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Experiencing a Natural Disaster
Temporarily Boosts Relationship
Satisfaction in Newlywed Couples

0

Hannah C. Williamson'(®, Thomas N. Bradbury?, and
Benjamin R. Karney?

Department of Human Development and Family Sciences, University of Texas at Austin, and
“Department of Psychology, University of California, Los Angeles

Abstract

How do natural disasters affect intimate relationships? Some research suggests that couples are brought closer together
after a disaster, whereas other research suggests that relationships become more strained in the aftermath. Yet all
of this work is limited by a lack of predisaster data that would allow for examination of how relationships actually
change. The current study is the first to use longitudinal data collected before and after a natural disaster to examine
its effect on relationship outcomes. Using a sample of 231 married couples in Harris County, Texas, who experienced
Hurricane Harvey, we found that spouses experienced significant increases in satisfaction from before to after the
hurricane, but the increase was temporary; couples decreased in satisfaction after the initial boost. Thus, couples
appear to grow closer in the immediate aftermath of a natural disaster but then revert to their prehurricane levels of

functioning as the recovery period continues.
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Natural disasters have been increasing in frequency and
severity over recent decades (Hoeppe, 2016; Oliver-
Smith, 2018; Webster et al., 2005), and there have been
attendant increases in economic damages (Coronese
et al., 2019). To navigate the many challenges brought
about by these collective traumas, individuals rely heav-
ily on those closest to them for support (Bonanno et al.,
2010), thus highlighting the need to understand how
disaster-related stress and trauma affect these social
bonds. Prevailing theoretical accounts of how natural
disasters affect couples’ relationships yield competing
predictions: Disasters may enhance relationships by
drawing partners together as their interdependence and
needs become salient (e.g., attachment theory and ter-
ror management theory), or disaster-related strains may
compromise relationships by undermining couple func-
tioning (e.g., theories of stress spillover). We aimed
to reconcile these competing views, and in an effort
to overcome retrospective biases that are evident in

virtually all prior studies on this topic, we report on
changes in couples’ relationships using multiple waves
of longitudinal data collected before and after couples
experienced a hurricane.

Although understanding of the specific effects of
natural disasters on relationships is somewhat under-
developed, numerous conceptual models focus on the
effects of stress on relationships more broadly and
assert that relationships will suffer when external
demands are too great (e.g., Bodenmann, 1995; Karney
& Bradbury, 1995b). Consistent with this view, findings
have shown that stress originating from sources exter-
nal to couples is consistently and robustly linked with
lower levels of relationship satisfaction (for reviews,
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see Karney & Neff, 2013; Randall & Bodenmann, 2017,
Story & Bradbury, 2004), supporting the prediction that
exposure to a natural disaster will harm couples’
relationships.

Critically, however, there is good reason to believe
that the effects of external stressors sampled in prior
research with couples—that is, relatively minor every-
day stressors and hassles that arise at work or involve
children, finances, and long commutes—will differ
qualitatively from those caused by life-altering natural
disasters. Major life events that are abrupt in their onset
and severe in their consequences may in fact prove
beneficial to couples to the extent that those events
instigate increased closeness between partners. Attach-
ment theory, for example, maintains that environmental
threats will motivate proximity-seeking behaviors and
support provision between partners (Hazan & Shaver,
1994); specifically, partners’ heightened states of need
in the wake of a disaster will generate new opportuni-
ties for practical assistance and disclosures of vulner-
ability and, in turn, greater appreciation for their
relationship (Reis & Shaver, 1988). A different concep-
tual model, terror management theory, argues that
disasters provide unambiguous cues to mortality that
are believed to subsequently increase the desire to
affiliate with close others (Pyszczynski et al., 1999).

Existing research does not yet resolve or integrate
these competing theoretical viewpoints. Disasters appear
to produce increases in tension, conflict, and intimate
partner violence but have also been linked with increased
relationship satisfaction and positive communication
(Fredman et al., 2010; Harville et al., 2011; Lowe et al.,
2012; Whisman, 2014), raising the prospect that both
positive and negative responses are possible following
natural disasters. Our primary aim in the present research
was to examine how one specific incident—Hurricane
Harvey, which struck Harris County, Texas, in August
2017—-contributed to changes in relationship satisfaction
in the early years of marriage.

In one of the most robust findings in the marital lit-
erature, couples on average enter their marriage highly
satisfied and then experience a small, continuous
decline in relationship satisfaction as time passes
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995a; Kurdek, 1998; VanLaningham
et al., 2001). Experiencing a disaster may alter this typi-
cal developmental trajectory in two primary ways. First,
an acute change in satisfaction may occur in the imme-
diate aftermath of the disaster; the prior trajectory is
altered by a sudden inflection upward (as predicted by
attachment and terror management models) or down-
ward (as predicted by models of stress in relationships)
in satisfaction. Second, the trajectory may be altered
in the long term; the rate of change in satisfaction
over time is different after the event. It is possible,

Statement of Relevance

Natural disasters are traumatic events that can dev-
astate entire communities, making it important to
understand how they affect the social relationships
that enable individuals to survive and thrive. Past
research has reached mixed conclusions about
whether natural disasters draw intimate partners
together or push them apart. In a longitudinal study
of married couples who lived through Hurricane
Harvey, which hit Houston, Texas, in August 2017,
we discovered that spouses experienced a tempo-
rary increase in relationship satisfaction immedi-
ately after the hurricane but then declined in
satisfaction over the following year. Although natu-
ral disasters may lead partners to team up and value
their relationships more than usual, at least initially,
those gains typically subside as time passes.

for example, that relationship quality changes in the
immediate aftermath of the hurricane and then remains
at the new level (whether high or low) for some time
thereafter. However, models of hedonic adaptation
(Diener et al., 2009) predict instead that any immediate
change in satisfaction will be dampened with time as
couples gradually return to their baseline levels of
functioning.

Additionally, preexisting characteristics of the cou-
ple may moderate any disaster-induced changes in
satisfaction. At the population level, hurricanes have
been shown to increase rates of marriage and divorce
relative to prehurricane rates (Cohan & Cole, 2002; Xu
& Feng, 2016), suggesting that natural disasters magnify
psychological experiences within relationships: Cou-
ples who were satisfied with their relationship prior to
the hurricane might be drawn closer together, whereas
couples who were unsatisfied with their relationship
prior to the hurricane might be pushed toward further
dissatisfaction.

Properly testing these possible outcomes requires
repeated waves of longitudinal data collected before
and after a natural disaster. The current study is the
first, to our knowledge, to do so, using longitudinal
pre- and postdisaster data collected from 231 newlywed
couples who experienced Hurricane Harvey. Harvey,
the first major hurricane to make landfall in the United
States in more than a decade, caused extensive damage
in Harris County, Texas; 300,000 structures were
flooded, 336,000 customers lost power, 40,000 people
were evacuated or fled to temporary shelters, and
30,000 water rescues were conducted. In the end,
Harvey caused $125 billion in damage, making it the
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second costliest hurricane in U.S. history (Blake &
Zelinsky, 2018).

Our sample consisted of newlywed couples living in
Harris County who provided data at six time points
(three before the hurricane and three after the hurri-
cane) over the course of 4 years. We used growth-curve
modeling with a piecewise function to examine how
trajectories of relationship satisfaction changed from
before to after the hurricane, focusing specifically on
two primary questions. First, are there acute changes
upward or downward in satisfaction, and if so, do such
changes endure, or do the couples revert to predisaster
levels of relationship functioning? Second, do baseline
levels of relationship functioning predict how relation-
ship satisfaction changes in response to the disaster?
With this second question, we controlled for theoreti-
cally important covariates, including the extent to
which individuals were exposed to negative effects of
the hurricane and prehurricane levels of chronic stress
and social support, which may contribute to couples’
response to the hurricane (Kaniasty, 2020; McGuire
et al., 2018; Norris & Uhl, 1993).

Method
Sampling

Procedures were designed to obtain a diverse sample
of newlywed couples in their first marriage to partici-
pate in an observational study of relationship develop-
ment in newlywed marriage. Recruitment was targeted
toward couples living in socioeconomically diverse
neighborhoods in Harris County, Texas, the third most
populous county in the United States and a region with
a diverse population. Recently married couples were
identified through marriage license applications
obtained from the Harris County Clerk’s Office between
2014 and 2015 (prior to the legalization of same-sex
marriage in Texas, resulting in only different-sex cou-
ples). Addresses were matched with census data to
identify applicants living in census block groups in
which no less than 30% of the households were catego-
rized as living in poverty (Office of the Assistant Sec-
retary for Planning and Evaluation, 2014, 2015). We
identified 4,916 couples through addresses listed on
their marriage licenses and screened them on the tele-
phone or in person to ensure that they had married,
neither partner had been previously married, both part-
ners could speak English or Spanish, and neither part-
ner was younger than 18 years. Among the couples we
attempted to screen, 3,535 could not be reached, 224
were reached and refused screening, and 1,157 agreed
to be screened for eligibility. Of those, 506 couples
were deemed eligible, and 401 of them agreed to par-
ticipate in the study; 231 couples actually participated

before the close of the baseline period. The study was
approved by the RAND Corporation Institutional Review
Board.

Participants

The sample comprised 231 couples in their first marriage
who were within 12 months of their wedding at baseline
(M = 5.5 months, SD = 2.0). Sample size was determined
by the number of couples who could be successfully
recruited and enrolled during the predefined baseline
period. Wives ranged in age from 18 to 56 years (M=
28.35,SD= 7.52), and husbands ranged in age from 18
to 53 years (M= 29.16,SD= 7.33). Fifty-three percent of
wives and 52% of husbands were Hispanic, 35% of wives
and 32% of husbands were Black, 9% of wives and 10%
of husbands were White, and 3% of wives and 6% of
husbands identified as “other/multiracial.” Approxi-
mately 65% of couples had children at baseline; the
median age of these couples’ youngest child was 3.0
years. Average household income was $43,891 (SD =
$34,522). The modal education level was a high school
degree or some college (61.5% of husbands and 64.5%
of wives); 26.8% of husbands and 19.9% of wives had
less than a high school degree, and 11.7% of husbands
and 15.6% of wives had a college degree or higher.

Of the 231 couples who entered the study, 167 (72%)
provided data at four or more time points (of six pos-
sible); 64 couples (28%) did not provide data from
either spouse at any of the posthurricane time points.
Because the analytic procedure (described below) can
accommodate missing data, the full sample of 231 was
retained in the analyses. However, we also ran all analy-
ses without the 64 couples who did not have posthur-
ricane data to ensure robustness of the results. The
pattern of results remained the same across analyses
(the full results are reported in the Supplemental Mate-
rial available online).

Analyses comparing the 64 couples who did not
participate in posthurricane data collection with the
rest of the sample indicate that husbands’ baseline rela-
tionship satisfaction did not significantly differ, #(229) =
0.79, p = .431, but wives’ baseline relationship satisfaction
did, #(229) = 2.42, p = .016; specifically, wives were less
satisfied in couples who did not provide posthurricane
data (M = 43.18 vs. M = 40.07). This difference was
accounted for by including baseline relationship satisfac-
tion as a Level 2 covariate and assessing whether it pre-
dicted patterns of change in relationship satisfaction.

Procedure

Preburricane data collection. At baseline (Time 1),
couples were visited in their homes by two interviewers
who took spouses to separate areas to describe the study,
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obtain informed consent, and verbally administer self-
report measures. Participants also completed other data-
collection procedures not relevant to the current study.
Interviewers returned 9 months (Time 2) and 18 months
(Time 3) later and conducted the same interview proto-
col. Couples who reported that they had divorced or
separated did not complete the interview. Data collection
for Time 1 to Time 3 occurred from February 2015
through August 2017, ending when Hurricane Harvey
made landfall in Harris County.

Posthburricane data collection. The posthurricane
assessments were designed as a more limited follow-up;
thus, procedures for these assessments differed from the
previous three assessments in two respects. First, these
assessments did not include a home visit; because many
participants experienced damage to their home and/or
left the Houston area, we contacted all couples via tele-
phone and verbally administered self-report question-
naires. Second, time points were spaced by approximately
6 months rather than 9 months. Time 4 occurred approxi-
mately 6 months after the hurricane, Time 5 occurred
approximately 12 months after the hurricane, and Time 6
occurred approximately 18 months after the hurricane.

Measures

Relationship satisfaction. Husbands’ and wives’ rela-
tionship satisfaction, conceptualized as each spouse’s
global sentiment toward the relationship, was measured at
each time point with 10 items from the Couples Satisfac-
tion Index (the 16-item version without the six semantic-
differential items; Funk & Rogge, 2007). The items assessed
global satisfaction (e.g., “My relationship with my partner
makes me happy”) and were rated on a 6-point scale (with
the exception of one item rated on a 7-point scale); higher
scores indicate higher levels of satisfaction. The 10
relationship-satisfaction items were summed to form the
scale score at each time point (possible range = 0-51).
Across assessments, Cronbach’s a ranged from .91 to .96
for husbands and .93 to .98 for wives.

Hurricane exposure. The extent to which individuals
experienced negative effects of the hurricane was mea-
sured with 18 dichotomous items that indexed events
such as having to evacuate their home, being physically
injured, having to be rescued, and experiencing damage
to their home. Table S1 in the Supplemental Material pres-
ents all items in the index and their frequencies. For most
participants, these questions were administered at the first
posthurricane time point (Time 5); however, 13 partici-
pants could not be reached at Time 5 but did participate
at Time 6 or Time 7 and responded to the hurricane-
exposure items at that time. Cronbach’s o was not calcu-
lated because this measure is an index of discrete events.

Chronic stress. Participants’ experience of chronic
stress was measured at Time 3 with a 10-item scale. Par-
ticipants were asked, “Thinking about the time since we
last interviewed you, how much has been a
source of stress for you?” The blank in the question was
filled in with options such as “your living situation,”
“work,” “your finances,” and “your relationship with your
own family.” Response options were not at all (0), some-
what (1), extremely (2), and does not apply. Because par-
ticipants did not all respond to the same number of items,
all valid responses were averaged to form the scale score
for each individual with a possible range of 0 to 2. Cron-
bach’s a was .76 for husbands and .71 for wives.

Social support. The availability of social support was
assessed at Time 3 with a four-item scale. Participants
were asked whether they have 7o one you can count on
(0), too few people (1), and enough people you can count
on (2) if they were to “feel low and need someone to
listen to your problems,” “need help with errands,” “need
extra money to cover expenses or pay bills,” and “need
help with child care” (the last item was asked only of
parents). Because participants did not respond to the
same number of items, all valid responses were averaged
to form the scale score for each individual with a possible
range of 0 to 2. Cronbach’s o was .83 for husbands and
.84 for wives.

» @

Analytic plan

Changes in relationship satisfaction over time were esti-
mated using dyadic growth-curve modeling in a multi-
level modeling framework in Stata (Version 14;
StataCorp, 2015). Husbands’ and wives’ data were esti-
mated simultaneously within the same equations
using the dual-intercept-and-slope model outlined by
Raudenbush et al. (1995), which accounts for interde-
pendence in the dyadic data while allowing for estima-
tion of separate parameters for husbands and wives.
We handled missing data using full-information maxi-
mum likelihood estimation.

Time was centered on August 25, 2017, the day Hur-
ricane Harvey first made landfall in Harris County. The
time (in years) before or after this date that each inter-
view took place was calculated for each individual on
a continuous scale, taking on values between -2.5 and
1.75. Time was then coded using procedures described
by Mitchell (2012) to allow for estimation of a piece-
wise regression function with parameters for a prehur-
ricane slope, a jump discontinuity, and a posthurricane
slope.

Growth-curve analytic techniques allow for a two-
level data analysis. Level 1 estimated within-subjects
trajectories of change for a variable. We used the
following Level 1 equation:
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for All Variables

Husbands Wives
Variable n M SD Cronbach’s a n M SD Cronbach’s a
Time 1 relationship satisfaction 231 43.12 7.93 91 231 42.32 8.84 94
Time 2 relationship satisfaction 194 42.38 8.48 93 195 41.50 8.74 93
Time 3 relationship satisfaction 161 40.76 9.67 .95 165 39.04 11.03 .96
Time 4 relationship satisfaction 140 44.39 7.93 .94 162 40.57 10.31 .96
Time 5 relationship satisfaction 131 40.95 10.55 .95 147 39.53 11.93 97
Time 6 relationship satisfaction 131 41.51 9.90 .96 145 39.48 12.43 .98
Hurricane exposure 149 3.87 2.54 170 4.28 2.94
Time 3 chronic stress 161 0.45 0.36 .76 162 0.61 0.38 71
Time 3 social support 161 1.37 0.56 .83 164 1.37 0.56 .84

Y, (relationship satisfaction) = wives[n,,; + 7,,; study (husbands: M = 43.12, SD = 7.93; wives: M = 42.32,

(prehurricane slope) + m,,; Gump) + 7,
(posthurricane slope)] + husbands[n,,,, + 7,
(prehurricane slope) + m,,; Gump) + m,;,
(posthurricane slope)] + e,

where “prehurricane slope” is the individual’s rate of
change from Time 1 to Time 3, “jump” is the amount
the individual changed from immediately before to
immediately after the hurricane, and “posthurricane
slope” is the individual’s rate of change from Time 4 to
Time 6.

Level 2 examined between-subjects differences in
these parameters using individual-level predictors. We
used the following Level 2 equations:

Toi = Buoo T Haos
T = B, + Wife predictor +p,

Ty = Boo + Wife predictor +p,

w2

T3 = Byso + Wife predictor +p 5,

w3i

T0r = Broo + Hpoi
Ty, = B, +husband predictor +p,,,
)5 = Bja +husband predictor +p,

7,5 = B30 +husband predictor + 5,

Hurricane exposure, chronic stress, social support,
and baseline relationship satisfaction were tested as
predictors in separate analyses.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for all study vari-
ables. Consistent with previous research, results showed
that the current sample of newlywed couples was
highly satisfied with their relationships at the start of the

SD = 8.84; out of a possible score of 51). Participants
reported a moderate level of hurricane exposure; each
person experienced approximately four negative effects
of the hurricane on average (husbands: M = 3.87, SD =
2.54; wives: M = 4.28, SD = 2.94).

Main effects of relationship-
satisfaction trajectory

Results of the piecewise multilevel model (shown in
Fig. 1) were consistent with previous research, indicat-
ing that husbands and wives were significantly declin-
ing in relationship satisfaction on average across the
first 2.5 years of their marriage, prior to Hurricane Har-
vey (for husbands, slope: b = -1.00, p = .011, 95%
confidence interval [CI] = [-1.78, —0.23], » = —.17; for
wives, slope: b=-2.40, p < .001, 95% CI = [-3.21, —1.59],

r=—.38). Wives were declining in relationship satisfac-
tion significantly faster than husbands, ¥*(1, N = 231) =
5.93, p = .015.

From before to after the hurricane, husbands and
wives significantly increased in relationship satisfaction,
experiencing a jump of 3.29 and 2.54 points, respec-
tively (p < .001, 95% CI = [1.45, 5.13], r = .23 and p =
.005, 95% CI = [0.78, 4.29], r = .19, respectively). Hus-
bands and wives did not differ in the magnitude of their
jump in satisfaction, x*(1, N = 231) = 0.34, p = .561.

After the hurricane, husbands (slope: b = -2.47, p =
.001, 95% CI = [-3.92, —1.03], r = —.22) and wives (slope:
b =-1.47, p = .045, 95% CI = [-2.91, —0.03], r = —.13)
began declining again in relationship satisfaction at a rate
that was not significantly different from their prehurricane
slope—husbands: ¥*(1, N = 231) = 3.08, p = .080; wives:
x*(1, N=231) = 1.22, p = .269. Husbands and wives did
not differ in their rate of change in relationship satisfac-
tion after the hurricane, x*(1, N = 231) = 0.93, p = .334.

Next, we examined whether hurricane exposure, pre-
hurricane chronic stress, prehurricane social support,
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Fig. 1. Results of piecewise growth-curve analysis showing pre- and
posthurricane slopes for relationship satisfaction, as well as the jump
in satisfaction at the time the hurricane occurred (0.0 on the x-axis).
Results are shown separately for husbands and wives. Shaded areas
depict 95% confidence intervals. Slope coefficients are unstandard-
ized. N = 231 couples.

and baseline relationship satisfaction were significant
predictors of relationship-satisfaction trajectories and
whether the main effects described above changed
when controlling for these factors. Each of the four
variables was entered separately into Level 2 of the
multilevel model as a predictor of the three parameters
of the piecewise regression (prehurricane slope, pre- to
posthurricane jump, posthurricane slope) using the
equations described above.

Predictors of relationship-satisfaction
trajectory

Level of hurricane exposure, chronic stress, and social
support did not significantly predict the jump in satis-
faction from before to after the hurricane or the post-
hurricane slope for husbands and wives (see Table 2).
Thus, the effect of the hurricane on relationship

satisfaction was observed regardless of the extent of
direct negative effects of the hurricane, the chronic
stress that couples were experiencing before the hur-
ricane, and the social support that couples reported
prior to the hurricane.

However, results (shown in Fig. 2) indicate that base-
line relationship satisfaction was significantly associated
with the jump in satisfaction from before to after the
hurricane for husbands and wives (husbands: b = —0.44,
P <.001,95% CI = [-.69, —.20], r = —.23; wives: b = —0.45,
p < .001, 95% CI = [-0.68, —0.23], » = —.26). Baseline
relationship satisfaction was not significantly associated
with the posthurricane slope for husbands or wives.

Tests of simple slopes (shown in Table 3) indicate
that couples with lower initial levels of relationship
satisfaction experienced the biggest jump in relation-
ship satisfaction from before to after the hurricane;
those with an initial level of relationship satisfaction 1
standard deviation below the sample mean experienced
a significant jump of 7.02 points for husbands (p < .001,
95% CI = [4.17, 9.88], » = .32) and 7.88 points for wives
(p < .001, 95% CI = [4.95, 10.82], » = .32), whereas
couples with an initial level of relationship satisfaction
1 standard deviation above the sample mean experi-
enced a nonsignificant jump of 0.07 points for husbands
and —0.10 points for wives.

Discussion

Results of the current study provide a longitudinal per-
spective on couples’ response to natural disasters that
helps organize previous mixed results in several ways.
First, the initial postdisaster period was characterized
by a more positive perspective on the relationship com-
pared with the prehurricane period, consistent with
existing research that has found high levels of relation-
ship satisfaction after a natural disaster (Fredman et al.,
2010). Other recent research has also found that uncon-
trollable, large-scale, external stressors led to an
increase in pro-relationship behaviors and cognitions
(Clavél et al., 2017; Williamson, 2020). These results are
consistent with predictions made by attachment theory
and terror management theory (Hazan & Shaver, 1994;
Pyszczynski et al., 1999), but the underlying mecha-
nisms are still unknown. The positive effects may be
attributable to the shared nature of the stressor, which
could trigger a positive response toward the partner
who is also a victim. Indeed, the literature on psycho-
logical responses to natural disasters has documented
an increased level of “postcrisis benevolence and com-
munity cohesion” among members of communities who
experience this collective trauma (Bonanno et al., 2010,
p. 25). Overall, results from the current study, combined
with existing results, indicate that large, external
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Fig. 2. Results of piecewise growth-curve analysis of relationship
satisfaction over time with initial relationship satisfaction as a Level
2 predictor. Results are shown separately for husbands and wives.
Shaded areas depict 95% confidence intervals. Slope coefficients are
unstandardized. NV = 231 couples.

Table 3. Simple Slopes by Initial Relationship Satisfaction

stressors generate positive rather than negative
responses from couples, and future research on the
effects of stress on relationships would benefit from
differentiating stressors on dimensions of magnitude,
controllability, and chronicity.

However, as the initial impact of the hurricane wore
off, so too did the increase in satisfaction; we observed
a decline in satisfaction that began at the first posthur-
ricane time point and continued through the following
year. The posthurricane decline is consistent with a
temporary boost in satisfaction, followed by hedonic
adaptation, whereby couples return to their predisaster
level of relationship functioning. Thus, as life gradually
returns to normal, couples may find that old problems
and concerns resurface, and their brief ability to over-
look them has diminished. Couples may also experi-
ence the decline in satisfaction, after a temporary boost,
as a particularly negative time in the relationship.
Indeed, previous research that documented perceptions
of negative relationship outcomes after a hurricane col-
lected data in this same 1- to 2-year postdisaster time
period (Harville et al., 2011; Lowe et al., 2012). Thus,
a priority for future research is to identify the length of
the recovery period for couples after natural disasters
because this may be the ideal time to help them recover
(psychologically and logistically) from the effects of a
hurricane.

Finally, preexisting relationship qualities play a role
in how couples respond to natural disaster. Couples
with lower initial levels of relationship satisfaction
experienced an increase of 7 points in relationship
satisfaction from before to after the hurricane, whereas
couples with higher initial levels of relationship satis-
faction experienced no change. This result is not

—1 SD initial

Mean initial +1 SD initial relationship

relationship satisfaction relationship satisfaction satisfaction
Group and
variable b D 95% CI r b D 95% CI r b j2 95% CI r
Husbands
Prehurricane —1.28 .001 [-2.03, -0.52] —-.22 -0.88 026 [-1.66, -0.11] -.15 -0.49 323 [-1.47,048] -.07
slope
Jump 7.25 <.001 [4.34, 10.15] 32 370 .001  [1.60, 5.80] 23015 916 [-2.68,2.98] .01
Posthurricane —2.55 030 [-4.85,-0.25] -.14 -2.56 .001 [-4.09, -1.04] -22 -2.58 019 [-4.73, -0.43] —-.15
slope
Wives
Prehurricane -2.68 <.001 [-3.44, -1.92] —-46 -2.64 <.001 [-3.40,-1.88] —-45 -2.60 <.001 [-3.57,-1.64] -.35
slope
Jump 8.07 <.001 [5.05, 11.10] 34 398 <.001 [1.91, 6.05] 25 =0.11 937 [-2.88, 2.00] -.01
Posthurricane —3.39  .009 [-5.95,—0.84] —17 -1.77  .025 [-3.33,-0.22] —15 -0.16  .885 [-2.30,1.98] —.01
slope

Note: Effect-size  is equal to Z/\N. CI = confidence interval. N = 231 couples.
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consistent with the exacerbation effect first described
in the population-level article by Cohan and Cole
(2002), which found that rates of marriages, births, and
divorces all increased after a hurricane. Instead, we
found the opposite effect: Couples with the worst pre-
disaster functioning benefited the most. We interpret
this result with caution, however, because it is possible
that it is due to a ceiling effect. Couples with the high-
est baseline relationship satisfaction had fallen to only
a few points below the maximum on the satisfaction
scale by the last prehurricane time point and were
therefore limited in how much they were able to
increase in satisfaction.

Several other factors limit the interpretation and gen-
eralizability of these results. First, all couples were new-
lyweds at the start of the study, so results may not
generalize to more established married couples or to
couples who are dating or cohabiting. Second, the data-
collection mode changed from face-to-face interviews at
the prehurricane time points to telephone interviews at
the posthurricane time points. Although this change in
data-collection mode may have influenced the observed
changes in relationship satisfaction, we believe that this
is unlikely because previous studies have found no dif-
ferences in rates of disclosure, even of sensitive topics,
between face-to-face and telephone interviews (Green-
field et al., 2000; Rosenbaum et al., 2006; Sobin et al.,
1993). Additionally, an experimental study that tested the
effect of interview mode by interviewing all participants
face to face and then randomly assigning them to face-
to-face or telephone follow-ups found no differences in
data quality or substantive responses (Nandi & Platt,
2017). Our study followed this same design of establish-
ing rapport and trust with the participants through mul-
tiple in-person visits prior to using telephone follow-ups.
Finally, alternative analytic methods such as latent
growth mixture modeling may have revealed different
trajectories underlying the average trends we report here.

A strength of the current study is the use of a diverse
sample of couples who are a close match for the racial
and ethnic makeup of individuals living in poverty in
Harris County (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Low-income
and ethnic/racial-minority individuals are more likely
to live in disaster-prone neighborhoods and less likely
to possess resources to aid in recovery (Arcaya et al.,
2020). Thus, we recruited a sample of people who are
most vulnerable to natural disasters in the United States.
At the same time, our approach leaves open the ques-
tion of whether the results generalize to more socio-
economically advantaged couples.

Overall, results of our research indicate that the
effect of a major stressor such as a natural disaster on
couples’ relationship functioning is best understood

longitudinally. In the short term, couples experience a
temporary increase in relationship satisfaction from
their predisaster levels. In the longer term aftermath,
couples experience a decline in relationship satisfaction
that is consistent with hedonic adaptation that returns
them to their predisaster functioning.
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