed-Term Long-Term

Variable M SD M SD M SD
________________________________________________________________________

Conflict Frequency 10.70c 3.64 8.69b 2.63 6.32a 1.90
(5-item scale)

Argue about household tasks 2.38c 0.93 1.85b 0.81 1.38a 0.65
(1) never to (6) daily

Argue about money 2.33c 1.04 1.95b 0.79 1.26a 0.45
(1) never to (6) daily

Argue about time together 2.21c 1.02 1.92b 0.92 1.44a 0.96
(1) never to (6) daily

Argue about sex 1.98c 0.96 1.63b 0.71 1.19a 0.44
(1) never to (6) daily

Argue about in-laws 1.81c 0.86 1.34b 0.56 1.05a 0.23
(1) never to (6) daily

________________________________________________________________________

Note. N = 567 (189 couples per group).  Husbands’ and wives’ scores are averaged.
Means with different lowercase superscripts differ at p < 0.05 by the Scheffe t tests.
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marriages there is a reduced potential for conflict, and a reduction in the amount of
negativity that is expressed between partners (Gilford & Bengston, 1979; Levenson et al.,
1993; Swenson, 1989).  Swenson (1989) compared retired and preretired couples on the
number of marital problems present in their relationships, and discovered that retired
couples reported a significantly lower number of problems in all areas that were assessed.
This finding was also replicated in one aspect of a study conducted by Levensen et al.
(1993), which compared long-term couples with middle-aged couples on the amount of
disagreement in 10 areas of their marriages.  Couples in long-term relationships scored
lower on all 10 areas, with significant differences occurring in the areas of money, religion,
recreation, and children.

The trends observed in the current investigation regarding conflict frequency are also
consistent with concepts derived from investment theory, and can be readily interpreted
within this framework.  Investment theory is built on the assumption that couples attempt to
maximize rewards, while minimizing costs in their relationships.  It naturally follows that
regardless of length of marriage, couples will try to minimize relationship conflict; however,
this may be especially true for long-term couples who have invested a great deal of time,
energy, and resources into their relationships.  Compared to younger couples, the costs of
conflict are potentially greater for long-term couples if conflict increases to the extent that it
threatens the stability of the relationship.

Rusbult and Buunk (1993) further contend that as commitment to a relationship
increases (based on investment size, satisfaction level, and quality of alternatives), couples
tend to engage in pro-relationship behaviors, such as accommodative behavior during
conflict.  If commitment to a relationship increases with time, it is likely that couples who
remain together in long-term relationships will be more proficient at dealing with conflict.
Couples married for 40 or 50 years have had ample time to get to know each other and are
well aware of the issues that bring about the most conflict.  Therefore, issues that may have
created a problem for a couple during the early stages of their relationship may be resolved
rather easily in the later years.  It is also entirely possible that after many years together,
spouses simply learn to accept their differences, thus reducing the amount of conflict in
their relationships (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Carstensen et al., 1996).

        Rankings of the five conflict items revealed differences between the groups in 3 of the
5 areas, including household tasks, money, and time together.  The top three areas of
conflict for short-term couples were household tasks, money, and time together.  For
intermediate-term couples, money, time together, and household tasks ranked as the top
three.  In contrast, the top three areas of conflict for long-term couples were time together,
household tasks, and money.  Conflict over sex and in-laws ranked fourth and fifth for all
three groups.

The fact that couples at different points in their relationships identified certain problems
as being more salient than others makes intuitive sense and is supported by previous
research.  For example, couples married 4 to 6 years reported that household tasks created
the most conflict in their relationships.  Considering these couples have only been married
for a short period of time, it is possible that they are still trying to negotiate a system of
responsibilities around the home (Carter & McGoldrick, 1989).  For couples married 20 to
25 years, money was reported as being the greatest source of conflict.  This may be
somewhat surprising considering this group reported the highest source of income (see
Table 1); however, it is very likely that these couples have more children living at home as
well as more children attending college, two factors that increase the financial strain on
couples.  Levenson et al. (1993) found that couples in their 40s and 50s (a similar age range
to those in the intermediate-term group) also ranked children and money as the top sources
of conflict in their marriages.
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The finding that long-term couples reported time together as being the greatest source
of conflict is partially supported by research with older couples.  The average age for both
husbands and wives in the long-term group is over 70 years; therefore, many of these
couples have retired from their jobs.  Most couples who have entered into the retirement
stage tend to have much more time available to spend with one another, which can be
perceived by spouses both positively and negatively.  Many studies have found that
retirement is a positive experience for couples, providing increased companionship (Alford-
Cooper, 1998; Hill & Dorfman, 1982; Stinnett et al., 1972); however, researchers have also
found that retirement can bring about greater financial difficulties, boredom on the part of
husbands, and too much togetherness (Hill & Dorfman, 1982).

The finding that all three couple groups reported very minimal conflict over sex and in-
laws somewhat contradicts previous research that has found these to be major sources of
contention between couples (Cunningham, Braiker, & Kelley, 1992; Geiss & O’Leary,
1981).  However, these two issues are rarely mentioned by couples as creating the most
conflict in their relationships.  According to Lauer and Lauer (1994), money, children, and
communication typically precede other sources of conflict when ranked by couples.  In their
study comparing older and middle-aged couples, Levenson et al. (1993) found that both
couple groups ranked sex and in-laws behind children, money, communication, and
recreation.  Similarly, couples in the present study reported that money, household tasks,
and time together were more frequent sources of conflict than sex and in-laws.

Conflict Resolution

Question 2 asked if there are significant differences in the conflict resolution strategies
used by short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term couples.  Couples were compared on
the frequency with which they use the following strategies in dealing with conflict:  keep
opinions to self, discuss disagreements calmly, argue heatedly or shout, and end up hitting
or throwing things.  Separate one-way ANOVAs were run for each item.  Sample sizes for
each comparison varied depending upon the number of eligible respondents in each marital
group.  In each comparison, the long-term group yielded the lowest number of eligible
respondents; therefore, an equal number of respondents were randomly selected from the
other two groups.

Table 3 contains the mean scores reported by short-term, intermediate-term, and long-
term couples.  As can be seen, significant differences emerged on several of the items.  With
regard to the first strategy, ANOVA results indicated a significant difference between
groups, F(2, 717) = 7.88, p < 0.001.  Post hoc tests revealed that long-term couples were
significantly more likely than short-term couples to keep their opinions to themselves
during conflictual situations.  Significant differences were not found between intermediate-
term couples and the other two groups.  Response categories for the first item ranged from
1 (never) to 5 (always); however, all three group means fell between 2 (seldom) and 3
(sometimes).

When compared on the second item (i.e., the tendency to discuss disagreements
calmly), the ANOVA results were not significant.  All three group means were between 3
(sometimes) and 4 (very often).  One-way ANOVA results on the third item were
significant, F(2, 726) = 20.47, p < 0.0001.  As presented in Table 3, all three groups differed
significantly from one another.  Long-term couples were less likely than the other two
groups to argue heatedly or shout at each other when engaged in conflict (M = 1.67),
followed by intermediate-term (M = 2.02), and short-term couples (M = 2.25).  While the
differences between groups were statistically significant, the group means indicate that none
were very likely to argue heatedly or shout at each other during conflict.
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Table 3. COMPARISONS OF CONFLICT RESOLUTION STRATEGIES USED BY
SHORT-TERM, INTERMEDIATE-TERM, AND LONG-TERM COUPLES

________________________________________________________________________

                        Marital Group

Short-Term Intermed-Term Long-Term

Conflict Strategy M SD M SD M SD
________________________________________________________________________

Keep opinions to self 2.42a 0.77 2.58ab 0.81 2.73b 0.93
(1) never to (5) always*

Discuss disagreements calmly 3.29a 0.75 3.37a 0.73 3.42a 0.96
(1) never to (5) always**

Argue heatedly or shout 2.25c 0.76 2.02b 0.73 1.67a 0.76
(1) never to (5) always***

End up hitting or throwing things 1.16b 0.39 1.07a 0.29 1.02a 0.17
(1) never to (5) always****
________________________________________________________________________

Note. Sample sizes vary for each conflict resolution strategy.  * N of 720 (240 couples per
group).  ** N of 795 (265 couples per group).  *** N of 729 (243 couples per group).
**** N of 726 (242 couples per group). Husbands’ and wives’ scores are averaged.
Means with different lowercase superscripts differ at p < 0.05 by the Scheffe t tests.
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Comparisons on the fourth item (i.e., hitting or throwing things at each other) also
revealed significant differences, F(2, 723) = 12.00, p < 0.0001.  Findings from post hoc
tests show that long-term (M = 1.02) and intermediate-term couples (M = 1.07) were
significantly less likely to hit or throw things at their spouses than short-term couples (M =
1.16).  As with the previous item, all three group means were very close to 1, indicating that
the couples included in this analysis reported almost never hitting or throwing things at each
other when engaged in conflict.  The tendency for couples in this sample to seemingly
underreport negative behaviors during conflict may be partially attributed to social
desirability bias.  Other researchers (e.g., Gottman, 1994) have found that couples can be
happily married and still engage in heated exchanges during conflict.

Overall, the results indicate that the two older groups, particularly long-term couples,
are less likely to use emotionally volatile strategies when engaged in conflict.  Long-term
couples were more likely than intermediate-term and short-term couples to keep their
opinions to themselves.  These same couples were also less likely than intermediate-term
and short-term couples to argue heatedly or shout at each other during disagreements.
Despite the fact that none of the three couple groups were very likely to hit or throw things
at each other during conflict, long-term and intermediate-term couples were less likely than
short-term couples to resort to this behavior.

Although very few studies have examined the issue of conflict resolution among long-
term couples, there is empirical evidence suggesting that older couples are less emotionally
negative compared to younger couples when dealing with disagreements in their
relationships.  Carstensen et al. (1995) conducted a study comparing older couples with
middle-aged couples and discovered that older couples displayed lower levels of anger,
disgust, belligerence, and whining during discussions of a problem area in their marriages.
Carstensen et al. interpreted their results by suggesting that as spouses age, they tend to
engage in behaviors that promote emotional closeness between them and their partners.
These positive behaviors stand in contrast to the distancing feelings generated from frequent
conflict that is characterized by a high degree of negativity (Gottman, 1993).

As previously stated, one of the underlying premises of investment theory is that
couples try to maximize positive experiences, while minimizing those that have negative
consequences.  In addition, it is also thought that couples who have a long-term orientation
toward their relationships, such as those in the long-term group, will tend to engage in
behaviors that facilitate the resolution of conflict (e.g., compromising, acknowledging the
other’s viewpoint, ignoring negative behavior).  Although all three groups reported that they
frequently discuss their disagreements in a calm manner, long-term couples were
significantly more likely than younger couples to avoid heated exchanges, which tend to
escalate conflict.

Marital Satisfaction

 Question 3 asked if there are significant differences in marital satisfaction between
short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term couples.  In this comparison, the intermediate-
term group yielded the lowest number of eligible respondents at 286; therefore, an equal
number of respondents were randomly selected from the other two groups.  Examination of
the results from the one-way ANOVA revealed significant differences between the marital
groups, F(2, 855) = 16.11, p < 0.0001.  Post hoc pairwise comparisons further revealed that
long-term couples significantly differed from short-term and intermediate-term couples on
the global marital satisfaction item, which ranged from 1 (very unhappy) to 7 (very happy).
Mean satisfaction scores are located in Table 4.  As can be seen, long-term couples (M =
6.42) reported being more satisfied with their marriages
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Table 4. MEAN MARITAL SATISFACTION SCORES OF SHORT-TERM,
INTERMEDIATE-TERM, AND LONG-TERM COUPLES

________________________________________________________________________

 Marital Group

Short-Term Intermed-Term Long-Term

Variable M SD M SD M SD
________________________________________________________________________

Marital satisfaction 6.06a 0.91 6.00a 1.02 6.42b 0.92
(1) very unhappy to
(7) very happy
________________________________________________________________________

Note. N = 858 (286 couples per group).  Husbands’ and wives’ scores are averaged.
Means with different lowercase superscripts differ at p < .05 by the Scheffe t tests.
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than short-term (M = 6.06) and intermediate-term couples (M = 6.00).  Short-term and
intermediate-term couples did not significantly differ from one another on this measure.

It is important to note that, while statistically significant differences emerged between
long-term couples and the other two groups, group means indicate that all three groups are
happy to very happy with their marriages.  Results from a frequency distribution of scores
from the entire sample (husbands’ and wives’ scores averaged) revealed that 74.4% of
couples fell within the 6 to 7 range on the scale.  Seventy-one percent of short-term couples
(20.4% = 6.0; 25.9% = 6.5; 24.8% = 7.0), 69.9% of intermediate-term couples
(19.2% = 6.0; 23.4% = 6.5; 27.3% = 7.0), and 82.1% of long-term couples (8.7% = 6.0;
16.4% = 6.5; 57% = 7.0) indicated that they were happy to very happy with their marriages.
One possible explanation for these high scores is that couples responded in what they
perceived to be a socially desirable manner.  The high percentage of couples reporting
satisfying marriages in this line of research has prompted some researchers to suggest that
self-report measures of marital satisfaction are contaminated with social desirability bias
(Edmonds, 1967; L’Abate & Bagarozzi, 1993).  In the NSFH, social desirability scales
were not included; therefore, it is difficult to draw conclusions on this issue.  While the
percentage of satisfied couples appears to be rather high, there was variation between
groups.

The finding that long-term couples are more satisfied with their marriages than
intermediate-term and short-term couples is not surprising considering the fact that several
recent studies of long-term couples have found that they tend to be very satisfied with their
marriages (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Herman, 1994; Lauer et al., 1990; Mathis & Tanner,
1991).  The results, however, are not consistent with early studies that found a continuous
decline in marital satisfaction over time (Pineo, 1961, 1969).  Nor are they consistent with
the U-shaped pattern of satisfaction that has been found in several studies (Anderson et al.,
1983; Glenn, 1990).

As discussed in chapter 2, there is some evidence indicating that couples with children
(especially adolescent children) experience a decline in marital satisfaction that eventually
returns to higher levels after the children leave home.  However, in the present study, all
three groups reported that they were happy to very happy with their marriages.  From a
family life cycle perspective, the intermediate-term group falls into the category of families
with adolescents, yet their satisfaction levels were not significantly different from the short-
term group.

Although all three groups indicated that they were satisfied with their marriages, long-
term couples scored nearly a half a point higher on the global item used to measure marital
satisfaction.  This is a sizable difference considering the response categories only ranged
from 1 (very unhappy) to 7 (very happy).  The fact that long-term couples reported higher
levels of marital satisfaction than younger couples can be explained using investment model
concepts.  By virtue of being together for a minimum of 45 years, it can be assumed that
these couples have invested a tremendous amount of time, emotional energy, and resources
into their relationships.  The costs of ending such a relationship are much greater for these
couples than for younger couples.  Therefore, it is to their benefit to remain in the
relationship, while maximizing the positive experiences associated with it.  In addition, these
couples have proven that they have a high level of commitment to their marriages.  High
levels of commitment and stability, in turn, reinforce pro-relationship behaviors that increase
satisfaction with the relationship.

The fact that long-term couples reported higher marital satisfaction scores than
intermediate-term and short-term couples makes sense when considering the possible role
of commitment in increasing relationship satisfaction.  However, there is an apparent



33

problem when one considers that intermediate-term and short-term couples did not
significantly differ on this measure.  If commitment and stability increase with time, then
couples married 20 to 25 years should report higher satisfaction scores than couples
married 4 to 6 years.  Yet this apparent contradiction may be explained by considering the
concept of investments.

Investments are defined in this study as the number and magnitude of resources linked
to a particular relationship.  Examples of investments include time, energy, self-disclosures,
shared memories, length of a relationship, children, and shared possessions.  Over the
course of a relationship investment size typically increases, yet investments are not always
focused on the relationship itself.  In the initial years of a marriage, couples invest a great
deal of time and emotional energy into building a strong marital dyad; however, during the
middle years investments are often redirected from the spouse to other sources, such as
children and jobs.  Therefore, even if commitment to the marriage does not decrease, less
time and energy is available to do the things that promote increased marital satisfaction.

Quality of Alternatives

Question 4 asked if there are significant differences between short-term, intermediate-
term, and long-term couples in terms of perceptions of the quality of alternatives to their
current marital relationships.  Couples were asked to respond to the following scenario:
“Even though it may be very unlikely, think for a moment about how various areas of your
life might be different if you separated.  For each of the following areas, how do you think
things would change?”  Areas assessed included standard of living, social life, career
opportunities, overall happiness, and sex life.  Response categories ranged from 1 (much
worse) to 5 (much better).  The long-term group had the smallest number of eligible couples
at 179; therefore, an equal number of couples were selected from the remaining two groups.

 Results from the one-way ANOVA indicated significant differences between the
marital groups, F(2, 534) = 23.44, p < 0.0001.  Post hoc tests further revealed that all three
groups significantly differed from each other on the 5-item quality of alternatives scale.
Mean scores generated from this scale are found in Table 5.  As indicated in the table, long-
term couples (M = 10.25) perceived the quality of alternatives to their current marital
relationship as less favorable than intermediate-term (M = 11.28), and short-term couples
(M = 12.34).

Table 5 also contains mean scores for each of the five areas assessed in the quality of
alternatives scale.  As can be seen, significant differences were found between the three
groups on 3 of the 5 items, including standard of living, F(2, 534) = 26.68, p < 0.0001;
social life, F(2, 534) = 46.41, p < 0.0001; and career opportunities, F(2, 534) = 56.99, p <
0.0001.  Long-term couples were more likely to view the quality of alternatives in these
three areas as being less favorable than their current relationships, followed by intermediate-
term, and short-term couples.  As evidenced by the group means, most couples’ scores fell
between 2 (worse) and 3 (same).  On the final two items (i.e., overall happiness and sex
life), none of the couple groups significantly differed from each other.  In fact, regardless of
the length of the marriage, couples tended to perceive alternatives in these areas as worse to
much worse than their current relationships.

The above findings can be interpreted using investment theory concepts.  Rusbult and
Buunk (1993) argue that increased commitment leads to the process of derogating
relationship alternatives.  Comparisons of the different couple groups indicated that long-
term couples (i.e., those who tend to be in more committed relationships) perceived the
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Table 5. MEAN SCORES ON PERCEPTIONS OF QUALITY OF ALTERNATIVES TO
CURRENT MARITAL RELATIONSHIPS BY MARITAL GROUP

________________________________________________________________________

  Marital Group

Short-Term Intermed-Term Long-Term

Variable M SD M SD M SD
________________________________________________________________________

Quality of Alternatives 12.34c 2.76 11.28b 2.68 10.25a 3.22
(5-item scale)

Standard of living 2.46c 0.69 2.17b 0.60 1.95a 0.69
(1) much worse to
(5) much better

Social life 2.85c 0.74 2.45b 0.73 2.10a 0.74
(1) much worse to
(5) much better

Career opportunities 3.04c 0.60 2.81b 0.53 2.10a 0.74
(1) much worse to
(5) much better

Overall happiness 1.92a 0.76 1.89a 0.74 1.82a 0.76
(1) much worse to
(5) much better

Sex life 2.08a 0.79 1.97a 0.78 2.04a 0.79
(1) much worse to
(5) much better

________________________________________________________________________

Note. N = 537 (179 couples per group).  Husbands’ and wives’ scores are averaged.
Means with different lowercase superscripts differ at p < .05 by the Scheffe t tests.
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quality of alternatives to their current relationships as less favorable than younger couples.
While the concept of derogating alternatives was not formally assessed in the NSFH survey,
the data are consistent with this assumption.

Results also reinforce the idea that for long-term couples, the costs of exiting a
relationship are greater than for younger couples.  It can be assumed that couples married
for over four decades have invested a tremendous amount of time, energy, and resources
into a relationship.  Therefore, in order for an alternative relationship to be perceived as
superior, problems of a serious nature would have to exist within the current relationship, or
the partner(s) would have to perceive alternatives as being able to provide a reward-cost ratio
that far exceeds the reward-cost ratio of the existing relationship.  Although all three couples
groups perceived relationship alternatives as less favorable than what they already have,
long-term couples indicated that alternatives were worse than both intermediate-term and
short-term couples, and intermediate-term couples indicated that alternatives were worse
than short-term couples.

Husband and Wife Comparisons

Question 5 asked if there are significant differences between spouses on the conflict
(frequency & resolution), marital satisfaction, and quality of alternatives measures assessed
in the study.  In order to answer this question, husbands’ and wives’ scores in each of the
marital groups were compared using paired t-tests (see Table 6 for means and significance
levels).  As can be seen, short-term spouses significantly differed on 2 of the 4 areas
(conflict resolution and quality of alternatives).  With regard to conflict resolution, husbands
in short-term marriages were more likely than their wives to report keeping their opinions to
themselves, t(382) = 3.22, p < .01, and discussing disagreements calmly, t(379) = 2.65, p <
.01.  The second area in which short-term spouses significantly differed was in perceptions
of the quality of alternatives.  On this measure, husbands perceived the quality of
alternatives to their current relationship as more favorable than their wives, t(361) = 7.10, p <
.001.

Comparisons between spouses in intermediate-term marriages revealed significant
differences in 3 out of 4 areas (conflict frequency, conflict resolution, and quality of
alternatives).  On the conflict frequency measure, husbands reported a greater frequency of
conflict in their relationships than their wives, t(248) = 2.14, p < .05.  Similar to short-term
couples, in the area of conflict resolution intermediate-term husbands were more likely
to report keeping their opinions to themselves during conflictual situations, t(273) = 2.75, p
< .01, whereas wives were more likely to report arguing heatedly or shouting, t(275) = 2.44,
p < .05.  In the area of quality of alternatives, intermediate-term husbands perceived the
quality of alternatives to their current relationship as more favorable than their wives, t(251)
= 5.08, p < .001, a pattern also observed between short-term couples.

Results from long-term spouses revealed a high level of agreement in 3 of the 4 areas.
The only significant difference between husbands and wives in long-term marriages
occurred in the area of quality of alternatives.  In contrast to the pattern observed in short-
term and intermediate-term marriages, wives in long-term marriages perceived the quality of
alternatives to their current relationships as more favorable than their husbands, t(178) =
2.30, p < .05.

Findings from the conflict comparisons between spouses in short-term and
intermediate-term relationships are consistent with the growing body of research that has
found differences between men and women in the ways in which they handle conflict
(Carstensen et al., 1995; Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Gottman & Levensen, 1992). The
above researchers have found that “women tend to be more confronting and more
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Table 6. PAIRED COMPARISONS BETWEEN HUSBANDS AND WIVES IN
SHORT-TERM, INTERMEDIATE-TERM, AND LONG-TERM MARRIAGES
________________________________________________________________________

        Marital Group

Short-  Intermediate Long-
Term       Term Term

Variable Husb      Wife Husb      Wife Husb      Wife
________________________________________________________________________

Conflict Frequency 10.66 10.44 9.04* 8.55* 6.22 6.42
(5-item scale) (371) (249) (189)

Conflict Resolution

  Keep opinions to self 2.57** 2.35** 2.66** 2.43** 2.70 2.75
(383) (274) (240)

  Discuss calmly 3.37** 3.22** 3.34 3.39 3.43 3.41
(380) (276) (265)

  Argue heatedly/shout 2.23 2.32 1.95* 2.10* 1.64 1.70
(385) (276) (243)

  Hit or throw things 1.13 1.16 1.06 1.08 1.02 1.02
(383) (273) (242)

Marital Satisfaction 6.03 6.09 5.95 6.04 6.41 6.37
(393) (286) (329)

Quality of Alternatives      13.05*** 11.57***      11.90*** 10.75*** 9.87*    10.62*

(5-item scale) (362) (252) (179)
________________________________________________________________________

Note. Figures in parentheses represent number of paired comparisons.
*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001.
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affectively negative than men, who tend to be more defensive and more likely to try to
escape from conflict” (Carstensen et al., 1995, p. 147).  In a study of emotional behavior in
long-term marriages, Carstensen et al. discovered that wives were clearly more emotionally
expressive than husbands in terms of both positive and negative emotions.  During
discussions of a marital problem, wives displayed greater negative affect (e.g., anger,
contempt, sadness, whining) and positive affect (e.g., joy) than husbands; whereas, the only
two areas in which husbands outscored wives were in manifestations of defensiveness and
de-escalation.  These findings are similar to those generated from the present study, which
found that husbands in short-term and intermediate-term marriages were more likely than
their wives to keep their opinions to themselves during serious disagreements.  Wives were
also more likely in intermediate-term relationships to argue heatedly or shout during
conflictual situations.

Results from the long-term couple comparisons did not reveal similar gender
differences in conflict frequency or conflict resolution; however, this is consistent with
research that has found that gender differences in certain areas are less pronounced in older
marriages.  In their study of 156 married couples, Levenson et al. (1993) found that older
couples exhibited fewer gender differences than middle-aged couples in terms of sources of
pleasure and amounts of disagreement over money, religion, recreation and children.  Based
on the similarities in scores between spouses in long-term marriages, it appears that their
perceptions of their relationships are very congruent.

The finding that spouses did not significantly differ on the global marital satisfaction
item in any of the three groups contradicts previous research that has discovered differences
between men and women in their levels of reported satisfaction (Alford-Cooper, 1998;
Schuum et al., 1998; Stinnett et al., 1970; Sporakowski & Hughston, 1978).  A common
finding has been that men report being more satisfied with their marriages than women;
however, it is important to note that the discrepancies are typically between degrees of
satisfaction, rather than dissatisfaction.  For example, out of the 1,152 spouses surveyed in
her study, Alford-Cooper (1998) found that the vast majority of men and women ranked
their marriages as either being very happy (59.7% of men and 51.4% of women) or happy
(39.4% of women and 35.1% of men).  Only 9.2% of females and 5.2% of males reported
their marriages as being somewhat happy to very unhappy (Alford-Cooper, 1998).  Mean
scores generated from spouses on the global satisfaction item used in the present study
indicate that both husbands and wives are happy to very happy with their marriages.

Finally, when compared on the quality of alternatives scale, spouses in all three marital
groups significantly differed from one another.  Very little, if any, research has compared
couples married for various lengths of time on the concept of quality of alternatives;
therefore, it is difficult to place these findings in perspective.  It is interesting that husbands
in the short-term and intermediate-term groups were significantly more likely to perceive
alternatives to their relationships as being more favorable than their wives perceived;
whereas, the trend is reversed for long-term spouses.  One possible explanation for the
reversal in perceptions is that couples in long-term marriages often have to deal with the
issue of declining health (Alford-Cooper, 1998; Sporakowski & Axelson, 1989; Wickrama,
Lorenz, Conger, & Elder, 1997).  In many cases, wives become caregivers for their
husbands who are unable to physically accomplish the mundane tasks of life.  The difficult
and time consuming nature of this responsibility can impact nearly every aspect of life (e.g.,
standard of living, social life, sex life, overall happiness), possibly making alternatives more
appealing for wives than husbands.
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, LIMITATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary

The central focus of this research was to compare couples at different points in the
marital life cycle.  While prior comparisons have been made between younger and older
couples, researchers have rarely included couples in the later stages of marriage (i.e.,
couples married 40 years or more), thus excluding one of the fastest growing segments of
the United States population (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996b).  Due to the availability of
data from a large number of couples spanning the marital life cycle, the National Survey of
Families and Households was selected to provide the sample for the present investigation.
Couples meeting specific criteria were assigned to three distinct groups: short-term (4-6
years), intermediate-term (20-25 years), and long-term (45 or more years). The resulting
sample consisted of 1,069 first-time married couples.

Guided by previous empirical research and concepts derived from investment theory
(Rusbult, 1983; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993), couples were compared with regard to four
specific aspects of their relationships: conflict frequency, conflict resolution, satisfaction,
and perceptions of the quality of alternatives to their current marriages.  Data generated
from spouses’ averaged scores were analyzed using a series of one-way ANOVAs and
paired t-tests.  Results from this sample of respondents clearly revealed that long-term
couples engaged in less conflict, utilized different conflict resolution strategies, were more
satisfied with their marriages, and perceived alternatives to their relationships as less
favorable than younger couples.  In addition, when husbands’ and wives’ scores on the
above measures were compared, long-term couples exhibited fewer differences than
younger couples.

Overall, the findings present a very positive picture of marriage in later life.  Contrary to
the notion that couples become “disenchanted” with their relationships over time, the data
indicate that marriage can be very satisfying and rewarding for both men and women even
after four or five decades together.  These couples report being very satisfied with their
marriages, they tend to have minimal conflict with their spouses, and when conflict does
occur, they appear to resolve their differences in a healthy manner.  Undoubtedly, long-term
couples undergo struggles throughout the course of their relationships; however, through
dedication and commitment to their spouses and the institution of marriage, many of these
couples are able to overcome what other couples consider impossible odds.

Limitations

While this study has provided valuable information regarding similarities and
differences between couples at different points along the marital continuum, there are some
limitations that need to be addressed.  One of the primary limitations of the current
investigation is the fact that data were only examined at one point in time.  Cross-sectional
studies such as this one can provide valid comparisons between couples married for various
lengths of time; however, they are limited in their ability to make generalizations concerning
the developmental course of marriage.  As pointed out by Glenn (1998), with cross-
sectional studies it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to disentangle age and cohort
effects.  A second weakness of cross-sectional studies is the problem of attrition.  More
specifically, dissatisfied couples will tend to be underrepresented in studies of long-term
marriage due to the simple fact that many couples will have already divorced or separated
(Glenn, 1990, 1998).  In order to truly understand how marital quality changes over time,
the same couples need to be studied at several points in time, from the initial years of
marriage into the later years (Karney & Bradbury, 1995).



39

A second limitation of this study was the reliance on global items to measure various
aspects of marital quality.  As with most large, nationally representative data sets, the NSFH
included a large number of single-item indicators.  This weakness, however, has to be
weighed against the benefits of having access to such a large sample of married
respondents.  It is also important to note that global items, per se, are not necessarily inferior
to multi-item scales in their ability to provide information about a couple’s relationship.  For
example, the item used to measure marital happiness/satisfaction in current study has been
found to correlate very highly with more lengthy measures of marital quality (e.g., Locke-
Wallace Marital Adjustment Test; Dyadic Adjustment Scale).  One of the major criticisms
of using global items is the possibility of greater random measurement error; however, as
Glenn (1990) notes, this is not a serious problem if the researcher is not overly concerned
with maximizing explained variance.

As noted in chapter 4, another limitation of the present study is the possibility that
couples responded in a socially desirable manner on some of the marital quality measures.
Scores on the conflict and satisfaction measures were skewed in a manner that suggests
these couples may have overstated their level of marital satisfaction, and underreported the
amount of conflict that occurs in their relationships.  Many studies of marital quality have
noted similar tendencies (Fowers, Applegate, Olson, & Pomerantz, 1994; Fowers, Lyons, &
Montel, 1996).  Measures of social desirability were not included in the NSFH, making it
impossible to draw firm conclusions on this matter.

Finally, due to the manner in which the sample for this study was selected, caution
should be exercised when attempting to generalize the findings to other couples.  The
NSFH is a very representative sample of families across the United States; however, the
final sample used in the present study was composed solely of first-time married
respondents who qualified for inclusion in one of the three marital length categories.
Divorced and remarried spouses were not included, despite their growing numbers in the
greater population.  In addition, as with the vast majority of social science research, the
current investigation relied upon self-report measures of marital quality.  Couples were not
randomly assigned to separate conditions; therefore, direct causal statements cannot be
made from these results.

Recommendations

Findings from this study point to the fact that there is a need for more longitudinal
research involving couples.  As previously stated, the only way that researchers can truly be
confident about changes in marital quality over time is to study couples from the initial
years of marriage into the later years.  While marital researchers are increasingly moving
toward longitudinal designs (Karney & Bradbury, 1995), very few studies have traced
couples into the their fourth and fifth decades together.  The reasons given for not doing so
are very justifiable.  The costs and time constraints are nearly insurmountable without large
scale funding and access to a wide variety of resources (e.g., research assistants).  It would
also be extremely difficult for a single researcher to accomplish a project of this magnitude
during his or her lifetime.  Additional researchers would likely be needed to carry on such a
work.

While the above project would prove to be extremely difficult, it is possible.  An
example of a study of this magnitude was begun in 1922 by Lewis Terman.  His initial
purpose was to study high-IQ children; however, these individuals have now been studied
for over 60 years in a variety of unrelated projects (Holahan, 1984).  Terman had the
foresight to include a number of items pertaining to marriage when the children entered into
adulthood.  Married individuals from this sample responded to items about their marriages
in 1940, and in a follow-up mail survey in 1981.  Using this data, Holahan (1984) was
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able to conduct a study of how marital attitudes have changed over a period of 40 years with
this sample of respondents.  While this sample cannot be construed as being representative
of most married couples in the U.S., it still provides a good example of how longitudinal
data can be used to study couples.

The researchers who developed and organized the first wave of National Survey of
Families and Households, which focuses more on family processes than most national
surveys, did so with the goal of conducting a follow-up survey approximately 5 years later.
The second wave of data was collected in 1992 and is also available to the public; however, 5
years is not enough time to gain a thorough understanding of how marriages change from
the initial years to the later years.  Additional follow-ups conducted with the same couples in
intervals of 5 or 10 years could provide more useful information concerning the
developmental course of marriage.  Similar questions to those asked in the present study
could be tested longitudinally.  Possible questions include:  Does conflict frequency truly
decline as couples grow older, or does it remain constant over the years?  Do couples learn
over the years how to deal with conflict in more productive ways, or do they simply learn to
accept their differences?  Does marital satisfaction remain constant, or does it fluctuate over
the course of 40 or 50 years together?  Do couples perceptions of alternatives to their
relationships change over time?  Finally, do gender differences in the above variables
increase or decrease over time, or do they remain constant?  Longitudinal research could
provide more accurate answers to these questions than cross-sectional studies.

A second recommendation related to the above is the need to include more
comprehensive and reliable measures of marital quality in large national surveys.  There are
a number of advantages of large scale random surveys, such as increased generalizability,
and access to larger samples; however, when they address marital issues, the surveys almost
invariably contain global measures rather than multi-item scales that tap multiple dimensions
of the marital relationship.  Better measures of conflict and conflict resolution behavior
would go along way to increasing our understanding of how couples at different points on
the marital continuum address conflict issues.  The same principle applies to measures of
marital satisfaction.  More research is needed on what sources lead to satisfaction in
marriage.  As discussed in chapter 2, the sources that lead to satisfying marriages during the
early years of the relationship may be very different than the sources that lead to satisfaction
in the later years (Halford et al., 1997).

Although research on long-term marriages appears to be on the rise, there are a number
of areas that could benefit from further research.  As the average life span of Americans
continues to rise, we will probably begin to see an increase in the number of remarried long-
term couples.  Couples who divorce in the early stages of their first marriages, could
theoretically remarry and remain married for 40 or 50 years.  Studies of such couples could
yield valuable information on how to reestablish positive marital relationships after divorce.
Another potentially useful study could be to investigate the differences between long-term
satisfied couples and long-term dissatisfied couples.  What are the factors that distinguish
dissatisfied couples from those that are satisfied, and why do some dissatisfied couples
remain married while others divorce?

The current investigation was guided by principles derived from Rusbult’s investment
theory (Rusbult, 1983; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993).  The theory as initially presented by
Rusbult (e.g., Rusbult, 1980; 1983) was very linear, in that it did not allow for the possibility
of reciprocal relationships between variables.  Recently, however, Rusbult and Buunk
(1993) have suggested that reciprocal relationships probably exist between the variables, and
that the theory can best be conceived of as a large feedback loop.  When viewed in this way,
the theory has promise for explaining how marital quality evolves over time.  For example,
Rusbult and Buunk contend that increased commitment leads to pro-
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relationship behaviors, such as accommodative behavior during conflict and derogation of
relationships alternatives.  If the model is circular as suggested by these researchers, then
these pro-relationship behaviors most likely contribute to a favorable reward-cost ratio,
which increases marital satisfaction and the willingness to invest more time, energy, and
resources into the marriage.

This study was not intended to be a specific test of the investment model; however,
findings from the study appear to be consistent with the model when it is presented as a
large feedback loop.  If it can be assumed that the long-term couples in this study are in
very committed relationships, then they should engage in the pro-relationship behaviors
described above.  The findings indicate that they engage in less conflict, perceive alternatives
as less favorable, and are more satisfied with their marriages than younger couples.  While
the results appear to be consistent with the model’s assumptions, further research needs to
be conducted to see if increased commitment does in fact lead to the pro-relationship
behaviors described by Rusbult and Buunk.

In terms of the theory itself, much more research needs to be conducted to see if
reciprocal relationships exist between variables in the model.  The model has traditionally
assumed that commitment increases when satisfaction and investment levels are high, and
quality of alternatives are low.  But there are also a number of other possible relationships
among variables, which leads to the following questions:  What is the relationship between
commitment level and one’s willingness to invest in a relationship?  What is the relationship
between investment level and one’s perceptions of the quality of alternatives outside the
relationship?  What is the relationship between satisfaction level and quality of alternatives?
Finally, how does initial commitment level influence relationship satisfaction, investment
level, and quality of alternatives?

Implications For Practitioners

Findings from the current investigation could be particularly useful to family life
educators, therapists, and other professionals who work closely with couples.  With divorce
being so prominent in American culture, many family professionals are emphasizing the
need for marital education programs that can be offered to young married couples and
couples considering marriage.  In fact, several states are beginning to offer incentives to pre-
marital couples who complete marriage education classes (e.g., reduced marriage license
fee).  Other states have even tried to make marriage education mandatory before couples can
be legally married.  While these efforts may not reduce the divorce rate in most states, they
do point to the growing interest in preventative educational programs that focus on marriage.

Another important trend in the family field is the National Council on Family
Relations’ recent push to certify family life educators.  Certified Family Life Educator
(CFLE) status is granted to professionals who have a certain level of experience and
education in 10 content areas pertaining to families.  CFLE’s will most likely play an
important role in developing and delivering educational programs on marriage.  An
important part of these programs will be to educate couples about the multiple facets of
marriage.

Family life educators can help couples gain a better understanding of the developmental
course of marriage, including how patterns of conflict and satisfaction possibly change over
the course of 40 or 50 years together.  Marriage educators can help couples realize that
satisfaction with a relationship is not a static concept, but that it can be affected by a number
of variables, such as the amount of time, energy, and resources invested in a relationship, as
well as commitment to one’s partner.  Young couples can be
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made aware of the fact that sources of satisfaction and conflict are likely to change over the
course of a relationship.  Through findings such as these from the present study, family life
educators and therapists can help couples gain a more realistic understanding of marriage
by emphasizing that conflict is inevitable in relationships even after 50 years together, and
that it is important for couples to learn to deal effectively with their differences.

Finally, findings from this study can also be used to teach couples that marriage can be
very rewarding for both men and women in all stages of the marital life cycle.  Couples face
tremendous challenges throughout their marriages.  As most couples can attest, building
successful intimate relationships requires great patience, understanding, and a willingness to
invest on the part of both partners.  Couples in this study, especially those in the long-term
group, have demonstrated that they are willing and capable of building lasting marriages.  In
an age where divorce and separation are so prevalent, it is refreshing to see that couples can
live happily ever after.  Is the future better than the past?  If given the opportunity to reflect
on their lives together, my guess is that most would say, “yes.”
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APPENDIX A

Marital Quality Measures

Marital Conflict (Items E706A, B, C, D, F & S72A, B, C, D, F)
The following is a list of subjects on which couples often have disagreements.  How often,
if at all, in the last year have you had open disagreements about each of the following:

Less Than Several About Several Almost  
Once A Times A Once A Time a Every

Never Month Month Week Week Day

Household         1       2      3     4     5       6
tasks

Money         1       2      3     4     5     6

Spending time       1       2      3     4     5     6
together

Sex         1       2      3     4     5     6

In-laws         1       2      3     4     5     6

Conflict Resolution (Items E707A-E707D & S73A-S73D)
There are various ways that married couples deal with serious disagreements.  When you
have a serious disagreement with your husband/wife, how often do you:

Never Seldom Sometimes Very Often Always

a. just keep your opinions     1      2        3 4         5
   to yourself?

b. discuss your     1      2        3 4      5
   disagreements calmly?

c. argue heatedly or shout     1      2        3 4      5
at each other?

d. end up hitting or     1      2 3 4      5
throwing things at
each other?

Marital Satisfaction (Items E701 & S67)
Taking things all together, how would you describe your marriage?
Circle the number that best describes your marriage.

VERY UNHAPPY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 VERY HAPPY
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Quality of Alternatives (Items E713A-E713E & S79A-S79E)
Even though it may be very unlikely, think for a moment about how various areas of your
life might be different if you separated.  For each of the following areas, how do you think
things would change?

a. your standard of living b. your social life c. your career opportunities

1 - Much worse 1 - Much worse 1 - Much worse
2 - Worse 2 - Worse 2 - Worse
3 - Same 3 - Same 3 - Same
4 - Better 4 - Better 4 - Better
5 - Much better 5 - Much better 5 - Much better

d. your overall happiness e. your sex life

1 - Much worse 1 - Much worse
2 - Worse 2 - Worse
3 - Same 3 - Same
4 - Better 4 - Better
5 - Much better 5 - Much better

Demographic Items

Age
What is your date of birth? (Items S1M, MMONTH, & MYEAR)

Month ____ Day ____ Year ____

Primary respondents were asked to verbally give their age in years during the interview
(Item M2BO1).

Gender
The gender of primary respondents was determined by the interviewer during the in-person
interview (Item M2DP01).  Secondary respondents were asked to indicate their gender in a
self-report questionnaire.  The NSFH staff coded these responses as male = 1 and female =
2 (Item R2SEX).

Income
Income was measured with item IHTOT2, which is a variable constructed by the NSFH
staff representing the household’s total income, including income of respondent and spouse
from interest, dividends, and other investments.

Number of Children
Number of children was measured with item E12NUM, a variable constructed by the NSFH
staff based on primary respondents’ listings of the first names of all of their children,
including all of their spouse’s children.  This variable also reflects children who were no
longer living at home during the time of the interviews.

Marital Length
Marital length was constructed using interview (Items MMONTH & MYEAR) and
marriage (M96M) dates given by primary respondents.  The resulting variable measured the
length of a couple’s marriage in years.
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Education
Education was measured by asking primary respondents to indicate their highest level of
education obtained during the time of the interviews. COMPLED, a variable constructed by
the NSFH staff, provided a single measure of the educational level of primary respondents;
however, an identical measure was not completed by secondary respondents.  Therefore, the
following items were used to construct a variable that would reflect the highest level of
education obtained by secondary respondents: S175, S176A1, S176B1, S176C1, S176D1,
and S176E1.  Each of these items asked secondary respondents to indicate whether or not
they had completed a particular level of education (e.g., High School Diploma, Bachelor’s
Degree, Master’s Degree).  Using the above items, primary and secondary responses were
coded into 6 categories: Less than High School Diploma, High School Diploma, Associate
Degree, Bachelor’s Degree, Master’s Degree, and Doctorate Degree.

Race
Which of the groups on this card best describes you? (Items M484 & S170)
1 Black; 2 White -not of Hispanic origin; 3 Mexican American, Chicano, or Mexicano; 4
Puerto Rican; 5 Cuban; 6 Other Hispanic; 7 American Indian; 8 Asian; or 9 other.

A single variable was constructed from these two items by matching husband’s and wife’s
scores.  For example, if a husband and wife both indicated that they were Black, the couple
was classified as Black.  When a husband and wife were of a different race, the couple was

classified as “Interracial.”
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