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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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Doctor of Philosophy in Psychology 
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Professor Thomas Bradbury, Chair 

 

Couples begin their marriages optimistic and excited for the future they are starting together, but 

within the first few years many marriages go on to struggle.  This dissertation project serves to 

enhance our understanding of how and why marriages change during the newlywed years in a 

series of four longitudinal studies.  The first two studies focus on examining changes in 

relationship satisfaction in tandem with changes in the independent variables that predict 

satisfaction.  The first study analyzes changes in marital problems over the first four years of 

marriage and compares these changes with observed changes in marital satisfaction.  Results 

indicate that, on average, marital problems remain stable over the newlywed years, even though 

satisfaction declines.  The second study examines changes in risk across a variety of domains 

(intrapersonal, interpersonal, and external) to determine whether individuals with different 

marital trajectories differ more in their initial risk or how their risk changes over time.  Results 

are consistent with an initial differences model, such that robust initial differences do more to 
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explain variance in 4-year marital satisfaction trajectories than do differential changes over time.  

The final two studies examine the mechanisms underlying changes in satisfaction.  The third 

study examines whether the extent to which couples engage in top-down and bottom-up 

processing changes over time.  Results indicate that couples begin their marriages engaging in 

more top-down processing (e.g., global perceptions of satisfaction predict changes in specific 

problems) than bottom-up processing (e.g., specific perceptions of problems predict changes in 

global satisfaction), but that these effects grow weaker over time.  The fourth study examines the 

reciprocal associations between relationship quality and couples’ observed communication (e.g., 

positivity, negativity, effectiveness).  Cross-lagged panel analyses indicate that communication 

behaviors rarely predict satisfaction over time, either at a within-spouse level or a cross-spouse 

level, but satisfaction is a more robust predictor of communication.  Together, these studies offer 

a nuanced look at relationship development over the newlywed years, providing us with a better 

understanding of how and why marriages change to inform theory and practice. 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

Most people begin their marriage with optimism and excitement for the life they are 

starting together.  Some couples remain happily married for the rest of their lives, but for others 

the once-fulfilling partnership will become a source of contention and distress.  These shifts are 

perplexing not only because couples should be highly motivated to maintain their positive beliefs 

about their relationships, but because couples are quite capable of engaging in cognitive 

processes such as positive illusions (e.g., Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996) and retrospective 

biases (e.g., Karney & Frye, 2002) that could allow them to continue seeing their relationships in 

a favorable light.  Why is it, then, that initially high levels of marital satisfaction so often fade?      

Because deteriorating marriages take a toll on the physical and emotional health of the 

partners and their children (e.g., Amato, 2001; Whisman & Uebelacker, 2006), scholars have put 

forth a great deal of theoretical and empirical effort to explain how marital satisfaction changes.  

Early work in this area used two-wave designs in which marital satisfaction was studied at one 

time point and then studied again at some later point; change was determined by computing 

difference scores or by examining the effect of an independent variable at Time 1 on Time 2 

satisfaction after controlling for Time 1 satisfaction.  These methods did not actually depict 

change in satisfaction over time, however, and two waves of data could not capture the richness 

of how marriages change (e.g., Rogosa, Brant, & Zimowski, 1982).  These concerns prompted 

multi-wave studies of marital satisfaction (e.g., Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998; MacDermid, Huston, 

& McHale, 1990), the most notable of which were growth curve approaches that described 

trajectories of marital satisfaction over several years.  Growth curve analysis separates two 

parameters of marital quality – the initial level of marital satisfaction (the intercept) and the slope 

of marital satisfaction over time – and can capture fluctuations in satisfaction.  Initial levels of 
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satisfaction have been shown to be related to individual-level variables such as neuroticism and 

depression (Karney & Bradbury, 1997; Kurdek, 1998), whereas changes in satisfaction over time 

have been associated with dyadic-level variables (e.g., negative behavioral interactions; Karney 

& Bradbury, 1997; see also Belsky & Hsieh, 1998) or external events such as having children 

(Kurdek, 1999; Umberson, Williams, Powers, Chen, & Campbell, 2005).  Most recently, new 

statistical approaches such as semi-parametric group-based mixed modeling (Nagin, 1999) have 

allowed for the mapping of different patterns of change, highlighting a broader range of marital 

experiences among newlyweds (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010) and among couples married for 

several decades (Anderson, Van Ryzin, & Doherty, 2010).    

This body of work has done much to advance our understanding of how and why 

marriages change, but striking gaps remain.  First, perhaps because the vast majority of this work 

has focused on the antecedents of these changes (for a review, see Karney & Bradbury, 1995), 

we have been surprisingly cavalier in our definitions of what exactly is changing.  Research in 

this area tends to use terms such as marital satisfaction, marital quality, marital happiness, 

relationship satisfaction, etc., more or less interchangeably, without any consideration for 

whether these terms are conceptually equivalent.  As a result, despite recent advances describing 

the nature of change in marriage over time, we do not know whether it is couples’ overall 

feelings about their relationship that shift, or whether it is their satisfaction with particular 

aspects about their relationship that declines, or whether it is couples’ actual marital functioning 

(e.g., conflict, problem-solving skills, social support) that deteriorates.  More fully clarifying 

what changes in marriage – and how – can thereby serve to enhance our conceptual frameworks 

of marriage and could improve our ability to understand and mollify the causes of distress and 

dissolution.   
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Second, we know even less about how the many antecedents of marital distress change 

over time; research tends to identify a predictor early in marriage and then examine its 

relationship to marital functioning over several years.  Although this approach is informative, it 

ignores the very likely possibility that the independent variables themselves change or that 

reciprocal feedback loops could exist between these variables (e.g., that changes in 

communication lead to changes in satisfaction, which in turn change communication).  Our 

theories tend to describe these independent variables as longitudinal processes – behavioral 

theory argues, for example, that as destructive patterns of marital interaction build up, marital 

satisfaction declines (Markman, 1991) – but empirical support for these types of longitudinal 

relationships is sorely lacking.   

This dissertation project serves to enhance our understanding of marital functioning over 

time in a series of four longitudinal studies of newlywed couples.  The first two studies focus on 

examining changes in relationship satisfaction in tandem with changes in the independent 

variables that predict satisfaction.  The first study examines changes in marital problems over the 

first four years of marriage and compares these changes with observed changes in marital 

satisfaction.  The second study examines changes in risk across a variety of domains 

(intrapersonal, interpersonal, and external) to determine whether individuals with different 

marital trajectories differ more in their initial risk or how their risk changes over time.  The final 

two studies examine the mechanisms underlying changes in satisfaction.  The third study 

examines whether the extent to which couples engage in top-down and bottom-up processing 

changes over time. The fourth study moves beyond how people think about their relationships to 

examine how people act in those relationships.  Specifically, I test whether (1) changes in 

relationship perceptions also lead to changes in observable behavior (i.e., couples’ 



 
 

4 

communication), or (2) whether changes in relationship perceptions are caused by changes in 

observable behavior.  Together, these studies offer a nuanced look at how relationship 

functioning changes over time and the processes underlying these changes, providing us with a 

better understanding of how and why marriages change to inform theory and practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

5 

References 

Amato, P. R. (2001). Children of divorce in the 1990s: An update of the Amato and Keith (1991)  

meta-analysis. Journal of Family Psychology, 15, 355–370. doi:10.1037/0893-

3200.15.3.355 

Anderson, J. R., Van Ryzin, M. J., & Doherty, W. J. (2010). Developmental trajectories of  

marital happiness in continuously married individuals: A group-based modeling 

approach. Journal of Family Psychology, 24, 587–596. doi:10.1037/a0020928 

Arriaga, X. B., & Rusbult, C. E. (1998). Standing in my partner’s shoes: Partner perspective  

taking and reactions to accommodative dilemmas. Personality and Social Psychology 

Bulletin, 24, 927–948. doi:10.1177/0146167298249002 

Belsky, J., & Hsieh, K. (1998). Patterns of marital change during the early childhood years: 

Parent personality, coparenting, and division-of-labor correlates. Journal of Family 

Psychology, 12, 511–528. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.12.4.511 

Karney, B. R., & Bradbury, T. N. (1995). The longitudinal course of marital quality and stability:  

A review of theory, method, and research. Psychological Bulletin, 118, 3–34. doi:10. 

1037/0033-2909.118.1.3 

Karney, B. R., & Bradbury, T. N. (1997). Neuroticism, marital interaction, and the trajectory of  

marital satisfaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 1075–1092. doi: 

10.1037/0022-3514.72.5.1075 

Karney, B. R., & Frye, N. E. (2002). “But we’ve been getting better lately”: Comparing  

prospective and retrospective views of relationship development. Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology, 82, 222–238. doi:10.1037//0022-3514.82.2.222 

Kurdek, L. A. (1998). The nature and predictors of the trajectory of change in marital quality 



 
 

6 

over the first 4 years of marriage for first-married husbands and wives. Journal of Family 

Psychology, 12, 494–510. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.12.4.494 

Lavner, J. A., & Bradbury, T. N. (2010). Patterns of change in marital satisfaction over the  

newlywed years. Journal of Marriage and Family, 72, 1171–1187. doi:10.1111/j.1741-

3737.2010.00757.x 

MacDermid, S. M., Huston, T. L., & McHale, S. M. (1990). Changes in marriage associated  

with the transition to parenthood: Individual differences as a function of sex-role attitudes 

and changes in division of household labor. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 52, 

475–486. doi:10.2307/353041 

Markman, H. J. (1991). Backwards into the future of couples therapy and couples therapy  

research: A comment on Jacobson. Journal of Family Psychology, 40, 416–425. doi: 

10.1037/0893-3200.4.4.416 

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W. (1996). The benefits of positive illusions:  

Idealization and the construction of satisfaction in close relationships. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 79–98. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.70.1.79 

Nagin, D. S. (1999). Analyzing developmental trajectories: A semiparametric, group-based  

approach. Psychological Methods, 4, 139–157. doi:10.1037/1082-989X.4.2.139 

Rogosa, D., Brandt, D., & Zimowski, M. (1982). A growth curve approach to the  

measurement of change. Psychological Bulletin, 92, 726–748. doi:10.1037/0033-

2909.92.3.726  

Umberson, D., Williams, K., Powers, D. A., Chen, M. D., & Campbell, A. M. (2005). As  

good as it gets? A life course perspective on marital quality. Social Forces, 84, 493–511. 

doi:10.1353/sof.2005.0131 



 
 

7 

Whisman, M. A., & Uebelacker, L. A. (2006). Impairment and distress associated with  

relationship discord in a national sample of married or cohabiting adults. Journal of 

Family Psychology, 20, 369–377. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.20.3.369 

 

 

 

 



 
 

8 

STUDY 1 

RELATIONSHIP PROBLEMS OVER THE EARLY YEARS OF MARRIAGE:  
STABILITY OR CHANGE? 

 

Theoretical understandings of marital functioning have long emphasized relationship 

problems and conflict over these problems.  Kurt Lewin (1948) argued that conflicts between 

partners are inevitable, arising from competing needs in a variety of domains (e.g., sex, home 

life, outside activities).  Whereas resolving conflicts through mutual adaptation was deemed 

essential to marital success, “If…no balance can be found which will give sufficient satisfaction 

to both partners, it will be difficult to keep the marriage intact” (Lewin, 1948, p. 92-93).  In the 

decades since, the idea that successful couples must negotiate their problems has remained 

central to our understanding of marital functioning (e.g., Fincham & Beach, 1999).  

Despite the centrality of conflict in models of marital development, our understanding of 

how couples’ problems change remains incomplete.  Instead, longitudinal studies of marriage 

have tended to focus on changes in couples’ marital satisfaction, with a robust body of work 

showing that newlyweds’ marital satisfaction declines on average over the newlywed years and 

documenting the individual, relational, and external factors that predict these declines (e.g., 

Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George, 2001).  These findings have led to the assumption 

that conflict and distress gradually emerge and increase over time (e.g., Huston et al., 2001), but 

leave unanswered exactly how couples’ problems change.  For example, the number of problem 

areas that couples contend with over time might grow, such that couples are dealing with more 

problems.  Alternatively, the severity of couples’ problems might increase, such that couples face 

more difficult problems overall, or they might experience a worsening of their single most 
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significant problem.  Each of these possibilities would have different implications for our basic 

understanding of the changes that occur during the newlywed years, but they remain unexplored. 

Examining these types of changes is important because alternative perspectives call into 

question the idea that marital problems do change.  Notably, the enduring dynamics model of 

marital distress argues, “certain interpersonal patterns are established during courtship and are 

maintained throughout the course of marriage…problems arise initially in courtship and continue 

into marriage” (Huston et al., 2001, p. 239).  Similarly, Wile (1988) posits “The process of 

selecting a partner for a long-term relationship should involve the realization that you will 

inevitably be choosing a particular set of unresolvable problems” (p.  263).  Together, these 

perspectives raise the competing hypothesis that marital problems remain stable over time.  

The current study tests these opposing views.  Specifically, we examine changes in 

newlywed spouses’ ratings of marital problems over the first four years of marriage at a global 

level, including changes in the number of problem areas, the total problem severity, and their 

maximum problem severity.  Doing so allows us to determine whether marital problems change 

in the manner assumed by leading theories or whether they remain stable.  We also compare 

these changes to changes in marital satisfaction to determine the relative degree of change in 

conflict versus satisfaction over the early years of marriage on average (i.e., whether problems 

and satisfaction change at a similar rate or whether problems change more or less than 

satisfaction).  

We also examine how specific marital problems change.  Analysis of individual problem 

areas (e.g., in-laws, sex, children) provides a richer understanding of the specific changes that 

occur to inform theory and clinical practice and allows for the possibility that different problem 

areas show unique patterns of change.  Storaasli and Markman (1990) examined couples’ reports 
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of 10 different problem areas as couples transitioned from engagement (premarriage) to the first 

year of marriage (early marriage) to after the birth of their first child (early parenthood).  Among 

the 40 couples who provided data at all three stages, approximately half of the problems 

remained stable over time, religion and jealousy improved, and sex and communication 

worsened.  Here we build on these findings using a more expansive problem measure and a 

larger sample to examine how specific aspects of couples’ relationships change.    

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 169 couples drawn from a larger study of newlywed marriage that 

began in 2001 in a Northern Florida community surrounding a major state university.1  Couples 

were recruited by (a) placing advertisements in community newspapers and bridal shops, 

offering payment to couples willing to participate in a study of newlyweds and by (b) sending 

invitations to eligible couples who had completed marriage license applications in counties near 

study locations.  Couples responding to either solicitation were screened for eligibility in a 

telephone interview.  Inclusion required that this was the first marriage for each partner; the 

couple had been married less than 6 months; each partner was at least 18 years of age; each 

partner spoke English and had completed at least 10 years of education (to ensure comprehension 

of the questionnaires); couples did not have children; and wives were not older than 35.  Eligible 

couples, after providing oral consent, were scheduled for an initial laboratory session.  

Husbands averaged 25.6 (SD = 4.1) years of age and 16.3 (SD = 2.4) years of education; 

59% were employed full time, 34% were full-time students, and 94% were White.  Wives 

                                                
1 Data from this study have been described in several other published reports (e.g., McNulty, 
O’Mara, & Karney, 2008; Meltzer, Novak, McNulty, Butler, & Karney, 2013), but this is the 
first to examine trajectories of global and specific relationship problems and how these 
trajectories compare to trajectories of relationship satisfaction.   
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averaged 23.4 years of age (SD = 3.6) and 16.2 (SD = 2.0) years of education; 45% were 

employed full time, 45% were full-time students, and 86% were White.  Consistent with the fact 

that many participants were students, average combined couple income was less than $15,000 

per year at baseline.  Fifty-one couples (30%) became parents over the course of the study.  

Procedure 

Couples meeting eligibility requirements were scheduled to attend a 3-hour laboratory 

session within the first 6 months of marriage.  Before the session, participants were mailed a 

packet of questionnaires (including the marital satisfaction and problems measures) to complete 

at home and bring with them to their appointment, along with a letter instructing couples to 

complete all questionnaires independently of one another.  Upon arriving to the session, spouses 

completed a written consent form approved by the local human subjects review board, 

participated in a variety of tasks beyond the scope of the present study, and were paid $70. 

At approximately 6-month intervals subsequent to the initial assessment, couples were 

recontacted by telephone and again mailed marital satisfaction and marital problems 

questionnaires, along with postage-paid return envelopes and a letter of instruction reminding 

partners to complete forms independently.  This procedure was used at all follow-up procedures 

except at Time 5, which resembled Time 1 in that couples completed questionnaires at home and 

brought them to the laboratory, where they engaged in a variety of tasks beyond the scope of this 

study.  After completing each phase, couples were mailed a $40-50 check for participating. 

Measures  

Marital problems. Spouses’ marital problems were assessed eight times over the 4 years 

of the study, once every 6 months, using a modified version of the Marital Problems Inventory 

(Geiss & O’Leary, 1981).  This measure lists 19 potential problem areas in a marriage (e.g., in-
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laws, sex, showing affection) and asks participants to “indicate how much it is a source of 

difficulty or disagreement for you and your spouse” on a scale from 1 (not a problem) to 11 

(major problem).  In addition to the specific problem ratings, we used this measure to calculate 

three different dimensions of relationship problems at each time point: (1) problem count, the 

total number of problem areas that the spouse rated as being a 2 or higher (possible range: 0 to 

19); (2) problem severity, the sum of each spouse’s severity ratings of each problem area 

(possible range: 19 to 209); and (3) maximum problem, the most severe problem rating at that 

time point (possible range: 1 to 11).  The three problem indices were highly correlated (mean 

cross-sectional correlation = .65 across all phases of the study for husbands and wives).  

Marital satisfaction. We assessed marital satisfaction using three measures to ensure 

that any results were not idiosyncratic to a particular instrument.  Each was used 8 times over the 

4 years of the study, once every 6 months.  Two of the measures assessed global evaluations of 

the relationship exclusively (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987).  The first was the Quality of Marriage 

Index (QMI; Norton, 1983), a six-item scale asking spouses to report the extent to which they 

agree or disagree with general statements about their marriage (e.g., “We have a good 

marriage”).  Five items ask spouses to respond according to a 7-point scale, whereas one item 

asks spouses to respond according to a 10-point scale, yielding scores from 6 to 45.  Higher 

scores reflected greater satisfaction.  The second global measure of satisfaction was a version of 

the Semantic Differential (SMD; Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957) that asked spouses to rate 

their perceptions of their relationship on 7-point scales between 15 pairs of opposing adjectives 

(e.g., bad–good, dissatisfied–satisfied).  The SMD yields scores from 15 to 105 such that higher 

scores reflect greater satisfaction.  For both measures, coefficient alpha was > .90 for husbands 
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and for wives across all phases of the study.  The two global measures were highly correlated 

(mean cross-sectional correlation = .88 across all phases of the study for husbands and wives).  

The third measure of marital satisfaction examined spouses’ satisfaction with specific 

aspects of their relationship (as opposed to their global sentiments).  This measure listed 11 

different domains of relationships (e.g., the way we communicate with each other, the extent to 

which we share interests) and asked participants to rate each item on a scale from 1 (extremely 

unsatisfied) to 7 (extremely satisfied).  We created an overall composite measure of total domain-

specific satisfaction by summing spouses’ ratings of each item to form an index that could range 

from 11 to 77.  This measure was highly correlated with the two global satisfaction measures 

(mean cross-sectional correlation = .77 across all phases of the study for husbands and wives).   

Results 

Trajectories of marital problems and marital satisfaction 

We first examined how marital problems and marital satisfaction changed over time 

using growth curve analytic techniques and the HLM 7.0 computer program (Raudenbush, Bryk, 

& Congdon, 2010).  Husbands’ and wives’ data were estimated simultaneously within the same 

equations (Atkins, 2005).  Time was estimated as number of months since the first assessment 

and was uncentered so that the intercept terms (Bf00 and Bm00) could be interpreted as value at the 

initial assessment.  We used the following equations: 

           Level 1: Υti (Outcome) = (female)ti[πf0i + πf1i (Time)ti] + (male)ti[πm0i + πm1i (Time)ti ] + etij 
           
           Level 2: πf0i (wife intercept) = βf00 + µf0i 

πf1i (wife slope) = βf10 + µf1i 
 πm0i (husband intercept) = βm00 + µm0i 

πm1i (husband slope) = βm10 + µm1i 
 

These equations include separate intercepts and linear slopes for men and women, and sex-

specific variance components at Level 2.  We initially included quadratic time effects for men 
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and women as well, but these were not significant for any of the variables of interest so we 

removed them from the final models. 

 We ran six separate models, one for each outcome of interest.  As shown in Table 1, 

marital problems remained stable over time on each dimension: total problem count, total 

problem severity, and max problem severity (linear slopes all p > .10).  There was, however, a 

significant, moderate decline on average for husbands and for wives in global satisfaction using 

the QMI and the SMD and in domain-specific satisfaction (p < .001).  

Comparing problem and satisfaction trajectories 

We then tested whether the observed changes in marital satisfaction and problems were 

significantly different.  To conduct comparisons between measures that were scaled differently, 

we first created a standard metric to ensure that any differences in fixed effects were not simply 

differences in scale (Plewis, 2005).  To do so, we standardized the first time point of each of the 

above measures, within sex, and then applied each variable’s respective initial normalization 

factor to each of the other time points (again within sex).  Doing so made the intercepts 

equivalent with a mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1, eliminating any possible differences 

between them, but allowed for comparisons of the slopes, which were our primary interest.  

Directly comparing the fixed effects (regression coefficients) across dependent variables 

required a three-level multivariate multilevel model (Hox, 2002) in which values were nested 

within variable (Level 1), nested within time (Level 2), nested within couple (Level 3).  We 

conducted these analyses using SPSS mixed and compared two variables in each model (e.g.,  

SMD and problem count).  Results, shown in Table 2, confirmed that the patterns observed were 

significantly different.  The slopes of the global satisfaction measures (QMI and SMD) and the 

domain-specific satisfaction measure differed from the slopes of the problem measures (total 
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problem count, total problem severity, and maximum problem; all p < .01).  The slope of the 

global satisfaction measures did not differ significantly from the slope of the domain-specific 

satisfaction measure (p > .10).  Results did not differ between husbands and wives. 

Severity of specific marital problems over time 

 Last, we examined how specific relationship problems changed over time using the 

growth curve analytic techniques described above.  Husbands’ and wives’ data were again 

estimated simultaneously within the same equations, with time estimated as number of months 

since the first assessment and uncentered.  For husbands, 15 of the 19 problems remained stable 

over time (Table 3).  Religion was rated as a less severe problem over time, whereas showing 

affection, sex, and solving problems were rated as more severe (all p < .05).  For wives, 16 of the 

19 problems remained stable (Table 4).  Jealousy was rated as a less severe problem over time, 

and children and showing affection were rated as more severe problems (all p < .05).    

Discussion 

Conflict resolution and problem solving have long been seen as central to marital 

functioning, but competing perspectives make different predictions about the longitudinal course 

of couples’ marital problems.  Using data from 169 newlywed couples assessed eight times over 

the first four years of marriage, we showed that marital problems remained stable on average, 

even as marital satisfaction underwent significant declines.  This pattern of results was true 

regardless of how marital problems were operationalized, including partners’ reports of their 

total number of problems, total severity of problems, and most severe problem.  This stability did 

not appear to be due to the level of specificity of the assessment (i.e., global versus specific), as 

ratings of specific problem areas (e.g., trust, recreation) also tended to be stable.  Moreover, 
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partners’ ratings of how satisfied they were with specific aspects of their relationship showed 

similar changes as global satisfaction and differed significantly from change in marital problems.  

Before turning to the implications of these results, it is important to note that the sample 

as a whole was disproportionately Caucasian, middle-class, and likely low in risk for distress. 

Accordingly, problems might change more over time in higher-risk samples, though we note that 

this stability was found in the context of a sample whose satisfaction declined on average. 

Second, this study focused on changes in satisfaction and problems during the first four years of 

marriage.  Although this is a time of significant transition, generalizations about how marriages 

change over longer periods should be made cautiously.  Third, as with all research using this type 

of methodology, these are average trends in problems.  The pattern of change for any specific 

couple may differ from this mean effect.  Indeed, recent studies using group-based mixed 

modeling techniques to examine couples’ satisfaction reveal significant variability in patterns of 

change over time (e.g., Anderson, Van Ryzin, & Doherty, 2010).  Future work should expand on 

the analyses reported here to examine variability in trajectories of relationship problems, and the 

factors that predict this variability.  Fourth, conflict was operationalized as partners’ reports 

about how much each problem was a “source of difficulty and disagreement for you and your 

spouse.”  This measure was ideal for understanding spouses’ perceptions of their relationship, 

but it is possible that other ratings of conflict (e.g., frequency of arguing, how the conflict was 

handled) could reveal different patterns and should be examined further.  Finally, although we 

used an expansive list of problems, they were based on a standard list that was identical across 

participants.  A different methodology that allowed participants to generate their own most 

significant problem (e.g., Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002) could yield different results if 

there were topic areas that this measure did not capture.  
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Notwithstanding these limitations, these findings have important implications for 

theoretical understandings of couple dynamics over the early years of marriage.  Consistent with 

enduring dynamics models of marital functioning (e.g., Huston et al., 2001), the findings 

reported here indicate that, along multiple dimensions, marital problems are generally stable over 

the early years of marriage.  Thus, relationship problems should not be thought of as a 

degenerative process that worsens over time, but instead might be better conceptualized as a 

chronic condition that remains steady.  These findings support clinical observations that 

choosing a long-term partner involves “choosing a particular set of unresolvable problems” 

(Wile, 1988, p. 263) and build on work indicating that the roots of marital distress are present 

early in couples’ relationship trajectories and remain stable (e.g., Birditt, Hope, Brown, & 

Orbuch, 2012; Lavner & Bradbury, 2010; Markman, Rhoades, Stanley, Ragan, & Whitton, 2010; 

Mattson, Frame, & Johnson, 2011).  They also suggest that the key shift underlying declining 

satisfaction is not an increase in relationship problems, but a growing intolerance for problems 

that have existed from the beginning (Karney, McNulty, & Frye, 2001).  Further research is 

needed to test this idea.  

Although problems generally did not change over time, analysis of specific problems 

highlighted a limited set of domains that did change.  For husbands, these centered around 

intimacy (sex and showing affection) and solving problems; for wives, the domains of children 

and showing affection worsened over time.  This pattern of results suggests that the first few 

years of marriage may be challenging not because longstanding issues become worse, but 

because the positive aspects of the relationship (sex, showing affection) are diminishing and/or 

external stressors (children) change relationship dynamics.  We note also that husbands and 

wives showed improvements in certain domains on average as well.  Notably, wives reported a 
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significant decrease in jealousy, suggesting an increase in felt security in the relationship even as 

the degree of intimacy declined.  Overall, these results are generally consistent with those 

observed by Storaasli and Markman (1990), increasing confidence in the robustness of these 

effects.  Future research should extend these findings to examine how specific problems predict 

future difficulties (i.e., lower levels of satisfaction, relationship dissolution), and whether the 

patterns observed here differ for individuals who remain married and those who divorce.  

These results also have implications for prevention and intervention.  These findings that 

problems generally remain stable can be incorporated into psychoeducation about the 

longitudinal course of relationship development during premarital counseling.  Doing so may 

help counter couples’ general tendency to be overly optimistic about how the newlywed years 

will unfold (e.g., Lavner, Karney, & Bradbury, 2013) and instead foster more open conversations 

about current difficulties.  Very brief interventions that (a) encourage relationship awareness and 

discussion (Rogge, Cobb, Lawrence, Johnson, & Bradbury, 2013) or (b) help couples re-appraise 

conflicts in their marriage (Finkel, Slotter, Luchies, Walton, & Gross, 2013) can then prove 

sufficient to counter these difficulties and promote positive outcomes over time, or couples may 

benefit from more intensive structured preventive programs that help them learn how to 

communicate about their problems more effectively and increase positive interactions (e.g., 

Halford, 2011; Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2010).  For couples who are already distressed 

and seeking therapy, practitioners should focus on helping couples understand what their key 

problems are, process the deeper issues underlying these problems, and learn how to navigate 

these problems through more effective communication and greater acceptance and tolerance 

(Epstein & Baucom, 2002; Jacobson & Christensen, 1996).  Thus, by highlighting stability in 

couples’ relationship problems, these findings support current models of intervention that 
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emphasize helping couples understand and better manage their difficulties rather than problem-

solving per se, given that the actual content of couples’ problems is likely to be longstanding and 

resistant to change.  

In sum, on average most marital problems remain stable over the newlywed years.  These 

findings challenge longstanding assumptions regarding the role of increased conflict in marital 

functioning over time and call for further study of the marital processes underlying changes in 

satisfaction. 
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Table 1. Summary of multilevel models of husbands’ and wives’ marital problems and marital satisfaction  
 
    Intercept     Linear  Slope        
    Estimate (SE)   Estimate (SE)  t ratio  Effect size r 
 

Husbands 
 
Problem count   11.13 (0.36)   -0.01 (0.07)  -0.09  0.01 
Problem severity  51.28 (1.83)    0.41 (0.29)   1.40        0.11 
Max problem   6.45 (0.18)    0.00 (0.03)  -0.08  0.01 
QMI    41.39 (0.38)   -0.43 (0.08)  -5.50*** 0.39  
SMD    94.05 (0.84)   -0.75 (0.16)  -4.75*** 0.34 
Domain satisfaction  64.58 (0.65)   -0.54 (0.12)  -4.64*** 0.34 

 
Wives 

 
Problem count   10.25 (0.35)   -0.03 (0.06)  -0.41  0.03 
Problem severity  48.20 (1.64)    0.20 (0.28)   0.71  0.05 
Max problem   6.53 (0.18)    0.00 (0.03)  -0.15  0.01 
QMI    41.87 (0.36)   -0.36 (0.08)  -4.73*** 0.34  
SMD    96.10 (0.82)   -0.66 (0.17)  -4.00*** 0.29 
Domain satisfaction  65.25 (0.68)   -0.57 (0.12)  -4.81*** 0.35 
 
***p < .001.  N = 169 couples.  df = 168 for husbands and wives. 
 
Notes. All intercepts were significant p < .001 because the lowest possible score was greater than zero, so the t-statistics for these 
estimates are not reported. Effect size r = sqrt [t2/(t2 + df)]. 
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Table 2. Summary of three-level multilevel models comparing the linear slopes of different relationship perceptions 
 
 
        Comparison                                  Perception * Time         Perception * Time * Gender   
    Estimate (SE)      t ratio df Effect size Estimate (SE)      t ratio df      Effect size  
 
QMI-Problem count  0.08 (0.02)      4.11*** 3203 0.07  -0.02 (0.03)      -0.75 3140      0.01  
QMI-Problem severity 0.09 (0.02)      4.97*** 3244 0.09  -0.03 (0.03)      -0.98 3180      0.02 
QMI-Max problem  0.08 (0.02)      4.44*** 3061 0.08  -0.02 (0.03)      -0.86 3007      0.02 
QMI-Domain satisfaction 0.02 (0.02)      1.21 3960 0.02  -0.01 (0.02)      -0.49 3921      0.01  
 
SMD-Problem count  0.05 (0.02)      2.91** 3189 0.05  -0.01 (0.03)      -0.45 3128      0.01 
SMD-Problem severity 0.07 (0.02)      3.81*** 3236 0.07  -0.02 (0.03)      -0.66 3175      0.01 
SMD-Max problem  0.06 (0.02)      3.24** 3040 0.06  -0.01 (0.03)      -0.52 2987      0.01 
SMD-Domain satisfaction 0.00 (0.02)      -0.02 3985 0.00   0.00 (0.02)      -0.18 3946      0.00 
 
Domain-Problem count 0.05 (0.02)      3.16** 3806 0.05  -0.01 (0.02)      -0.30 3747      0.00 
Domain-Problem severity 0.07 (0.02)      4.18*** 3862 0.07  -0.01 (0.02)      -0.54 3805      0.01 
Domain-Max problem  0.06 (0.02)      3.54*** 3640 0.06  -0.01 (0.02)      -0.38 3583      0.01 
 
+p < .10.  *p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001. 
 
Notes: The linear slopes for each measure were calculated using adjusted scores that were scaled based on the standardized mean at 
the first time point.  The first column (Comparison) lists the two variables being compared.  The second column (Perception * Time) 
tests whether these variables differed in their slope over time.  The third column (Perception * Time * Gender) tests whether the 
difference in slope between variables also differed by gender.  Husbands were the comparison group (coded as 0).  Effect size r = sqrt 
[t2/(t2 + df)]. 
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Table 3. Summary of multilevel models estimating husbands’ specific marital problems over time  
 
      Intercept    Linear  Slope       
      Estimate (SE)  Estimate (SE)  t ratio  Effect size r 
 
1. Children     2.17 (0.13)   0.01 (0.02)   0.32       0.02 
2. Religion     2.15 (0.15)  -0.05 (0.02)  -2.16*        0.16 
3. In-laws, parents, relatives   3.45 (0.20)  -0.04 (0.03)  -1.26       0.10 
4. Recreation and leisure time  3.46 (0.15)   0.02 (0.03)   0.80       0.06 
5. Communication    3.33 (0.17)      0.04 (0.03)   1.38       0.11 
6. Household management   3.41 (0.17)   0.02 (0.03)   0.59       0.05 
7. Showing affection    2.49 (0.13)   0.09 (0.03)     3.20**      0.24 
8. Making decisions    2.82 (0.14)   0.02 (0.03)   0.74       0.06 
9. Friends     2.37 (0.13)   0.00 (0.02)   0.07       0.01 
10. Unrealistic expectations   2.67 (0.15)   0.04 (0.03)   1.32       0.10 
11. Money management   3.64 (0.17)   0.01 (0.03)   0.42       0.03 
12. Sex     3.44 (0.18)   0.11 (0.03)   3.17**      0.24 
13. Jealousy     2.29 (0.15)  -0.05 (0.03)  -1.74+       0.13 
14. Solving problems    2.13 (0.11)   0.05 (0.02)   2.16*       0.16 
15. Trust     1.91 (0.12)   0.01 (0.02)   0.65       0.05 
16. Independence    2.42 (0.14)   0.02 (0.02)   0.69       0.05 
17. Drugs and alcohol    1.51 (0.09)   0.01 (0.02)   0.28       0.02 
18. Career decisions    2.64 (0.13)   0.01 (0.03)   0.20       0.02 
19. Amount of time spent together  3.09 (0.15)    0.04 (0.03)   1.37       0.11 
 
+p < .10.  *p < .05.  **p < .01. N = 169.  df = 168. 
 
Notes: All intercepts were significant p < .001 because the lowest possible score was greater than zero, so the t-statistics for these 
estimates are not reported.  One unit of time is equal to 6 months.  Effect size r = sqrt [t2/(t2 + df)]. 
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Table 4. Summary of multilevel models estimating wives’ specific marital problems over time  
 
      Intercept    Linear  Slope       
      Estimate (SE)  Estimate (SE)  t ratio  Effect size r 
 
1. Children     1.79 (0.10)   0.08 (0.02)   3.30**      0.25 
2. Religion     2.09 (0.14)  -0.02 (0.02)  -1.14       0.09 
3. In-laws, parents, relatives   3.34 (0.19)  -0.01 (0.03)  -0.16       0.01 
4. Recreation and leisure time  2.82 (0.14)    0.03 (0.03)   1.10       0.08 
5. Communication    3.03 (0.15)   0.05 (0.03)   1.75+       0.13 
6. Household management   3.67 (0.17)   0.00 (0.03)   0.09       0.01 
7. Showing affection    2.28 (0.14)   0.06 (0.02)   2.57*       0.19 
8. Making decisions    2.64 (0.13)   0.03 (0.03)   1.11       0.09 
9. Friends     2.16 (0.12)  -0.03 (0.02)  -1.44       0.11 
10. Unrealistic expectations   2.39 (0.14)   0.03 (0.03)   0.99       0.08 
11. Money management   3.83 (0.17)  -0.04 (0.03)  -1.42       0.11 
12. Sex     3.48 (0.19)   0.05 (0.03)   1.69+        0.13 
13. Jealousy     1.99 (0.13)  -0.08 (0.02)  -3.62***      0.27 
14. Solving problems    2.10 (0.12)   0.02 (0.02)   0.76       0.06 
15. Trust     1.68 (0.12)   0.01 (0.02)   0.36       0.03 
16. Independence    2.02 (0.14)  -0.04 (0.02)  -1.47       0.11 
17. Drugs and alcohol    1.60 (0.12)  -0.02 (0.02)  -0.72       0.06 
18. Career decisions    2.36 (0.13)   0.02 (0.03)   0.67       0.05 
19. Amount of time spent together  2.91 (0.14)   0.04 (0.03)   1.30       0.10 
 
+p < .10.  *p < .05.  **p < .01. ***p < .001. N = 169.  df = 168. 
 
Notes: All intercepts were significant p < .001 because the lowest possible score was greater than zero, so the t-statistics for these 
estimates are not reported.  One unit of time is equal to 6 months.  Effect size r = sqrt [t2/(t2 + df)].  
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STUDY 2 

INCREMENTAL CHANGE OR INITIAL DIFFERENCES?   
TESTING TWO MODELS OF MARITAL DETERIORATION  

 

Nearly all newly married couples seek to maintain a stable and fulfilling relationship. 

Many couples achieve this goal, but the fact that divorce peaks in the first few years of marriage 

(Bramlett & Mosher, 2001) indicates that many others struggle to say connected.  Given similar 

initial aspirations, why do couples go on to experience such dramatically different outcomes?   

One of two theoretical perspectives is typically adopted to answer this question.  The 

dominant approach suggests that marital satisfaction develops over time as a function of the 

gradual accumulation of small changes in marital processes that arise as couples negotiate 

differences of opinion, normative developmental challenges, and unexpected stresses.  An 

alternative approach focuses not on changes in relationship processes over time, but on initial 

differences that characterize partners from the outset of the marriage.  Here, marital processes 

and judgments about the quality of the relationship are assumed to be downstream manifestations 

of early risk, which is assumed to be essentially intact and evident in the beginning of marriage. 

Given the importance of reconciling these two views for understanding, predicting, and 

preventing relationship distress, the current study examined the extent to which initial 

differences and incremental changes in key relationship variables served to distinguish couples 

who experienced distinct patterns of change in relationship satisfaction in the first four years of 

marriage.  

Identifying Patterns of Change in Newlyweds’ Marital Satisfaction over Time 

 Clarifying the dependent variable itself may be a crucial first step in testing different 

explanations for how relationships change.  Although the average spouse appears to be highly 
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satisfied at the outset of marriage before gradual declines in happiness set in (e.g., Kurdek, 1998; 

VanLaningham, Johnson, & Amato, 2001), alternative approaches to studying change in 

satisfaction suggest that this mean pattern may mask distinct types of satisfaction trajectories. 

Using cluster analysis, Belsky and Hsieh (1998) found that although ten percent of spouses 

exhibited the expected pattern of high initial levels of love followed by gradual declines from 

year 5 to year 8 of marriage, approximately half of spouses were in a “stays good” group, in 

which their high levels of love remained stable.  Another forty percent were in “stays bad” or 

“bad-to-worse” groups, characterized by low levels of love that remained stable or declined. 

Recent work has extended these findings by using group-based mixed modeling (e.g., Nagin, 

1999) to examine distinct sets of trajectory patterns over time.  A study of 232 newlywed couples 

in their first marriages found that although the mean pattern of change over the first four years of 

marriage was one of decline, this effect obscured important variability in patterns of couples’ 

satisfaction (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010): the majority of spouses exhibited high levels of 

satisfaction and minimal, if any, declines over the first four years of marriage, whereas 

moderate-to-large declines in satisfaction were isolated to a small subset of the sample that began 

with relatively low levels of initial satisfaction.  Twenty-year patterns of marital happiness 

among continuously married individuals similarly indicate that the majority of spouses reported 

high, stable levels of marital happiness over time; again, change was isolated among 

approximately 20% of spouses who began with lower levels of marital happiness (Kamp Dush, 

Taylor, & Kroeger, 2008; Anderson, Van Ryzin, & Doherty, 2010).  These findings suggest that 

there are distinct patterns of change in marital satisfaction, and that starting values and rates of 

change are closely linked, such that high initial levels foreshadow stable high trajectories while 

lower initial levels precede more rapid declines in satisfaction.     
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The first aim of the present study was to replicate these findings using another newlywed 

sample and another satisfaction measure to confirm that meaningful variability in patterns of 

change in global satisfaction can be identified among newlyweds.  To address this aim, mixture-

modeling techniques (Nagin, 1999) were applied to 8 waves of marital satisfaction collected over 

4 years from 502 newlywed spouses in 251 marriages to identify groups of spouses with similar 

trajectories of global satisfaction.1  Based on prior research (e.g., Anderson et al., 2010; Lavner 

& Bradbury, 2010), we predicted that (a) the majority of newlywed couples would show high, 

stable levels of satisfaction over time, (b) declines in satisfaction would be observed primarily 

among those individuals with moderate or low levels of initial satisfaction, with these declines 

being most severe among the individuals with the lowest initial satisfaction, and (c) rates of 

divorce would be highest among partners with lower average levels of satisfaction and faster 

rates of decline.    

Accounting for Variability in Marital Satisfaction over Time: Exploring Initial Differences 

versus Changing Processes 

If, in fact, qualitatively distinct satisfaction trajectories can be identified, a critical 

question is why partners follow these different pathways.  Existing work suggests that initial 

differences in multiple domains of functioning underlie newlyweds with different marital 

trajectories.  Specifically, in a 4-year study, spouses who went on to experience less satisfying 

marital trajectories were characterized by global deficits in interpersonal communication, 

aggressive behavior, stress, and difficult personality traits six months into marriage, whereas 

                                                
1 We have published other articles using these datasets (e.g., McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, 
2008), but this is the first to (1) examine different patterns of marital satisfaction over time and 
(2) test whether initial differences versus changing processes distinguish different satisfaction 
trajectories.  
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individuals with stable, satisfied trajectories were characterized by global strengths in these 

domains (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010).  Similarly, initial differences in the strength of the 

romantic relationship (e.g., feelings of love and ambivalence, expressions of negativity) 

distinguished newlyweds who went on to have satisfied relationships after thirteen years of 

marriage from those newlyweds who went on to have less satisfied relationships (Huston, 

Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George, 2001).  These findings support an initial differences model in 

which troubled relationships should be distinguishable on the basis of risk in multiple domains 

early in couples’ marital trajectories.  

An alternate view suggests, however, that different marital trajectories are due to 

differential incremental changes in how spouses experience their marriages over time.  For 

example, social exchange theory posits that “relationships grow, develop, deteriorate, and 

dissolve as a consequence of an unfolding social-exchange process, which may be conceived as a 

bartering of rewards and costs both between the partners and between members of the 

partnership and others" (Huston & Burgess, 1979, p. 4).  Even social ecological models, which 

notably draw attention to how the external context affects relationships, emphasize a gradual 

process whereby “minor stresses originating outside the relationship and spilling over into 

marriage are particularly deleterious for close relationships as these stresses lead to mutual 

alienation and slowly decrease relationship quality over time” (Randall & Bodenmann, 2009, p. 

108).  Consistent with these views, changes in aggression predict changes in relationship 

satisfaction (Lawrence & Bradbury, 2007), as do changes in stress (Karney, Story, & Bradbury, 

2005).  Thus, in contrast to the initial differences model, the incremental change model suggests 

that different marital trajectories should be due to differential changes in risky processes over 

time.  
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Given these competing theoretical perspectives regarding why spouses eventually differ 

in their satisfaction, our second aim was to examine trajectories of risk in relation to the different 

marital satisfaction that we expected to identify under our first aim.  Multiwave assessment of 

risk is necessary to test whether changes in these predictor variables track changes in relationship 

outcomes in the manner proposed by incremental change models, or whether newlyweds with 

different marital trajectories differ more in initial risk.   

Because we sought an inclusive set of risk variables to test the relative contributions of 

their intercepts and slopes to relationship change, we drew on the Vulnerability-Stress-

Adaptation (VSA) model (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) to identify a set of time-varying risk 

factors.  The VSA model posits that changes in relationship satisfaction are governed by the 

quality of couple interaction and their cognitive appraisals, the stresses couples encounter, and 

the traits partners bring to marriage.  Tapping each of these dimensions, risk factors in this study 

thus included relationship problems, verbal aggression, negative attributions, acute stress, and 

self-esteem.  

If, in fact, initial differences underlie different marital outcomes, early risk in each of 

these domains should distinguish partners with different marital trajectories (replicating Lavner 

& Bradbury, 2010).  If, however, different marital trajectories are due more to differential 

changes in risk factors over time, then individuals with different marital trajectories should differ 

in their slopes of these variables over time.2  Specifically, groups marked by declining 

satisfaction should exhibit increasing levels of risk over time, whereas groups marked by stable 

satisfaction should exhibit stable or declining levels of risk over time.  For example, groups 

                                                
2 The one exception to the incremental change model might be self-esteem, as intrapersonal 
variables are typically thought of as being more stable (e.g., Kelly & Conley, 1987).  
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declining in satisfaction should show increased verbal aggression, and groups maintaining 

satisfaction should show stable or decreased verbal aggression.    

Method 

Participants 

 Two studies were conducted in a central Florida community surrounding a major state 

university (Ns = 82 couples and 169 couples).  In both studies, couples were recruited with (a) 

advertisements in community newspapers and bridal shops and (b) invitations sent to eligible 

couples who had completed marriage license applications in the county.  All couples were 

screened for eligibility in a telephone interview.  Inclusion required that this was the first 

marriage for each partner; the couple had been married less than 6 months; each partner was at 

least 18 years of age; each partner spoke English and had completed at least 10 years of 

education (to ensure comprehension of the questionnaires); couples did not have children; and 

wives were not older than 35.  Eligible couples, after providing oral consent, were scheduled for 

an initial laboratory session. 

Participants were of comparable age across samples, with spouses in their mid-20s and 

husbands being slightly older than wives on average (Table 1).  The majority of participants were 

Caucasian (> 80%) and Christian (> 60%).  Accordingly, we combined the samples because all 

couples met identical selection criteria; the studies used highly similar procedures, measures, and 

designs; and doing so afforded more power and likely elimination of small, spurious subgroups. 

Procedure 

 Before their laboratory session, participants were mailed questionnaires to complete at 

home and bring with them to their appointment, with a letter instructing partners to complete all 

questionnaires independently.  Upon arriving at the session, spouses completed a written consent 
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form approved by the local human subjects review board, and then participated in problem-

solving discussions and completed additional measures.  Couples were then paid for participating 

(Sample 1 = $50, Sample 2 = $70). 

At approximately 6-month intervals subsequent to the initial assessment, couples were re-

contacted by telephone and mailed questionnaires, along with postage-paid return envelopes and 

a letter of instruction reminding couples to complete forms independently.  This procedure was 

used at all follow-up procedures except at Time 5. At the Time 5 assessment, couples completed 

questionnaires at home and brought them to the laboratory where they engaged in a variety of 

tasks beyond the scope of the present study.  After completing each phase, couples were mailed a 

check for participating (Study 1 = $40, Study 2 = $40–$50). 

Measures 

 Marital satisfaction. Marital satisfaction was assessed eight times over the 4 years of 

each study, once every 6 months.  To ensure that global sentiments toward the relationship were 

not confounded with the level of agreement about specific problem areas (see Fincham & 

Bradbury, 1987), we used a version of the Semantic Differential (SMD; Osgood, Suci, & 

Tannenbaum, 1957), a measure of marital satisfaction that assesses global evaluations of the 

relationship exclusively.  This measure asks spouses to rate their perceptions of their relationship 

on 7-point scales between 15 pairs of opposing adjectives (e.g., bad –good, dissatisfied–

satisfied), yielding scores from 15 to 105 such that higher scores reflected more positive 

satisfaction with the relationship.  For both samples, coefficient alpha was > .90 for husbands 

and for wives across all phases of the study. 

Relationship problems. The severity of partners’ relationship problems was assessed 

eight times over the 4 years, once every 6 months, using a modified version of the Marital 
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Problems Inventory (Geiss & O’Leary, 1981).  This measure lists 19 potential problem areas in a 

marriage (e.g., trust, making decisions) and asks participants to rate each item on a scale from 1 

(not a problem) to 11 (major problem).  Preliminary analyses indicated that a composite measure 

formed by summing each spouses’ ratings of each item had high internal consistency (α > .85 for 

husbands and wives in both samples across all assessments).  Thus, we summed specific problem 

ratings into an overall index of problem severity that could range from 19 to 209. 

Verbal aggression. Verbal aggression (e.g., insulting, threatening, saying something to 

spite the other) was assessed eight times over the 4 years of each study, once every 6 months, 

using the 6-item Verbal Aggression subscale of the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979).  Each 

item was rated on a 3-point scale (0 = never, 1 = once, and 2 = twice or more) and summed to 

create a total measure of verbal aggression.  For both samples, coefficient alpha was at least .65 

for husbands and .70 for wives across all phases of the study. 

Negative attributions. Relationship attributions were assessed eight times over the 4 

years of each study, once every 6 months, using the Relationship Attribution Measure (Fincham 

& Bradbury, 1992).  This measure presents spouses with four negative events that are likely to 

occur in all marriages (e.g., “Your spouse does not pay attention to what you are saying”).  For 

each event, spouses were asked to rate their agreement, on 7-point scales, with several statements 

reflecting two subscales.  The causal attribution subscale examined the perceived locus, 

globality, and stability of the cause of the negative partner behavior.  The responsibility 

attribution subscale captured the extent to which spouses considered their partners’ behaviors as 

intentional, selfishly motivated, and blameworthy (see Bradbury & Fincham, 1990, for 

definitions of these dimensions).  Preliminary analyses indicated that a composite index formed 

by summing across all items from both subscales had good internal consistency (α ~.90 for 
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husbands and for wives across all time points).  Thus, all 24 items were combined, resulting in a 

single score for each spouse with ranging from 24–168.  Higher scores indicated more negative 

attributions.  

Acute stress. We assessed external stress at the first six assessments (i.e., every 6 months 

for the first three years of marriage) by having couples complete a version of the Life 

Experiences Survey (Sarason, Johnson, & Siegel, 1978), designed to assess life events in the 

previous 6 months.  Sixty-five negative, stressful events were selected, with an emphasis on 

concrete events likely to occur in a young, married population.  Events were grouped to represent 

nine domains: marriage, work, school, family and friends, finances, health, personal events, 

living conditions, and legal problems.  For each event, spouses were asked to indicate whether 

the event occurred (0 = no, 1 = yes).  To be included in the final composite score, however, the 

event could not represent a likely consequence of marital satisfaction or marital distress, 

excluding 14 items (e.g., sexual difficulties).  Thus, the measure tapped only those stressors 

external to (i.e., unlikely to be caused by) the marriage.  The final stress score, which could range 

from 0 to 51, was computed by adding together the number of events that the spouse reported 

had occurred. 

Self-esteem. We assessed spouses’ self-esteem eight times over the four years using the 

10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Questionnaire (Rosenberg, 1965).  Scores on the measure can 

range from 4 to 40, with higher scores indicating higher self-esteem (sample item: “I take a 

positive attitude toward myself”).  Internal consistency was high for husbands and wives (α > 

.80). 

Descriptive statistics (M, SD, and N) for all variables at each time point are presented in 

Tables 2 (husbands) and 3 (wives).  In general, consistent with the low risk nature of the sample, 
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spouses tended to report low-to-moderate levels of risk.  Risk factors were only weakly 

intercorrelated with each other (median samplewide correlation = .23; Table 4) and with initial 

satisfaction (median correlation = .29 for husbands and .34 for wives; Table 4).  Study retention 

was relatively high: accounting for couples who divorced over the course of the study, 

approximately 90% of couples provided satisfaction data at the final assessment.  

Results 

Identifying Different Satisfaction Trajectories 

Analytic Plan. We used semiparametric group-based mixed modeling (Nagin, 1999) to 

identify distinct marital satisfaction trajectories over the newlywed years.  As with traditional 

longitudinal methods, this approach models the relationship between time and outcome with a 

polynomial function, including linear and quadratic terms.  Unlike hierarchical and growth-curve 

modeling, which assume a continuous distribution of trajectories within the population and 

describe how growth varies continuously, this group-based approach assumes that the population 

consists of a number of groups with different trajectories and seeks to identify them (Nagin, 

1999).  As it is unlikely that the population falls into truly distinct groups, the patterns should be 

viewed as the best approximation of generally distinct experiences (Kamp Dush et al., 2008). 

The optimal number of groups, the shape of the trajectory of each group, and the 

proportion of the sample belonging to each group were derived from the data, not from a priori 

predictions.  We determined the number of groups that best fit the data by evaluating models 

with more groups and evaluating fit using the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), with greater 

(less negative) values indicating better fit.  The BIC values are greater as the sample size 

increases.  It is important to note that the BIC favors models with fewer groups.  We established 

a priori that we would choose the number of groups at which the BIC value was the greatest, 
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provided that the smallest group constituted at least 10% of the sample (approximately 25-26 

individuals).  We set this standard at twice that of previous samples (i.e., 13 individuals; Lavner 

& Bradbury, 2010) in order to reduce measurement error and to have sufficient group sizes to be 

able to conduct growth curve analyses comparing the risk factors over time between groups. 

Parameters defining the shape of the trajectory were left free to vary across groups, and these 

coefficients were then used to calculate each individual’s probability of group membership 

(posterior probability).  Individuals were assigned to the trajectory group with which their 

posterior probability was greatest (Nagin, 1999).  Once an individual was categorized as 

belonging to a certain trajectory group, he or she was assumed to have a similar pattern to all 

other individuals in that group.  Individuals in a trajectory group might have trajectories that do 

not exactly match the overall group trajectory, however, even if they followed approximately the 

same developmental course (Nagin & Tremblay, 2005).  

We estimated models using SAS Proc Traj (Jones, Nagin, & Roeder, 2001).  This 

procedure accommodated missing data; missing data were assumed to be missing at random, and 

we thus estimated trajectories using all available SMD observations.  We separately estimated 

trajectories for husbands and wives.  We estimated models with intercept, linear, and quadratic 

coefficients, which we removed when analyses indicated they were not significant for particular 

groups. 

Husbands’ satisfaction trajectory groups. We began by estimating models with one 

trajectory group to identify the common trajectory for husbands.  As expected, the graph showed 

a significant linear decline over the 4 years.  We then calculated BIC values for two groups to 

determine whether a multitrajectory approach was justified by providing a better fit to the data. 

The BIC values increased from one-group (BIC = –6,808.41) to two-group (BIC = –6,401.21) 
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models, which indicates that a single trajectory did not provide the best fit to the data.  We 

increased group number until best fit was achieved.  The BIC values continue to increase for the 

three-group (BIC = –6,339.75) and four-group (–6,284.32) models, but the smallest group fell 

below the 10% threshold for the four-group model at 6.3%.  Accordingly, we adopted the three-

group model. 

Table 5 shows the parameter estimates, and Figure 1A shows the observed trajectories. 

The three groups are consistent with the initial differences model.  The largest group of husbands 

(“High Satisfaction”; 58%) had significant intercepts (intercept = 98.83), but slopes that did not 

differ significantly from zero, indicating that their satisfaction remained stable over time, at a 

high level.  Significant declines were isolated to the other two groups.  There was a moderately-

sized group of husbands (29%) that began with moderately high initial satisfaction (intercept = 

94.19) before experiencing a small but significant linear decline in satisfaction; this trajectory 

arguably represents what has been characterized as the common marital trajectory (Anderson et 

al., 2010).  Lastly, there was a group of husbands (13%) who began with relatively low levels of 

initial satisfaction (intercept = 86.24) and then experienced a substantial decline in satisfaction 

characterized by significant linear and quadratic terms, indicating that their declines in 

satisfaction flattened out over time.  An omnibus F-test indicated that the three groups differed in 

their initial satisfaction, F(2, 247) = 85.58, p < .001, and follow-up post-hoc comparisons 

indicated that each of the groups differed significantly from the others (all p < .001).  Rates of 

marital dissolution over the four years also differed significantly among the trajectory groups, 

χ2(2, N = 251) = 10.49, p < .01, ranging from 12% in the high satisfaction group and 13% in the 

moderate satisfaction group to 33% in the low satisfaction group.  
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Wives’ satisfaction trajectory groups. We repeated the same procedures for wives, 

beginning with a one-group model.  As with the husbands, the wives’ common trajectory showed  

a significant linear decline over the first 4 years.  The BIC values increased from one-group (BIC 

= –6,918.36) to two-group (BIC = –6,601.84) models, indicating that a single trajectory did not 

provide the best fit to the data.  Accordingly, we continued increasing group number until best fit 

was achieved.  The BIC values continued to increase for the three-group model (BIC = –

6,531.97), but decreased for the four-group model (BIC = -6540.26).  The smallest group in the 

four-group model also fell significantly below the 10% cutoff at less than 1%.  Accordingly, as 

with the husbands, the three-group model provided the best fit to the data. 

Table 5 shows the parameter estimates, and Figure 1B shows the observed trajectories. 

The three groups yielded by the model were very similar, though not identical, to the husbands’ 

groups.3  Again, the largest group of wives (69%) had significant intercepts (intercept = 100.88), 

but slopes that did not differ significantly from zero, indicating that their satisfaction remained 

stable over time, at a high level.  The second-largest group of wives (21%) consisted of 

individuals who began with a moderately high initial level of satisfaction (intercept = 93.66) but 

then experienced small but significant linear declines over time.  The third group of wives (10%) 

began with low levels of satisfaction (intercept = 86.58) and then experienced large linear 

declines in satisfaction.  As with the husbands, an omnibus F-test indicated that the groups 

differed significantly in their initial satisfaction overall, F(2, 248) = 73.83, p < .001, and follow-

                                                
3 Cross-tabulations of husbands’ group membership and wives’ group membership indicated a 
high degree of overlap: spouses were in the same trajectory group in 70% of couples (n = 175). 
In 21% of couples (n = 53), wives were in a higher satisfaction group than their husbands and in 
9% of couples (n = 23), husbands were in a higher satisfaction group than their wives.  Lavner 
and Bradbury (2010) similarly showed that wives tended to have higher satisfaction group 
assignments than husbands. 
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up post-hoc comparisons indicated that each of the groups differed significantly from the others 

(all p < .001).  Rates of dissolution also differed significantly among the trajectory groups, χ2(2, 

N = 251) = 22.78, p < .001, and ranged from 11% in the high satisfaction group and 12% in the 

moderate satisfaction group to 46% in the low satisfaction group.  

  Overall, although the average marital trajectory was one of declining satisfaction, the 

majority of spouses actually exhibited stable satisfaction over the newlywed years.  Changes in 

satisfaction were isolated among the subset of spouses who started with lower levels of 

satisfaction, with the greatest declines occurring among those spouses who started with the 

lowest satisfaction.4 

Understanding Initial Risk and Changes in Risk over Time 

Analytic Plan. The second aim of the study was to examine whether the groups differed 

in initial risk and in changes in risk over time.  We did so using growth curve analytic techniques 

and the HLM 7.0 computer program (Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2010).  Growth curve 

analytic techniques allow for a two-level process in data analysis.  Level 1 allows for the 

estimation of within-subject trajectories of change (growth curve) for a variable, described by 

two parameters: an intercept (initial level of the variable) and a slope (rate of change over time). 

Level 2 allows for the examination of between-subjects differences in these parameters using 

individual-level predictors.   

We analyzed husbands’ and wives’ data simultaneously within the same equations (as 

                                                
4 To ensure that the satisfaction trajectory groupings did not simply reflect demographic 
differences, we explored demographic differences among the groups using one-way ANOVAs, 
finding no significant differences among husbands’ or wives’ groups for age, education, income, 
ethnicity, religion, premarital cohabitation, how long they knew each other before getting 
married, or whether they became parents during the course of the study (all p > .01).  As such, 
the trajectory groupings in Figures 1A and 1B do not appear to be the result of demographic 
differences in group membership, consistent with Lavner and Bradbury (2010). 
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opposed to nesting spouses within couples; Atkins, 2005).  Time was estimated as number of 

months since the couple’s wedding date and was uncentered so the intercept terms (Bw00 and 

Bh00) can be interpreted as the initial value six months into marriage.  We used the following 

equations to test for differences in the intercept and linear slope of each risk variable by 

trajectory group membership: 

Level 1: Υti (risk) = (wife)ti[πw0i + πw1i (Time)ti] + (husband)ti[πh0i + πh1i (Time)ti ] + etij 

Level 2: πw0i (wife intercept) = βw00 + βw01 (groupw) + µw0i 

πw1i (wife slope) = βw10 + βw11 (groupw) + µw1i 

 πh0i (husband intercept) = βh00 + βh01 (grouph) + µh0i 

πh1i (husband slope) = βh10 + βh11 (grouph) + µh1i 

These equations include separate intercepts and slopes for men and women, and sex-specific 

variance components at Level 2.  Sex-specific trajectory group membership was included at 

Level 2 as a predictor of intercepts and slopes (e.g., husbands’ groups predicted their own 

intercepts and slopes), and was coded such that the reference group was the Moderate 

Satisfaction group (coded as 0), the Low Satisfaction group was -1, and the High Satisfaction 

group was 1.  

We ran five separate models in which each risk variable (relationship problems, verbal 

aggression, negative attributions, acute stress, self-esteem) served as the outcome measure. 

Results are shown in Table 6; coefficients represent values for those individuals who were in the 

Moderate Satisfaction groups.  

Initial differences in risk by trajectory group. Consistent with the initial differences 

model, there were significant differences in intercepts by trajectory group for every risk factor 

(all p < .01; see Table 6).  Effect size r ranged from 0.20 to 0.59 for husbands (median = .27) and 
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0.26 to 0.45 for wives (median = 0.33), suggesting these differences were moderate-to-large in 

size (Cohen, 1988).  Replicating previous findings (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010), members within 

a group exhibited relative initial strengths or deficits across all domains of functioning: whereas 

relatively high initial levels of relationship problems, verbal aggression, negative relationship 

attributions, and acute stress, and relatively low initial levels of self-esteem characterized the 

most distressed groups, the opposite pattern was observed for the stable, high satisfaction groups. 

The moderate satisfaction groups fell between the other two groups.  

 Changes in risk by trajectory group: Results for husbands. We then turned to 

understanding change over time to determine whether differences in the pattern of risk over time 

also distinguished among trajectory groups.  For the husbands, changes in four of the five 

variables (relationship problems, negative attributions, acute stress, and self-esteem) were 

moderated by trajectory group membership (Table 6), indicating that the pattern of change 

differed by trajectory group.  The fifth variable (verbal aggression) differed marginally by 

trajectory group over time.  Effect size r estimates ranged from 0.12 to 0.26 (median = 0.18), 

indicating that these effects were small in magnitude.   

 The specific patterns of difference for the four variables moderated by trajectory group 

were somewhat varied (see Figure 2).  Consistent with the incremental change model, 

relationship problems and negative attributions increased for spouses in the low satisfaction 

group at a greater rate than husbands in the moderate satisfaction group, whereas they remained 

stable for husbands in the high satisfaction group (confirmed through post-hoc analyses).  In 

contrast, acute stress declined for all husbands and did so at faster rates for husbands in the low 

satisfaction group.  Self-esteem increased for husbands in the high satisfaction group, but 
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remained stable in the moderate and low satisfaction groups (confirmed through post-hoc 

analyses).  

Changes in risk factors across trajectory groups: Results for wives. Among wives, 

trajectory group membership did not significantly moderate the pattern of change over time for 

any of the risk variables (Table 6), although relationship problems differed marginally between 

trajectory groups (p < .10).  Together, these findings indicate that wives’ groups tended to 

change over time at similar rates, regardless of their satisfaction trajectories.  Effect size r 

estimates ranged from 0.01 to 0.11 (median = 0.09), consistent with the lack of significant group 

effects (Table 6).  Examining the specific direction of these changes, all wives exhibited more 

relationship problems and more negative attributions.  They also exhibited improvements in their 

verbal aggression, acute stress, and self-esteem, however, regardless of their trajectory group.   

Discussion 

We used eight assessments of marital satisfaction to examine whether gradual declines in 

satisfaction best characterized newlyweds’ marital trajectories over the first several years of 

marriage.  High intercepts and negative linear slopes did characterize the average satisfaction 

trajectories for husbands and for wives, but the majority of spouses – 58% of husbands and 69% 

of wives – exhibited high, stable satisfaction trajectories over the first four years of marriage. 

Consistent with predictions and prior work (Kamp Dush et al., 2008; Lavner & Bradbury, 2010), 

declines were isolated to partners who began their marriages with lower levels of satisfaction, 

with the most severe declines limited to a subset of spouses who began with the lowest initial 

levels of satisfaction.  As predicted, this combination of low initial levels and rapidly declining 

satisfaction put these partners at increased risk for poor marital outcomes: over the first four 

years, spouses in the low satisfaction groups had rates of marital dissolution that were three to 
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four times higher than spouses in the moderate and high satisfaction groups.  Moderate and high 

satisfaction groups did not differ in their divorce rates, consistent with the idea that factors other 

than satisfaction underlie dissolution in low-distress couples (Amato & Hohmann-Marriott, 

2007; Lavner & Bradbury, 2012). 

 More importantly, we sought to determine what distinguished spouses who experienced 

these different satisfaction trajectories.  We tested an initial differences model, in which initial 

differences in multiple domains were expected to distinguish between different satisfaction 

groups, against an incremental change model, in which changes over time in multiple domains 

were expected to account for differences between different satisfaction groups.  Consistent with 

an initial differences model, moderate-to-large intercept differences were found between 

trajectory groups in each of the domains examined here, including relationship problems, verbal 

aggression, negative relationship attributions, acute stress, and self-esteem.  Spouses in different 

trajectory groups exhibited relative strengths or deficits across multiple domains, with spouses 

with the lowest satisfaction trajectory exhibiting relatively high initial levels of relationship 

problems, verbal aggression, relationship attributions, and acute stress, and relatively low levels 

of self-esteem.  The reverse was true for spouses with the most satisfied marital trajectories. 

These findings document consistent initial differences across multiple domains of relationship, 

individual, and external functioning among spouses who go on to experience different 

satisfaction trajectories.   

 Limited evidence was found to support an incremental change model in which 

differences in patterns of change in these predictor variables distinguished among trajectory 

groups.  Husbands with different satisfaction trajectories could be distinguished on the basis of 

their relationship problems and relationship attributions over time, though the magnitude of these 
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effects was small.  Differences between husbands’ outcome groups were also found for acute 

stress and for self-esteem, but not in expected directions (e.g., stress uniformly decreased, and 

more so in the less satisfied groups).  For wives, changes in risk over time did not significantly 

distinguish partners with different satisfaction trajectories, and the general patterns of some 

changes were inconsistent with the observed trajectories (e.g., self-esteem, acute stress, and 

verbal aggression improved, even among increasingly dissatisfied wives).  On the whole, our 

longitudinal analyses lend specificity to the change processes that matter, while suggesting that 

overall there were relatively few differences in patterns of change over time between partners 

who experienced markedly different satisfaction trajectories.         

Before discussing the implications of these results, we first outline several caveats.  First, 

as with much of the research examining newlywed marriage, the sample as a whole was 

disproportionately Caucasian, middle-class, and well-educated, suggesting that they were 

relatively low-risk (cf. Karney et al., 1995).  As a result, the relative percentages of spouses with 

high, moderate, and low satisfaction trajectories is likely to be less positive in a higher-risk 

sample.  We eagerly await replication with more diverse samples to test this idea and move 

toward a better population estimate of different trajectory groups and their base rates. 

Nonetheless, the limited variability in the sample likely served to minimize between-person 

differences, suggesting that the differences we found would probably be larger in a more diverse 

sample.  Second, with regard to the semiparametric modeling approach adopted here, the number 

of trajectory groups in a sample is not immutable (Nagin & Tremblay, 2005).  Sample sizes and 

number of assessments are likely to affect the number of groups and the shape of each group’s 

trajectory.  Third, because each trajectory group summarizes the average trend of the individuals 

in it (Nagin & Tremblay, 2005), individual trajectories may not match the group trajectory, even 
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if they follow approximately the same developmental course.  In the same way that it is 

important to exercise caution regarding the representativeness of the derived subgroups to the 

population, so, too, is it necessary to recognize that these subgroups of satisfaction do not fully 

capture the complexity of the individual trajectories.  The satisfaction groups were, however, 

consistently different in each of the other predictor domains studied here, increasing confidence 

that the trajectory groupings did indeed capture distinct marital experiences.  Fourth, although 

the trajectory groups we identified did resemble groups that others have reported using different 

methods and samples (e.g., Belsky & Hsieh, 1998; Lavner & Bradbury, 2010), they were not 

exactly the same.  These discrepancies were most likely due to different measures: Lavner and 

Bradbury’s (2010) analyses with a very similar sample yielded five trajectory groupings on the 

basis of spouses’ reports on the Marital Adjustment Test (MAT; Locke & Wallace, 1959), a 

measure that has been criticized for combining assessments of global sentiments toward the 

marriage with ratings of specific problems areas (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987).  As a result, it is 

possible that the number of trajectory groupings identified previously was inflated due to 

variability in specific relationship characteristics assessed by this instrument (e.g., disagreements 

about recreation, finances, or in-laws) rather than variability in change in global sentiments 

toward the marriage.  Despite these differences, the substantive meaning of the findings did not 

differ across studies: both showed stability in satisfaction among the majority of couples, with 

declines and elevated divorce rates isolated to spouses who began with lower levels of 

satisfaction.   

Notwithstanding these limitations, the present findings advance understanding of why 

marriages eventually achieve different outcomes.  The results reported here indicate initial 

differences are far-reaching and do more to explain differences in partners’ subsequent 
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satisfaction trajectories than do changes over time.  Such consistent variability so early in 

marriage (the initial assessment occurred when couples had been married for less than 6 months) 

suggests that the individual differences in satisfaction and the other domains observed here likely 

arise well before the start of the marriage.  This variability could be reflected in couples’ 

courtship patterns (e.g., Surra, 1985), suggesting that the newlywed period may not truly be “the 

beginning” of a unique stage of relationship development but rather a continuation of processes 

and patterns of interacting that have already been established through years of dating and the 

engagement.5  Differences in these patterns might stem from characteristics of the partners 

themselves, and specifically the extent to which each possesses more or less attractive traits (e.g., 

Buss & Barnes, 1986): given that some couples are composed of riskier individuals than others, 

it is perhaps not surprising that between-couple differences would exist even very early on.  

Thus, greater attention to premarital factors – and theoretical linkages with these earlier stages of 

relationship development – may help us understand the roots of this initial variability. 

In contrast, changes in risk over time did little to distinguish couples with different 

trajectories.  These findings are surprising in light of leading theories of relationship functioning 

emphasizing the gradual accumulation of negative processes.  Despite the prevalence of this 

view, however, there has been relatively little longitudinal data testing these key tenets: studies 

typically rely on data from the first assessment to predict longitudinal change in satisfaction, 

                                                
5 In exploratory analyses, we examined whether the period of time couples knew each other pre-
marriage significantly predicted the intercept and slope for each of the five risk variables. The 
only significant pattern of results was that wives who had been together for longer periods of 
time experienced less steep declines in verbal aggression over time (p < .05). Overall, however, 
given the broad pattern of non-significant results, these analyses indicated that couples’ risk 
trajectories appear to be independent of the length of time a given couple knew each other before 
marriage. This suggests that couples’ courtships are likely to be meaningful because of their 
quality, not because of their duration. 
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assuming that this information captures an unfolding process (e.g., increasingly negative 

interactions) rather than acknowledging that it actually captures initial differences (e.g., Karney 

& Bradbury, 1997).  Even those studies that have examined risk longitudinally have tended to 

focus more on how fluctuations in one’s own risk affects one’s satisfaction (e.g., decreased 

satisfaction under times of increased stress; Karney et al., 2005) than on whether changes in risk 

indeed map onto observed changes in satisfaction at a between-person level.  Thus, by 

identifying distinct patterns of satisfaction over time and characterizing the changes in risk 

associated with these different satisfaction groupings, we were better able to empirically test 

which changes do indeed correspond with observed changes in satisfaction and which simply 

mark risk in these spouses. 

In conclusion, the early years of marriage are a time of continued happiness for many 

newlyweds, and declining satisfaction is isolating among a minority who began with 

comparatively low satisfaction.  These different marital trajectories appear to be due more to 

stable initial differences in a variety of domains, ranging from verbal aggression to acute stress, 

than to changes in those domains over time.  Future research and theory will benefit from doing 

more to acknowledge and examine this initial variability, rather than focusing on explaining 

changes which in fact do not occur for the majority of couples. 
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Table 1.  Demographics 
  
      Years of Full-time        Full-time    
        Age        education employed        student        Yearly income               Caucasian        Christian 
Spouse  M SD  M SD   (%)        (%)  Mdn.     SD  (%)       (%) 
 

Sample 1 (N = 82 Couples) 
 
Husband  25.12  3.32   16.43  2.22  40%   54%   $5K–$10K  $4.83K  83%   59% 
Wife   23.67  2.77   16.35  1.77  39%   50%   $5K–$10K  $4.41K  89%   59% 
 

Sample 2 (N = 169 Couples) 
 
Husband  25.53  4.13   16.48  2.33  59%   35%   $5K–$10K  $7.21K  94%   66% 
Wife   23.84  3.60   16.32  2.01  45%   43%   $0K–$5K  $5.41K  86%   63% 
 
 
Note. The relatively low income level of participants reflects the fact that a large proportion were full-time students at the baseline 
assessment. 
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Table 2.  Husbands’ satisfaction and risk across eight waves of measurement: Descriptive statistics (N = 251) 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

         Time         
1      2  3  4  5  6  7            8 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Marital satisfaction 
 M   95.81      91.90 92.17  92.44  92.23  91.88  90.19    91.45  
 SD   9.80      13.52 13.49  12.76  14.46  14.92  15.34  13.69 
 N   250      239  235  217  203  172  185        191 
Relationship problems 

M   51.48      52.59 49.71  50.11  50.40  51.09  55.03  49.74 
SD   22.88      25.27 23.37  23.26  26.50  25.91  29.46  23.68 
N   248      238  235  217  204  172  184        187 

Verbal aggression 
M   5.06      4.53 4.60  4.46  4.33  4.34  4.04  3.80 
SD   4.06      3.92 3.80  3.87  4.12  3.95  4.04  3.81 
N   249           234  209  191  183  155  92  86 

Negative attributions 
M   79.65      79.93 80.51  78.47  78.83  82.51  80.23  81.14 
SD   19.38      21.48 23.15  24.81  23.49  25.73  25.96  24.63 
N   251      228  210  193  184  155  173        175  

Acute stress 
 M   4.56      3.72 3.27  2.96  2.61  2.94  —  — 

SD   3.48      3.26 2.80  2.22  2.59  2.60  —  — 
N   251          230  211  191  197  162  —  — 

Self-esteem 
M   34.53      35.10 35.30  35.94  36.29  35.41  35.27  36.26 
SD   4.82      4.67 4.52  3.98  3.91  4.80  5.70  4.52 
N   251      229  210  191  182  155  146  139 

 
Notes: 37 couples dissolved their relationships by the final assessment. Acute stress was not assessed at Time 7 or 8. Verbal 
aggression was not assessed in the first sample at Time 7 or 8. 



 
 

52 

Table 3.  Wives’ satisfaction and risk across eight waves of measurement: Descriptive statistics (N = 251) 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

         Time         
1      2  3  4  5  6  7            8 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Marital satisfaction 
 M   97.66      93.88 94.27  94.58  94.00  92.71  91.15  93.19  
 SD   9.81      13.40 14.00  12.81  13.79  15.88  16.38  14.91 
 N   251      240  234  219  208  177  189  190 
Relationship problems 

M   47.30      48.13 49.01  46.66  46.38  49.88  48.49  47.69 
SD   22.18      22.03 24.12  21.67  22.73  24.59  23.56  23.31 
N   247      238  234  219  208  177  190  189 

Verbal aggression 
M   6.53      5.52 6.17  5.59  5.32  5.15  4.68  4.47 
SD   4.59      4.38 4.32  4.23  4.18  4.06  4.16  4.10 
N   250      236  211  197  191  158  94  86 

Negative attributions 
M   77.17      77.03 79.49  77.44  79.48  79.72  81.02  81.74  
SD   21.26      22.62 22.55  23.03  25.07  23.93  25.39  25.42 
N   251      230  211  198  192  159  172  178  

Acute stress 
 M   5.31      4.66 4.33  3.89  3.51  3.73  —  — 

SD   4.09      3.55 3.56  3.52  3.31  2.73  —  — 
N   251      231  211  197  203  166  —  — 

Self-esteem 
M   33.46      33.96 34.00  35.00  34.86  34.84  35.75  35.59 
SD   5.37      5.59 5.46  5.25  5.10  4.81  4.99  4.88 
N   251      231  211  198  189  159  149  140 

 
Notes: 37 couples dissolved their relationships by the final assessment. Acute stress was not assessed at Time 7 or 8. Verbal 
aggression was not assessed in the first sample at Time 7 or 8.  
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Table 4. Correlations at time 1 among husbands and wives (N = 251 couples) 
 
     1  2  3   4  5   
 
Husbands 
1. Relationship satisfaction — 
2. Relationship problems -0.62**  — 
3. Verbal aggression  -0.29**  0.33**  — 
4. Negative attributions -0.37**  0.44**  0.23** — 
5. Stressful life events  -0.19**  0.37**  0.19** 0.21**  — 
6. Self-esteem    0.26** -0.27**  -0.22** -0.14*            -0.23**      
  
 
Wives 
1. Relationship satisfaction — 
2. Relationship problems -0.75**  — 
3. Verbal aggression  -0.34** 0.40**    — 
4. Negative attributions -0.42** 0.40**   0.19**  — 
5. Stressful life events  -0.27** 0.29**    0.23**  0.11  — 
6. Self-esteem    0.27** -0.30** -0.24** -0.05            -0.23**     
 
 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 5. Satisfaction trajectory parameter estimates (N = 251 couples) 
 
          Parameter Estimates   
Group     n   %  Intercept Linear         Quadratic  
 
Husbands (N = 251) 
Low    33   13  86.24  -1.31  0.02 
Medium   72   29  94.19  -0.20 
High    146   58  98.83 
 
Wives (N = 251) 
Low    26   10  86.58  -1.05 
Medium   52   21  93.66  -0.27 
High    173   69  100.88 
 
Note: All parameter estimates significant at p < .001. 
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Table 6. Summary of multilevel models comparing trajectories of risk by husbands’ and wives’ 
satisfaction trajectory groups (N = 251 couples) 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Risk Factor   Coefficient (SE) Coefficient x  t-ratio    Effect size r 
       Group (SE) 
 

Intercepts 
 
Husbands 
Relationship problems 59.15 (1.49)  -19.06 (1.65)  -11.55*** 0.59  
Verbal aggression  5.50 (0.26)  -1.31 (0.30)  -4.41***        0.27  
Negative attributions  82.93 (1.27)  -8.82 (1.49)  -5.89***        0.35  
Acute stress   4.61 (0.23)  -0.87 (0.27)  -3.18**        0.20  
Self-esteem   34.28 (0.32)   1.31 (0.38)   3.47***       0.21 
 
Wives 
Relationship problems 58.13 (2.12)  -18.58 (2.34)  -7.93*** 0.45 
Verbal aggression  7.37 (0.33)  -1.71 (0.36)  -4.75*** 0.29  
Negative attributions  83.52 (1.34)  -12.03 (1.53)  -7.89*** 0.45 
Acute stress   5.95 (0.33)  -1.49 (0.35)  -4.20*** 0.26  
Self-esteem   31.99 (0.46)   2.80 (0.51)   5.47*** 0.33 

 
Slopes 

 
Husbands 
Relationship problems  0.92 (0.29)**   -1.01 (0.31)  -3.24** 0.20 
Verbal aggression  -0.05 (0.06)  -0.13 (0.07)  -1.97+  0.12 
Negative attributions   1.06 (0.27)*** -1.37 (0.33)  -4.20*** 0.26 
Acute stress   -0.40 (0.06)***  0.14 (0.06)    2.21*  0.14 
Self-esteem    0.05 (0.07)   0.21 (0.08)   2.81** 0.18 
 
Wives 
Relationship problems  1.04 (0.47)*  -0.92 (0.52)   -1.78+  0.11 
Verbal aggression  -0.17 (0.06)**   -0.08 (0.07)  -1.26  0.08 
Negative attributions   1.08 (0.34)**   -0.52 (0.38)  -1.36  0.09 
Acute stress   -0.41 (0.08)***   0.13 (0.08)   1.61  0.10 
Self-esteem    0.29 (0.07)***   0.01 (0.08)   0.09  0.01 
 
+p < .10  *p < .05  **p < .01  ***p < .001 
Notes: df = 249 in each model. All intercepts were significant p < .001 because the lowest 
possible score on each measure was higher than zero, so these statistics are not reported. For the 
slopes, a 1-unit change in time represents 6 months of marriage. Trajectory group was coded -1 
for Low, 0 for Moderate, and 1 for High, so Column 1 represents values for the Moderate 
Satisfaction group. The t-ratio is for the interaction term, which tests whether the groups differ 
significantly from one another. Effect size r = sqrt [t2/(t2 + df)]. 
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A) 

 
B) 

  
 
Figure 1. Observed marital satisfaction trajectories
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A)         B) 

      
 

C)               D) 

       
 
Figure 2. Husbands’ relationship problems, negative relationship attributions, acute stress, and self-esteem differed initially and over 
time between trajectory groups  
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STUDY 3 

TOP-DOWN AND BOTTOM-UP PROCESSING IN THE EARLY YEARS OF MARRIAGE: 
WHICH IS STRONGER? 

 
 

Most people begin their marriage with optimism and excitement for the life they are 

starting together.  Some couples remain happily married for the rest of their lives, but for others 

the once-fulfilling partnership will become a source of contention and distress.  These shifts are 

perplexing not only because couples should be highly motivated to maintain their positive beliefs 

about their relationships, but because couples frequently engage in a variety of cognitive 

strategies that allow them to see their relationship in a favorable light (e.g., Miller, 1997; Murray, 

Holmes, & Griffin, 1996; Neff & Karney, 2003).  Why is it, then, that initially high levels of 

satisfaction so often fade?     

Research examining why marital satisfaction changes has largely focused on factors such 

as personality characteristics and communication styles that predict these changes (e.g., Karney 

& Bradbury, 1995).  This research provides important clues into the characteristics that put 

couples at risk for declining satisfaction, but does not address the basic question of why these 

changes arise.  That is, despite a robust body of research examining the trajectory of newlyweds’ 

marital satisfaction over time and the factors that predict these changes, these findings do not 

address the paradox highlighted above: satisfaction often declines even though couples engage in 

processing strategies that should allow them to maintain their initial satisfaction.  This paper 

applies a top-down and bottom-up processing framework (e.g., Bobrow & Norman, 1975) to test 

whether the manner in which spouses perceive their relationship also changes over the newlywed 

years, such that spouses initially exhibit top-down processing in which their global sentiments 

shape their specific perceptions (as described above) but subsequently exhibit bottom-up 
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processing in which their global perceptions are more influenced by the specific problems in 

their relationship. 

Conceptual Framework: Top-Down and Bottom-Up Processing in Marriage 

 Spouses’ judgments about how satisfied they are in their marriage reflect a range of 

thoughts and beliefs about their relationships.  Representations of relationships range from 

perceptions that are specific and concrete (e.g., “my spouse works 70 hours per week”) to global 

and evaluative (e.g., “my relationship is one in which I feel loved and valued”) (John, Hampson, 

& Goldberg, 1991; Neff & Karney, 2005).  Global perceptions encompass multiple domains of 

functioning and are more abstract and based on less objective information than specific 

perceptions (John et al., 1991), and thus more easily viewed in a positive light (Dunning, 

Meyerowitz, & Holzberg, 1989). 

 Couples can arrive at these varying types of perceptions about their relationships through 

two primary mechanisms.  As Bobrow and Norman (1975) note, “The processing system can be 

driven either conceptually or by events.  Conceptually driven processing tends to be top-down, 

driven by motives and goals, and fitting input to expectations; event driven processing tends to 

be bottom-up, finding structures in which to embed the data” (p. 140).  Thus, “top-down” 

processing occurs when an individual’s previous knowledge and expectations shape the meaning 

of particular information available, whereas “bottom-up” processing is when one uses specific 

information (e.g., events, examples) to make broader generalizations (Eysenck & Keane, 2005; 

Shiu & Sin, 2006).  In this manner, top-down processing represents a type of assimilation as 

individuals incorporate specific information into existing global schemas, and bottom-up 

processing represents a type of accommodation as individuals adapt global schemas on the basis 

of new specific information (e.g., Piaget, 1952).  Applied to marriages over time, this framework 
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suggests that couples draw on their global beliefs about their relationship to interpret specific 

relationship-relevant information (top-down; see Figure 1A), and they use specific information 

about their relationship to determine their global beliefs (bottom-up; Figure 1B). 

Theoretical and Empirical Review 

Existing theories and research have tended to emphasize one process or the other.  Weiss 

(1984) argued that romantic partners frequently exhibit “sentiment override,” a top-down process 

in which couples’ general feelings about their relationship shape their perceptions of its specific 

aspects.  Indeed, a large body of research now indicates that romantic partners exhibit a range of 

cognitive processes in which their global satisfaction affects their specific perceptions of their 

relationships’ component parts.  For example, relatively satisfied spouses enhance their views of 

their partner, believing that their partners meet their ideals more than their partners report they 

actually do (e.g., Murray et al., 1996).  Satisfied spouses also interpret their spouses’ specific 

behaviors in more favorable ways, making stable and internal attributions for their partners’ 

positive behaviors (thus enhancing their partner) and temporary and external attributions for their 

partners’ negative behaviors (thus excusing their partner), whereas dissatisfied partners exhibit 

an opposite pattern (e.g., Fincham & O’Leary, 1983; Jacobson, McDonald, Follette, & Berley, 

1985; see Bradbury & Fincham, 1990 for review).  More satisfied spouses give differential 

weight to the positive aspects of their relationship rather than the negative aspects of their 

relationship, and shift the relative importance of specific relational elements over time such that 

elements becoming more positive are rated as increasingly important (Neff & Karney, 2003).  

Satisfied partners also attend less to information that would threaten the relationship, showing, 

for example, less attentiveness to attractive alternatives than do dissatisfied partners (Miller, 

1997).  Over time, these top-down processes should result in initially satisfied individuals mostly 
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staying satisfied as they engage in processes that enhance relationship functioning (e.g., 

attending to more positive information, making more positive attributions for partners’ 

behaviors), whereas initially satisfied individuals should show large declines in satisfaction as 

they engage in processes that detract from relationship functioning (e.g., attending to more 

negative information, making more negative attributions for partners’ behaviors).  

Other findings highlight bottom-up processes in which specific evaluations influence 

global perceptions.  For example, guided by social exchange theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), 

behavioral approaches argue that positive exchanges such as reciprocity enhance perceptions of 

relationship functioning and negative exchanges such as coercion and withdrawal detract from 

perceptions of the relationship (e.g., Jacobson & Margolin, 1979; Stuart, 1969).  This approach is 

bottom-up because the data (i.e., behaviors) drive the global evaluation (i.e., satisfaction): 

“Spouses learn on the basis of their interactions and the appraisals that follow from them whether 

or not they are in a satisfying relationship” (Bradbury & Fincham, 1991, p. 134).  Empirical 

support for this bottom-up perspective comes, for example, from a longitudinal study of 

newlyweds showing that interviewer ratings of the quality of five specific marital domains 

(emotional closeness/intimacy, sexual intimacy/sensuality, interspousal support, decision-

making/ relational control, and communication/conflict management) independently predict 

changes in global satisfaction over time, such that lower initial quality in specific areas is 

associated with steeper global declines (Lawrence et al., 2008).  Recognizing the implications of 

specific functioning for global satisfaction, preventive and therapeutic interventions have thus 

sought to increase positives and decrease negatives in relationships, theorizing that by shifting 

the specifics of the relationship the overall perceptions will also change (cf. Epstein & Baucom, 

2002; Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2010). 
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Comparing the Relative Strength of Top-Down and Bottom-Up Processes Over Time 

Although previous research finds evidence for top-down and bottom-up processing in 

newlywed marriage, integrating these processes is necessary in order to explain how 

relationships actually unfold.  Over time, top-down processes cannot be enough to sustain most 

marriages, on the evidence that marital satisfaction declines on average and many marriages fail 

(Aron, Norman, Aron, & Lewandowski, 2002; Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George, 2001; 

Kurdek, 1998).  Bottom-up processes also cannot prove sufficient to explain change in marriage, 

however, as some people can sustain happy marriages for years despite problems (e.g., Kamp 

Dush & Taylor, 2012).  A complete understanding of marital change and development will thus 

require understanding the relative strengths of both types of processes as they unfold over time to 

determine which is dominant and when.  To date, however, existing research has yet to consider 

and compare both types of processes in the same study, and often lacks the longitudinal data 

necessary to examine how these processes change.     

The current study addresses this gap by examining the nature and relative strength of top-

down and bottom-up processing over the first four years of marriage.  To do so, we use data from 

483 newlywed couples assessed annually over the first four years of marriage and examine the 

extent to which their global perceptions (e.g., marital satisfaction) predict changes in their 

specific perceptions (e.g., marital problems) (top-down processing) as well as the extent to which 

their specific perceptions predict changes in their global perceptions (bottom-up processing).  

Simultaneously examining top-down and bottom-up processing in this manner will allow us to 

determine which types of processing operate in newlywed marriage and to compare the relative 

strength of these types of processing. 
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Top-down processing is especially likely when individuals have strongly-held beliefs 

(e.g., Anderson, Lepper, & Ross, 1980) and are highly motivated to maintain a particular global 

view (e.g., Thompson, Kohles, Otskui, & Kent, 1997).  Given that spouses are more invested in – 

and thus more motivated by – their global evaluations than their specific evaluations (Neff & 

Karney, 2002; Neff & Karney, 2005), we predict that top-down processing should generally be 

stronger than bottom-up processing such that satisfaction should predict changes in problems 

more than problems predict changes in satisfaction.  

However, we also consider the extent to which the relative strength of these processes 

changes over time.  Although newlywed spouses may begin their marriage engaging in top-down 

processes as a way of maintaining their initially high levels of satisfaction, the well-documented 

finding that satisfaction declines on average over the newlywed years (e.g., Aron et al., 2002; 

Huston et al., 2001) suggests that couples are unable to maintain this top-down processing over 

time and instead begin to engage in bottom-up processes.  Dismissing specific negatives through 

top-down processing is likely to prove more difficult as time passes because information about 

the relationship accumulates.  As individuals gain more experience with specific problems in the 

relationship over time, it becomes increasingly likely that they will attribute these to a more 

global cause (e.g., “my relationship is not as positive as I thought”) rather than dismissing them 

(see Kelley, 1973 for a discussion of covariation and configuration effects).  Accordingly, we 

predict that top-down processes should be strongest early in marriage but bottom-up processes 

may be stronger as time passes (Figure 2).  

We also examine whether these processes vary across individuals.  Although there may 

be a normative pattern of top-down or bottom-up change over time as Kelley (1973) suggests, 

individual characteristics may moderate these patterns, such that different individuals exhibit 
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different types of processes.  Accordingly, we consider three types of moderator variables.  First, 

we examine whether people who are at-risk for marital distress based on their family background 

– namely spouses whose parents have divorced – show different patterns of association 

compared to people with less background risk.  Individuals whose parents divorced show 

increased risk for their own marital distress and dissolution (e.g., Amato & Booth, 2001), a 

finding that has been explained through a variety of mechanisms (e.g., the quality of the parent-

child relationship, psychological adjustment, marital attitudes, negative communication 

behavior; Amato, 2000; Segrin, Taylor, & Altman, 2005; Story, Karney, Lawrence, & Bradbury, 

2005).  Their personal histories might also affect their processing; by virtue of the fact that they 

grew up in families that dissolved, they might be particularly attuned to the ebbs and flows of 

their relationships, resulting in more bottom-up processing (i.e., greater sensitivity to the 

specifics of the relationship) or less top-down processing (i.e., a reduced ability to view specifics 

through a global lens) early on.   

Second, we examine personal characteristics, including neuroticism and self-esteem.  

Neuroticism has been identified as the personality trait most strongly associated with poor 

marital outcomes (Karney & Bradbury, 1995), though the mechanisms behind this robust 

association are not well-understood (for an exception, see Fisher & McNulty, 2008).  Given that 

individuals high in neuroticism are especially “prone to have irrational ideas, be less able to 

control their impulses, and to cope more poorly with others than stress” (Costa & McCrae, 1992, 

p. 14), it is possible that they may show different patterns of associations between global and 

specific perceptions as well.  In particular, given that neuroticism creates a heightened sensitivity 

to negative life events, we would predict that individuals higher in neuroticism would show 

stronger bottom-up processing than individuals lower in neuroticism.  We similarly examine the 
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moderating role of self-esteem.  Individuals low in self-esteem are seen to “approach their 

relationships in a hypothesis-testing fashion, scrutinizing the available evidence for information 

about a partner’s caring” (Murray, Rose, Bellavia, Holmes, & Kusche, 2002, p. 563).  This 

general processing style may also make them especially sensitive to specific events in their 

relationships (bottom-up processing) and less able to have their global beliefs shape their specific 

perceptions (top-down processing).             

Third, we examine whether parenthood moderates these top-down and bottom-up 

associations.  High levels of external stress limit couples’ self-regulatory capacities (Buck & 

Neff, 2012), including their ability to separate variability in their specific day-to-day relationship 

experiences from their overall levels of global satisfaction (Neff & Karney, 2009).  To the extent 

that the transition to parenthood has long been acknowledged as a significant stressor in couples’ 

lives (e.g., Rossi, 1968; Russell, 1974), it is thus possible that couples who become parents may 

show different patterns of top-down and bottom-up processing compared to couples who remain 

childless.  More specifically, we would expect partners who become parents to show stronger 

linkages between global and specific perceptions over time, such that satisfaction proves to be a 

stronger predictor of future problems (top-down) and/or problems prove to be a stronger 

predictor of future satisfaction (bottom-up) compared to childless couples.  

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were 966 spouses from 483 newlywed couples in four longitudinal studies.  

Two of the studies were conducted in a central Florida community surrounding a major state 

university (Ns = 82 couples and 169 couples); the other two studies were conducted in the Los 

Angeles area (Ns = 60 couples and 172 couples).  In all studies, couples were recruited using 
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either advertisements in community newspapers and bridal shops or invitations sent to eligible 

couples who had completed marriage license applications in the county.   

All couples were screened for eligibility in a telephone interview.  Inclusion criteria were 

the same in all four studies and included: this was the first marriage for each partner; the couple 

had been married less than 6 months; each partner was at least 18 years of age and wives were 

younger than 35 years; each partner spoke English and had completed at least 10 years of 

education (to ensure comprehension of the questionnaires); and neither partner had children.  

Eligible participants, after providing oral consent, were scheduled for an initial laboratory 

session. 

Participants were of comparable age across samples, with spouses in their mid-20s and 

husbands being slightly older than wives on average (Table 1).  The majority of participants were 

Caucasian (> 60%). We combined the four samples because all couples met identical selection 

criteria; the studies used highly similar data collection procedures, measures, and designs; and 

doing so afforded more power.   

Procedure 

Couples meeting all eligibility criteria were scheduled to attend a three-hour laboratory 

session, which was conducted within the first six months of their marriage.  Upon arriving at the 

session, spouses completed a written consent form approved by the local human subjects review 

board; independently completed demographic questionnaires and questionnaires assessing their 

marital satisfaction, marital problems, neuroticism, and self-esteem; and participated in a variety 

of tasks beyond the scope of the present study.  To allow for change between assessments, we 

used spouses’ reports of marital satisfaction and marital problems at approximately 12-month 
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intervals for three years after the initial assessment (i.e., 4 annual assessments total).  Depending 

on the sample, participants were paid $50–$75 initially and $25–$50 at each follow-up.  

Measures 

 Global marital satisfaction.  We assessed spouses’ global beliefs (i.e., the “top” part of 

the top-down processes) with a measure of global marital satisfaction.  To ensure that global 

sentiments toward the relationship were not confounded with specific problem areas (see 

Fincham & Bradbury, 1987), we used a version of the Semantic Differential (SMD; Osgood, 

Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957), a measure of marital satisfaction that assesses global evaluations of 

the relationship exclusively.  This measure asks spouses to rate their perceptions of their 

relationship on 7-point scales between 15 pairs of opposing adjectives (e.g., bad –good, 

dissatisfied–satisfied), yielding scores from 15 to 105 such that higher scores reflect more 

positive satisfaction with the relationship.  Coefficient alpha was > .90 for husbands and for 

wives across all phases of the study.  Means and standard deviations for husbands and wives at 

each wave are shown in Table 2.   

Specific marital problems. We assessed spouses’ specific perceptions (i.e., the “bottom” 

part of the bottom-up processes) with a modified version of the Marital Problems Inventory 

(Geiss & O’Leary, 1981), a measure of partners’ specific marital problems.  This measure lists 

19 potential problem areas in a marriage (e.g., trust, making decisions) and asks participants to 

rate each item on a scale from 1 (not a problem) to 11 (major problem).  To assess the total 

severity of spouses’ marital problems, we created a composite measure formed by summing each 

spouses’ ratings of each item (possible range from 19 to 209; α > .85 for husbands and wives).  

Means and standard deviations for husbands and wives at each wave are shown in Table 2. 
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Neuroticism.  We assessed spouses’ neuroticism using the 23-item Neuroticism scale of 

the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (Eysenck & Eysenck, 1978).  Scores on the measure can 

range from 0 to 23, with higher scores indicating higher neuroticism (sample items: “Are you a 

worrier?” “Does your mood go up and down often?”).  Internal consistency was high for 

husbands and wives (coefficient alpha > .80). 

Self-esteem. We assessed spouses’ self-esteem using the 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Questionnaire (Rosenberg, 1965).  Scores on the measure can range from 4 to 40, with higher 

scores indicating higher self-esteem (sample item: “I take a positive attitude toward myself”). 

Internal consistency was high for husbands and wives (coefficient alpha > .80).  

Results 

Analytic Plan 

Cross-lagged panel analyses were used to examine top-down (global to specific) and 

bottom-up (specific to global) processes in marriage over time.  These analyses are commonly 

used in longitudinal research to test the direction of influence between two variables (e.g., 

Cacioppo, Hawkley, & Thisted, 2010; Kim, Conger, Elder, & Lorenz, 2003).  This design is 

ideal here because it allows for the simultaneous examination of the reciprocal influence between 

two pathways of interest (e.g., early specific evaluations to later global satisfaction and early 

global satisfaction to later specific evaluations), while controlling for all potential relationships 

among the variables (Gershoff, Aber, & Clements, 2009; Martens & Haase, 2006).  It differs 

from a regression analysis in that both dependent variables (global and specific evaluations) are 

entered into the model and allowed to correlate.  It is thus a more conservative analysis that 

accounts for the multicollinearity between the two dependent variables, leaving less variance in 

the dependent variables to be explained by the independent variables. 
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Analyses were conducted in MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 2002).  This procedure 

accommodated missing data; thus we estimated models using all available observations.  

Predictor variables included global and specific evaluations from the preceding time point (e.g., 

when dependent variables were global marital satisfaction and specific marital problems at Year 

2, predictor variables were global marital satisfaction and specific marital problems at Year 1).  

Because the stability paths are included in the model (e.g., global marital satisfaction at Year 1 to 

global marital satisfaction at Year 2), each of the effects should be conceptualized as examining 

change over time (e.g., specific problems at Year 1 predicts global satisfaction at Year 2, 

controlling for global satisfaction at Year 1). 

General Models 

We began by examining two four-wave models, one for husbands and one for wives. 

There was high stability for husbands’ marital satisfaction and for husbands’ marital problems 

across all three lags (Table 3).  The cross-sectional associations between the two variables were 

also significant at each time point (Year 1: β = -0.67; Year 2: β = -0.67; Year 3: β = -0.74; Year 

4: β = -0.67, all p < .001).  Husbands’ top-down paths (global marital satisfaction to specific 

marital problems) were significant over the first two time lags; their bottom-up paths (specific 

marital problems to global marital satisfaction) were significant over all three lags (Table 3).  We 

conducted Wald tests to test whether the strength of the top-down and bottom-up effects differed 

significantly.  Results indicated that husbands’ top-down (early marital satisfaction to later 

marital problems) effect from Year 1-2 was stronger than the bottom-up (early marital problems 

to later marital satisfaction) effect, Wald test (df = 1) = 7.82, p < .01.  From Year 2-3 and Year 3-

4, the strength of the top-down and bottom-up effects did not differ, Wald test (df = 1) = 0.63 

and 0.09, respectively, p > .10. 
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 Results for wives were very similar to husbands’ patterns.  All stability effects were 

significant for wives’ marital satisfaction and for wives’ marital problems across all three lags 

(Table 3).  The cross-sectional associations between the two variables were also significant at 

each time point (Year 1: β = -0.71; Year 2: β = -0.68; Year 3: β = -0.69; Year 4: β = -0.72, all p 

< .001).  As shown in Table 3, wives’ top-down paths (global marital satisfaction to specific 

marital problems) were significant at the first lag (Year 1-2), marginal at the second lag (Year 2-

3), and not significant at the third lag (Year 3-4).  The bottom-up paths (specific marital 

problems to global marital satisfaction) were significant at all three lags (Table 3).  We 

conducted Wald tests to test whether the strength of the top-down and bottom-up effects differed 

significantly.  Results indicated that wives’ top-down (early marital satisfaction to later marital 

problems) effect from Year 1-2 was stronger than their bottom-up (early marital problems to 

later marital satisfaction) effect during this period, Wald test (df = 1) = 4.91, p < .05.  From Year 

2-3 and Year 3-4, the strength of the top-down and bottom-up effects did not differ, Wald tests 

(df = 1) = 0.79 and 0.18, respectively, p > .10. 

Moderator Effects 

We then examined whether parental divorce, neuroticism, self-esteem, and having a child 

during marriage moderated these effects.  Doing so allowed us to determine the extent to which 

family risk, personality characteristics, and external stressors affected the relative strength of 

these processes.  

Parental divorce.  To test the moderating role of parental divorce, we used a series of 

multi-group cross-lagged analyses (e.g., Ibrahim, Smith, & Muntaner, 2009) comparing spouses 

who reported that their parents divorced (N = 117 husbands and 127 wives) to those spouses who 

reported that their parents had not divorced (N = 360 husbands and 349 wives).  We compared 



 
 

76 

the fit statistics from a series of nested models in which the paths were freely-varying for the two 

groups versus constrained to be equal between the two groups (e.g., Ibrahim et al., 2009) in order 

to determine whether separate models better fit the data.  Models were run separately for 

husbands and wives.  For husbands, the freely-varying model [χ2(24) = 96.60] did not have 

significantly better fit than the constrained model [χ2(36)  = 115.50], test of chi-square: χ2 (12, N 

= 477) = 18.90, p > .05, indicating that husbands whose parents divorced and husbands whose 

parents remained married showed similar associations.  For wives, the freely-varying model 

[χ2(24) = 136.12] had significantly better fit than the constrained model [χ2(36)  = 160.51], test 

of chi-square: χ2 (12, N = 476) = 24.39, p < .05, indicating that wives whose parents divorced 

showed different associations between marital satisfaction and marital problems than wives 

whose parents remained married.  Accordingly, we proceeded with the multigroup model for 

wives only.     

Stability and cross-effects for wives by parental divorce are shown in Table 4.  We 

conducted Wald tests to determine which of the effects significantly differed between groups.  

Results showed no significant differences in the strength of the top-down paths (all p > .10). At 

the second lag only (year 2-3 of marriage), there were significant differences in the strength of 

the bottom-up and both stability paths (all p < .05), such that wives whose parents divorced had 

weaker bottom-up processing, more stable satisfaction, and less stable problems than wives 

whose parents remained married.  There were no significant differences in the strength of the 

bottom-up or either stability path at the first or third lags (all p > .10).  Accordingly, despite the 

overall pattern of different associations between the two subgroups, there were relatively few 

specific differences between them.     
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Neuroticism.  We examined the moderating role of neuroticism by including the main 

effect of neuroticism along with time-specific interaction terms as predictor variables in the 

general cross-lagged panel models described earlier.  To do so, after first standardizing all 

variables within sex, we created the time-specific interactions for neuroticism by multiplying 

neuroticism and marital satisfaction at the prior time point, and neuroticism and marital problems 

at the prior time point (e.g., when predicting an outcome at Year 3, the interaction term was 

created by multiplying the standardized value of neuroticism and the standardized value of 

marital problems at Year 2).  Including these variables in the models thus allowed us to 

determine whether neuroticism moderated the stability paths (e.g., marital problems at Year 1 to 

marital problems at Year 2) and the cross-lagged paths (e.g., marital problems at Year 1 to 

marital satisfaction at Year 2) above and beyond the main effects.  

For husbands, there were significant main effects for neuroticism on marital problems at 

Year 2 and Year 4, such that husbands with higher neuroticism had higher levels of marital 

problems (p < .05).  There were also significant main effects for neuroticism on marital 

satisfaction at Year 2 and Year 4, such that husbands with higher neuroticism had lower levels of 

marital satisfaction (p < .05).  However, neuroticism did not significantly moderate the stability 

or cross-lagged paths at any time point (all p > .05).  

For wives, there were significant main effects for neuroticism on marital problems at 

Year 2 and Year 4, such that wives with higher neuroticism had higher levels of marital 

problems (p < .05).  There was also a significant main effect for neuroticism on marital 

satisfaction at Year 3, such that wives with higher neuroticism had lower levels of marital 

satisfaction (p < .05).  However, as with the husbands, wives’ neuroticism did not significantly 

moderate the stability or cross-lagged paths at any time point (all p > .05).  
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Self-esteem.  We used a similar procedure to examine the moderating role of self-esteem 

as we did for neuroticism.  After first standardizing within sex, we created a set of time-specific 

interaction terms for self-esteem by multiplying self-esteem and marital satisfaction at the prior 

time point, and self-esteem and marital problems at the prior time point.  We then added these 

variables, along with the main effect of self-esteem (also standardized within sex) as predictor 

variables to the general cross-lagged models.  Doing so allowed us to examine whether self-

esteem moderated the cross-lagged effects and the stability effects.  Models were again run 

separately for husbands and wives.  

For husbands, there were significant main effects for self-esteem on marital problems at 

Year 2 and Year 4, such that husbands with higher self-esteem had lower levels of marital 

problems (p < .05).  There was also a significant main effect for self-esteem on marital 

satisfaction at Year 4, such that husbands with higher self-esteem had higher levels of marital 

satisfaction (p < .05).  However, self-esteem did not significantly moderate the stability or cross-

lagged paths at any time point (all p > .05).  

For wives, there were significant main effects for self-esteem on marital problems at Year 

2 and Year 4, such that wives with higher self-esteem had lower levels of marital problems (p < 

.05).  There were also significant main effects for self-esteem on marital satisfaction at Year 2 

and Year 4, such that wives with higher self-esteem had higher levels of marital satisfaction (p < 

.05).  However, as with the husbands, self-esteem did not significantly moderate wives’ stability 

or cross-lagged paths at any time point (all p > .05).  

Parenthood.  Last, we examined whether spouses who reported becoming parents during 

the course of the study (N = 144 husbands and 148 wives) showed different patterns of 

association between marital satisfaction and marital problems than spouses who did not become 
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parents (N = 306 husbands and 301 wives).  As with the parental divorce variable, we used a 

series of multi-group cross-lagged analyses (e.g., Ibrahim et al., 2009) in which we compared the 

fit statistics from a series of nested models in which the paths were freely-varying for the two 

groups versus constrained to be equal between the two groups (e.g., Ibrahim et al., 2009); models 

were run separately for husbands and wives.  For husbands, the freely-varying model [χ2(24) = 

98.01] did not have significantly better fit than the constrained model [χ2(36)  = 106.33], test of 

chi-square: χ2 (12, N = 450) = 8.32, p > .05, indicating that husbands who became parents and 

husbands who did not become parents showed similar associations.  Similarly, for wives, the 

freely-varying model [χ2(24) = 134.83] did not have significantly better fit than the constrained 

model [χ2(36)  = 151.17], test of chi-square: χ2 (12, N = 449) = 16.34, p > .05, indicating that 

wives who became parents and wives who did not become parents showed similar associations. 

Discussion 

Newlyweds commonly begin marriage satisfied and optimistic about what their futures 

hold (Lavner, Karney, & Bradbury, 2013), but these feelings often fade as time passes, despite 

couples engaging in a variety of cognitive strategies that allow them to see their relationship in a 

positive light (e.g., Murray et al., 1996).  The current study addressed this paradox by testing 

whether the manner in which spouses perceive their relationship also changes over the newlywed 

years, such that spouses initially exhibit top-down processing in which their global sentiments 

shape their specific perceptions and subsequently exhibit bottom-up processing in which their 

specific perceptions shape their global sentiments (e.g., Bobrow & Norman, 1975).  Using data 

from nearly 500 newlywed couples assessed annually over the first four years of marriage, we 

found evidence for top-down and bottom-up processing over the first three years of marriage, 

such that global satisfaction predicted specific problems (top-down) and specific problems 
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predicted global satisfaction (bottom-up).  Consistent with our hypotheses, top-down processing 

was stronger than bottom-up processing early in marriage (Year 1 to Year 2), but not as time 

passed.  Furthermore, only the bottom-up paths (specific problems to global satisfaction) were 

significant from Year 3 to Year 4.  Parental history of divorce, neuroticism, self-esteem, and 

having a child during marriage did not moderate these associations in meaningful ways, 

indicating that this general pattern was robust regardless of individual histories or circumstances.           

Before discussing the implications of these results, we note several caveats.  First, we 

examined top-down and bottom-up processes over the first four years of marriage among a 

sample of newlywed couples.  It is possible that different patterns of associations would emerge 

later in couples’ marital trajectories, calling for further research into these processes throughout 

the course of marital development.  For example, it would be interesting to examine whether 

bottom-up processing continues to be prevalent throughout the first decade of marriage but top-

down processing eventually regains prominence later in marriage as couples settle into familiar 

roles and routines.  Second, although the study used a large, diverse sample of newlywed 

couples, we caution that all of these couples were in their first marriages and childless at the time 

of marriage.  Accordingly, they may be especially likely to exhibit top-down processing early in 

their marital trajectories.  Further research is needed on other populations who enter marriage 

with more varied backgrounds, including remarriages and children prior to marriage, to 

determine whether the patterns observed here are characteristic of marriage in general.  Finally, 

top-down and bottom-up processing were operationalized as spouses’ perceptions of their global 

satisfaction and specific problems assessed over one-year periods.  It is important to extend these 

types of processes to other aspects of couples’ perceptions (e.g., global perceptions of problems, 

satisfaction with specific relationship elements, attributions of partner behaviors) as an additional 
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test of these ideas, along with daily diary designs to examine how these processes unfold on a 

more micro-level. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, these findings do much to advance theoretical 

understandings of how relationships change over the newlywed years.  These results build on 

prior work showing that couples engage in a variety of top-down strategies in which their overall 

global perceptions of their relationship affect their specific perceptions of their relationship and 

their partner (e.g., Miller, 1997; Murray et al., 1996), particularly early in marriage.  Over time, 

however, a significant shift occurs such that these top-down processes are no longer stronger 

than bottom-up processes in which specific perceptions affect global perceptions.  Most notably, 

by the fourth year of marriage, only bottom-up processes remain significant, such that couples’ 

overall ratings of their satisfaction become more affected by their views of specific problems in 

their relationship.  These findings are consistent with the idea that it becomes more difficult for 

individuals to simply dismiss specific information as it accumulates rather than attribute it to a 

more global cause (e.g., Kelley, 1973), resulting in more bottom-up processing and less top-

down processing as time passes.  Future studies should consider how these processes predict 

longer-term satisfaction and divorce, and whether individuals who experience poor marital 

outcomes differ in degree (the strength of top-down and bottom-up processes over time) or in 

kind (experiencing more top-down or bottom-up processing) from individuals who go on to 

experience more positive marital trajectories.      

These findings provide a new explanation for the well-documented average decline in 

satisfaction over the newlywed years (e.g., Aron et al., 2002; Huston et al., 2001): couples 

become less able to assimilate specific negative information into their global perceptions of their 

relationship, and instead must shift their global perceptions to accommodate this specific 
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information.  In so doing, they become more sensitive to their specific problems.  This line of 

reasoning suggests that satisfaction can decline irrespective of actual shifts in the levels of 

problems – changes in the significance and relative strength of couples’ type of processing may 

be sufficient to account for change in evaluations of the marriage as a whole.  As the newlywed 

years unfold, partners may thus become more affected by longstanding issues such as premarital 

doubts (Lavner, Karney, & Bradbury, 2012) or negative automatic views of their relationship 

(McNulty, Olson, Meltzer, & Shaffer, 2013) that they were initially able to minimize through 

stronger top-down processing.  Accordingly, by documenting shifts in the manner in which 

couples perceive their relationship over time, the current study allows for the possibility that 

satisfaction can change even if other aspects of the relationship remain stable, such that couples 

may become more affected by longstanding problems and concerns.     

In conclusion, the current study was the first to compare the relative strength of top-down 

and bottom-up processing in newlywed marriage.  This work found evidence for both types of 

processing and for changing patterns of association over time, such that early in marriage global 

beliefs were stronger predictors of specific perceptions and later in marriage specific perceptions 

predicted global beliefs.  These findings may provide one explanation for why marital 

satisfaction so commonly declines by indicating that newlywed couples’ initially positive global 

beliefs are less powerful in shaping their specific perceptions, and more influenced by these 

specific perceptions, as time passes.  Future research into the psychological mechanisms behind 

these shifts and their consequences will do much to advance theoretical understandings of 

relationship development and changes in marital satisfaction.   
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Table 1.  Demographics 
  
     
Spouse  Age        Years of education  Yearly income        Caucasian 
  M (SD)  M(SD)    median   % 
 

Sample 1 (N = 82 Couples) 
 
Husband  25.1 (3.3)  16.4 (2.2)   $5K–$10K   83%  
Wife   23.7 (2.8)  16.4 (1.8)   $5K–$10K   89%  
  

Sample 2 (N = 169 Couples) 
 
Husband  25.5 (4.1)  16.5 (2.3)   $5K–$10K   94%  
Wife   23.8 (3.6)  16.3 (2.0)   $0K–$5K   86%  
  

Sample 3 (N = 60 Couples) 
 
Husband  25.4 (3.4)  15.6 (2.2)   $11K–$20K   75%  
Wife   24.0 (2.9)  15.6 (1.6)   $11K–$20K   75%  
  

Sample 4 (N = 172 Couples) 
 
Husband  27.6 (3.9)  15.6 (2.2)   $21K–$30K   67%  
Wife   26.0 (3.4)  16.2 (2.0)   $11K–$20K   61% 
 
 
Note. The relatively low income level of participants in Samples 1 and 2 reflects the fact that a 
large proportion were full-time students at the baseline assessment. 
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Table 2.  Means and standard deviations for global marital satisfaction and specific marital 
problems over time 
 
     Year 1  Year 2  Year 3  Year 4     
     M (SD) M (SD)           M (SD)       M (SD) 
 
Husbands’ global satisfaction  94.92 (10.3) 92.09 (13.4) 91.45 (14.8) 89.63 (16.0)  
 
Wives’ global satisfaction  96.65 (10.0) 93.65 (14.6) 92.58 (15.1)  90.50 (16.8) 
 
Husbands’ specific problems  50.89 (22.2) 51.34 (23.9) 50.86 (25.0)  54.43 (28.2)  
 
Wives’ specific problems  47.08 (21.5) 50.33 (25.3) 47.48 (22.7) 51.88 (26.4) 
 
 
N = 483 couples at Year 1.  
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Table 3. Stability and cross-lagged effects for global marital satisfaction and specific marital 
problems for the overall sample 
 
   

                 Stability Effects         Cross-Lagged Effects   
β for global   β for specific   β for global         β for specific  
satisfaction  problems  satisfaction to  problems to 

        specific problems  global  
                                                                        (top-down)   satisfaction  
               (bottom-up) 

 
 

 
Husbands 

 
Year 1-2 0.50***  0.53***  -0.19***  -0.15**  
 
Year 2-3 0.52***  0.66***  -0.12*   -0.19**  
 
Year 3-4 0.56***  0.61***  -0.09   -0.19** 
    

 
Wives 

 
Year 1-2 0.46***  0.49***  -0.17**  -0.15**  
 
Year 2-3 0.49***  0.61***  -0.13+   -0.15*   
 
Year 3-4 0.46***  0.61***  -0.11   -0.18*   
 
 
+p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 4. Stability and cross-effects for wives by parental divorce status 
 
 
                                           Parents Married    Parents Divorced  Wald test 
 

 
Stability Effects 

 
Global satisfaction (β) 

 
Year 1-2  0.54***   0.31**   2.61 
Year 2-3  0.38***   0.80***  8.10** 
Year 3-4  0.49***   0.39*   0.12 

 
Specific problems (β) 

 
Year 1-2  0.47***   0.56***  0.67  
Year 2-3  0.65***   0.41**   4.36* 
Year 3-4  0.67***   0.42*   0.80 

 
 

Cross-Lagged Effects 
 
Top-down: Global satisfaction to specific problems (β) 

 
Year 1-2  -0.19**   -0.15+   0.11 
Year 2-3  -0.08    -0.32*   1.86 
Year 3-4  -0.08    -0.20   0.40 

 
Bottom-up: Specific problems to global satisfaction (β) 

 
Year 1-2  -0.13*    -0.16   0.09 
Year 2-3  -0.24**    0.11   5.25* 
Year 3-4  -0.21*    -0.10   0.10 

 
 
Notes.  df = 1 for all of the Wald tests.  +p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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STUDY 4 

ARE COUPLES SATISFIED BECAUSE THEY COMMUNICATE WELL, OR DO COUPLES 
COMMUNICATE WELL BECAUSE THEY ARE SATISFIED?   

 
 

Couples’ communication has long been a central focus in theories about relationships and 

clinical interventions designed to ameliorate couples’ distress.  Communication is seen as the 

mechanism through which “nearly all relationship-relevant conflicts, emotions, and neuroses are 

played out…either verbally or nonverbally” (Heyman, 2001, p. 6) and the mechanism through 

which couples receive the intimacy and support needed to maintain their relationships (e.g., Reis 

& Patrick, 1996).  As a result, communication is often identified as a key predictor of 

relationship outcomes like satisfaction and divorce (e.g., Lavner & Bradbury, 2012) and as a key 

target in leading models of couple interventions designed to improve relationship satisfaction 

(e.g., Epstein & Baucom, 2002; Halford, 2011).    

Despite this major focus on the role of couples’ communication in marital development 

(see Woodin, 2011 for meta-analysis), evidence is not yet clear that this emphasis is warranted. 

To date, research in this area has tended to examine either communication and satisfaction in the 

cross-section or communication at one time point predicting satisfaction several years later.  If, 

however, changes in communication are truly the mechanism by which satisfaction changes, 

longitudinal data on communication behaviors are needed to show that communication does in 

fact consistently predict changes in satisfaction over time.  Lacking such data, it is impossible to 

disentangle cause-from-effect; communication and satisfaction could be associated because 

satisfaction predicts communication instead, or because some other mechanism explains this 

relationship.  Accordingly, the current study seeks to address this gap using four assessments of 

satisfaction and communication from a longitudinal study of newlywed couples to examine 
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whether satisfaction more commonly predicts communication or whether communication more 

commonly predicts satisfaction.    

Review of Research: Communication and Marital Satisfaction 

Guided by social exchange theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), early approaches argued 

that happy marriages could be distinguished from unhappy marriages by the ratio of positives to 

negatives in the relationship (Jacobson & Margolin, 1979; Stuart, 1969).  Distressed couples 

were hypothesized to be those that used negative strategies such as negative reinforcement and 

punishment to bring about behavior change in their partners, whereas non-distressed couples 

were thought of as using positive control (Patterson & Hops, 1972; Robinson & Jacobson, 1987; 

Stuart, 1969).  Early models emphasized how this negative behavior was reciprocated among 

partners, contributing to further distress (Gottman, 1979; Margolin & Wampold, 1981).  

Deficiencies in the exchange of positives were assumed to signify a lack of key skills, as 

prevailing theories emphasized “competency-based” models of relationships in which key skills 

like providing empathic and supportive communication and problem-solving/decision-making 

were deemed essential in order for a relationship to succeed (Weiss, 1980).  Couples’ inability to 

utilize the skills needed to promote happier relationships was thought to be due either to couples’ 

lack of those skills in the first place (i.e.. a skill deficit) or an inability to perform certain skills 

they did have due to other factors (e.g., external stressors such as work or children; Baucom, 

Epstein, LaTaillade, & Kirby, 2008). 

 Distressed couples are indeed characterized by more maladaptive communication 

patterns than nondistressed couples.  Cross-sectional observational studies comparing couples 

categorized as distressed/unhappy using measures of marital satisfaction consistently indicate 

that distressed couples exhibit more negative communication behaviors and fewer positive 
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communication behaviors during conflict resolution tasks (e.g., Billings, 1979; Birchler, Weiss, 

& Vincent, 1975; Gottman et al., 1976; see Bradbury & Karney, 2013 for review).  Distressed 

couples are also more likely to engage in reciprocal negative behaviors than are nondistressed 

couples (e.g., Billings, 1979; Margolin, 1981; Margolin & Wampold, 1981), and to be more 

negatively affected by the negative behaviors that do occur (e.g., Jacobson, Waldron & Moore, 

1980; Margolin, 1981).  Research also indicates that distressed couples are more likely than 

nondistressed couples to engage in negative patterns such as avoidance and demand-withdraw 

(Christensen & Shenk, 1991; Eldridge, Sevier, Jones, Atkins, & Christensen, 2007).  Together, 

these findings highlight how the relationships of distressed couples are marked by high levels of 

negative communication and low levels of positive communication, and by destructive 

interactional cycles in which negative behaviors are more likely to be reciprocated and 

responded to more negatively.    

 Behavioral theory extended these early findings to argue that marital distress is a result of 

poor communication.  As Markman (1991) notes, “to the extent that normal marital 

disagreements are not handled well, unresolved negative feelings start to build up, fueling 

destructive patterns of marital interaction and eventually eroding and attacking the positive 

aspects of the relationship” (p. 422).  Evidence for this idea that high negative communication 

and low positive communication predict couple outcomes is more mixed, however.  Consistent 

with the pattern described above, low levels of positive communication and high levels of 

negative communication (for wives) six months into marriage distinguish newlyweds who go on 

to experience negative marital trajectories over the first four years of marriage from those who 

experience more positive trajectories (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010), negative behaviors observed at 

baseline distinguish between satisfied and dissatisfied intact couples at 10-year follow-up 
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(Kiecolt-Glaser, Bane, Glaser, & Malarkey, 2003), and couples who express more negativity in 

the first two years of marriage are more likely to report greater unhappiness in their marriages 

after more than a decade than couples who are more positive early on (Huston, Caughlin, Houts, 

Smith, & George, 2001).  Other studies are inconsistent with this general pattern, however, 

revealing counterintuitive associations between negative communication and changes in 

satisfaction over time such that husbands’ negativity predicts a positive change in wives’ 

satisfaction one year later but is unrelated to their own satisfaction (Heavey, Layne, & 

Christensen, 1993), more negative communication predicts slower, not faster, declines in 

satisfaction (Karney & Bradbury, 1997; Markman, Rhoades, Stanley, Ragan, & Whitton, 2010), 

and few effects are found for observed positive communication on levels of marital adjustment 

or declines over time (e.g., Markman et al., 2010).  Associations between observed 

communication (positive or negative) and relationship dissolution have also not been consistent 

or robust (e.g., Kim, Capaldi, & Crosby, 2007; Markman et al., 2010). 

Considering Bidirectional Linkages 

These findings pose a paradox: if poor communication so strongly distinguishes between 

distressed couples and non-distressed couples in the cross-section, how can it be that poor 

communication does not consistently predict relationship distress?  One possibility is that 

communication and marital satisfaction are correlated in the cross-section not because 

communication predicts marital satisfaction but because marital satisfaction predicts 

communication.  That is, couples’ communication may worsen as marital satisfaction decreases 

such that unhappy couples have poorer communication than happy couples.  

This idea that attitudes (e.g., satisfaction) guide behavior (e.g., communication) has a 

long history in the social psychological literature (cf. Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Bentler & 
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Speckart, 1979).  Decades later, although the exact circumstances affecting the strength of these 

associations remain a topic of debate, there is robust evidence supporting the notion that attitudes 

do predict future behavior (see Kraus, 1995 for meta-analysis).  Applied to marriage, this 

framework would suggest that couples’ evaluations of their relationship – their satisfaction – 

should predict their behavior in their relationship (i.e., their communication).  Accordingly, 

communication may be a symptom of marital satisfaction rather than its cause.  

This competing theoretical perspective has critical applied implications.  Decreasing 

negative communication and increasing positive communication forms the core agenda in 

leading couple education programs (e.g., Hsueh et al., 2012; Wood, McConnell, Moore, 

Clarkwest, & Hsueh, 2010), with the underlying assumption that improving couples’ 

communication in this manner will improve relationships and, ultimately, prevent relationship 

dissolution.  This focus is appropriate if poor communication is the root of marital distress, but if 

poor communication is a consequence of marital distress, prevention programs targeting 

communication may prove less useful than programs targeting other predictors of this distress 

(e.g., negative personality characteristics, Kurdek, 1998; external stressors, Bodenmann, 1997).  

Thus, by clarifying the direction of the relationship between communication and marital 

satisfaction over time, we may be able to identify better targets for preventive interventions.    

Testing this idea therefore requires longitudinal data on both communication and marital 

satisfaction.  To date, however, very few studies have assessed communication at multiple time 

points, thereby limiting our ability to directly test the theoretical tenets of the behavioral model 

reviewed earlier.  Implementing a multiwave design also allows for new questions about whether 

the communication to satisfaction and satisfaction to communication effects have differential 

temporal sequencing, such that marital satisfaction initially predicts communication but as time 
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goes on communication predicts marital satisfaction.  The one study that did include multiple 

waves of data on communication (Markman et al., 2010) did not examine the directionality of 

effects in the manner we have described here, and the pattern of results they did find – that all 

couples show decreases in negative communication over time, but couples that were not 

distressed at five year follow-up exhibited greater declines in negative communication than did 

distressed couples – is inconsistent with the idea that increases in negative communication are 

responsible for decreases in marital quality.  Prior research is also limited by its focus on middle-

class Caucasian couples, which limits the range of experiences captured and calls for more 

diverse samples.   

The Current Study 

Here we will use four waves of data from a sample of low-income, ethnically diverse 

newlywed couples studied over the first three years of marriage to more fully examine the 

direction of the relationship(s) between marital satisfaction and communication.  The early years 

of marriage are an ideal time to study these associations, as they are a period of significant 

transition and change for many couples.  Moreover, disentangling the association between 

satisfaction and communication requires studying them before any linkages between them 

become too well-established and overlapping, thus necessitating research early in couples’ 

marital trajectories.  

Through the use of multiple assessments of marital satisfaction and communication, we 

directly test the competing hypotheses that (1) communication at one time point leads to changes 

in marital satisfaction at a subsequent time point and (2) marital satisfaction at one time point 

leads to changes in communication at a subsequent time point.  It is also possible that a 

reciprocal relationship exists, indicating that communication and marital satisfaction mutually 



 
 

102 

reinforce one another, or that the processes operate in sequence, thereby calling for a nuanced 

consideration of the full pattern of associations over time.   

 Another possibility is that the relationship between communication and marital 

satisfaction varies depending on what type of communication is being considered.  That is, we 

can distinguish between several different types of communication, including positive 

communication (warmth, humor, endearment), negative communication (hostility, attacking, and 

contempt), and effective communication (assertiveness, generating solutions), which could 

operate differently.  For example, positivity may serve a predictive role in promoting intimacy 

and enhancing relationship functioning over time (e.g. Frederickson, 2001), whereas negativity 

may only be the result of poor relationship functioning.  Consistent with this view, Kim and 

colleagues (2007) found that positive emotion was more important than negative emotion in 

predicting subsequent marital satisfaction.  However, other theoretical frameworks argue that 

negativity proves especially destructive to relationships [e.g., Gottman’s (1994) ‘four horsemen 

of the apocalypse’ – criticism, contempt, defensiveness, stonewalling], suggesting that negativity 

may predict subsequent marital satisfaction.  We could also imagine how low levels of effective 

communication may serve to eventually undermine the relationship, whereas positivity may only 

be the result of positive feelings about the relationship.  To allow for the possibility that the 

pattern of results could differ across these different types of communication, we will consider 

separate models for positivity, negativity, and effectiveness, as described below.    

We examine these reciprocal pathways at a within-spouse level (e.g., husband satisfaction 

to husband negativity) and a cross-spouse level (e.g., husband satisfaction to wife negativity).  

Doing so allows us to test the possibility that certain patterns of associations might be found on a 

within-person level, and a different pattern of associations might be found on a between-person 
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level.  For example, on a within-person level, satisfaction might predict future communication 

behaviors, consistent with attitude-behavior models (e.g., Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977), but at a 

cross-spouse level, communication might predict the partner’s subsequent satisfaction.  Testing 

within- and cross-spouse effects also allows for a fuller examination of gender effects, such as 

the possibility that wives’ satisfaction and communication are robust predictors of their own and 

their husbands’ outcomes, but husbands’ reports and behaviors are less predictive (e.g., Karney 

& Bradbury, 1997). 

Method 

Sampling 

Our sampling procedure was designed to yield a random sample of first-married 

newlywed couples in which the husband and the wife were of Hispanic ethnicity and lived in 

low-income neighborhoods.  To accomplish this, participants were recruited from Los Angeles 

County, a region with a large and diverse low-income population.  Recently married couples 

were identified through marriage license applications, which were then matched with census data 

to identify applicants who resided in low-income communities, defined as census block groups 

wherein the median household income was no more than 160% of the 1999 federal poverty level 

for a four-person family (a similar definition has been used in analyses of the National Survey of 

Family Growth; e.g., Bramlett & Mosher, 2002).  Next, names on the licenses were weighted 

using data from a recently developed Bayesian Census Surname Combination, which integrates 

both Census and surname information to produce a multinomial probability of membership in 

each of four racial/ethnic categories (Hispanic, Black, Asian, White/Other) based on residential 

address and surname.  Couples were selected from the total population of recently married 

couples using probabilities proportionate to the ratio of target prevalences to the population 
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prevalences, weighted by the couple’s average estimated probability of being Hispanic.  These 

couples were contacted by phone and screened to ensure that they had actually married, that 

neither partner had been previously married, and that both spouses identified as Hispanic. 

Participants 

The first 330 couples identified with the above procedures comprised the sample.  

Marriages averaged 4.9 months in duration (SD = 2.6), and couples had an average of 1 child 

(SD = 1.1).  Husbands’ mean age was 27.3 (SD = 5.5) and wives’ mean age was 25.6 (SD = 5.0).  

The wives had a mean income of $22,026 (SD = $21,432) and husbands had a mean income of 

$29,409 (SD = $19,822).  All participants identified themselves as Hispanic.  For husbands, 54% 

were born in the United States, 33% were born in Mexico, and 13% were born in other Latin or 

South American countries.  For wives, 59% were born in the United States, 31% were born in 

Mexico, and 10% were born in other Latin or South American countries.  Thirty-three percent 

spoke Spanish in their interactions and 67% spoke English.   

Procedure 

 Couples were visited in their homes by two trained interviewers who described the 

institutional review board (IRB)-approved study and obtained written informed consent from 

each participant.  All self-report measures (including marital satisfaction) were administered to 

participants orally by an interviewer who entered their responses immediately via computer.  

After completing these measures individually, partners were reunited for three 8-minute 

videotaped discussions.  These discussions took place in a location of the couples’ choosing 

(usually their dining room or living room) that would enable them to talk privately and without 

interruption.  For the first interaction, which was designed to assess problem-solving behaviors, 

partners were asked to identify a topic of disagreement in their relationship and then devote 8 
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minutes to working toward a mutually satisfying resolution of that topic.  Popular topics included 

management of money, division of chores, communication, and children.  For the second 

interaction, which was designed to assess social support behaviors (see Pasch & Bradbury, 

1998), one randomly chosen spouse was asked to "talk about something you would like to 

change about yourself" while the partner was instructed to "be involved in the discussion and 

respond in whatever way you wish."  Spouses were instructed to avoid selecting or discussing 

any topics that were sources of tension or difficulty within the relationship.  After a short break, 

a third discussion was held that was identical to the second discussion, with the roles reversed.  

Common topics included losing weight, making a career change, improving family relationships, 

and dealing with stress.  Couples were debriefed and paid $75 for participating.   

These procedures were repeated three more times at approximately 9-month intervals 

subsequent to the initial assessment (i.e., Wave 2 = 18 months into marriage; Wave 3 = 27 

months into marriage; Wave 4 = 36 months into marriage).  At each wave, couples were visited 

in their homes by two trained interviewers, completed interviews, and participated in videotaped 

interactions. After completing each phase, couples were paid for participating ($100 at Wave 2, 

$125 at Wave 3, and $150 at Wave 4). 

Behavioral Observation 

Videotapes were scored by 16 trained coders using the Iowa Family Interaction Rating 

Scales (IFIRS; Melby et al., 1998).  Coders – five of whom were native Spanish speakers – 

coded only in their native language.  Coders participated in 10 hours of training per week for 3 

months and were required to pass written and viewing tests at an 80% accuracy level before 

coding tapes.  The criterion scores used to judge coder accuracy were determined by expert 

coders at the Institute for Social and Behavioral Research at Iowa State University, where the 
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IFIRS was developed.  During the coding process, coders also participated in two hours of 

continuing training each week, which consisted of a variety of structured activities (e.g., coding a 

tape as a group and watching examples of specific codes) designed to minimize drift and to 

ensure continued fidelity to the IFIRS codes. 

Coders viewed each of the interaction tasks three to four times using the Noldus Observer 

XT coding software, using the built-in capabilities to note behaviors of both spouses.  When they 

had completed viewing an interaction, coders using their recorded notations to tabulate the 

frequency and intensity of each type of behavior and used this information to assign a score for 

each spouse for each code, using the criteria from the IFIRS coding manual (Melby et al., 1998). 

To assess reliability, 20% of the videos were randomly assigned to be coded by 2 coders 

chosen at random from the pool of 16 coders.  The scores of the two coders were compared, and 

any scores that were discrepant by more than 1 point were resolved by both coders working 

together.  Thus, the final set of scores used in analyses for the reliability tapes included scores 

that matched across the two coders during their initial individual coding (when codes were off by 

1 point, the scores from the randomly designed “primary coder” was used), and discrepant scores 

were replaced by the scores from the second joint coding.  Factor analysis was used to reduce the 

IFIRS codes to three scales, representing positive affective behavior (positivity), negative 

affective behavior (negativity), and problem-solving behavior (effectiveness; see Williamson, 

Bradbury, Trail, & Karney, 2011).  Means and standard deviations for each of the behavioral 

scales are presented in Table 1, and alphas and intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) at each 

wave are presented in Table 2. 

Positivity.  A composite positivity behavioral scale was created by averaging an 

individual’s scores on the group enjoyment, positive mood, warmth/support, physical affection, 
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humor/laugh, endearment, and listener responsiveness codes.  At each time point, a positivity 

score was calculated for each of the three discussion tasks, and the average of these three scores 

was used in the analyses. 

Negativity.  A composite negativity behavioral scale was created by averaging an 

individual’s scores on the angry coercion, contempt, denial, disruptive process, dominance, 

hostility, interrogation, and verbal attack codes. At each time point, a negativity score was 

calculated for each of the three discussion tasks, and the average of these three scores was used 

in the analyses. 

Effectiveness.  A composite effectiveness, or problem-solving skill, behavioral scale was 

created by averaging an individual’s scores on the assertiveness, communication, effective 

process, solution quality, and solution quantity codes.  At each time point, an effectiveness score 

was calculated for each of the three discussion tasks, and the average of these three scores was 

used in the analyses. 

Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire 

Marital satisfaction was assessed by summing responses on an eight-item questionnaire.  

Five items asked how satisfied the respondent was with certain areas of their relationship (e.g., 

“satisfaction with the amount of time spent together”), and were scored on a 5-point scale (1 = 

very dissatisfied, 2 = somewhat dissatisfied, 3 = neutral, 4 = somewhat satisfied, 5 = very 

satisfied).  Three items asked to what degree the participant agreed with a statement about their 

relationship (e.g., “how much do you trust your partner”) and were scored on a 4-point scale (1 = 

not at all, 2 = not that much, 3 = somewhat, 4 = completely).  Scores could range from 8 to 37, 

with higher scores indicating higher marital satisfaction.  Coefficient α was acceptable at each 

time point (mean = .77 for husbands and .78 for wives; range: 0.70 – 0.83).  The means and 
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standard deviations of marital satisfaction for husbands and wives at each wave are shown in 

Table 1.  

Results 

Cross-Sectional Correlations 

Before examining the longitudinal associations between marital satisfaction and 

communication behaviors, we first examined their cross-sectional associations (see Table 3).  For 

husbands, marital satisfaction was positively associated with positivity at each time point (all p < 

.05), and negatively associated with negative communication at each time point (all p < .01).  

Effectiveness was not associated with marital satisfaction at any time point for husbands.  For 

wives, marital satisfaction was positively associated with positivity and effectiveness at each 

time point (all p < .05), and negatively associated with negativity at each time point (all p < .01).  

Together, these findings are consistent with the idea that more satisfied couples communicate in 

a more positive manner (more positive, less negative, and more effective), with consistent 

findings for positivity and negativity across husbands and wives.  

Analytic Plan 

Cross-lagged panel analyses were then used to examine the reciprocal associations 

between communication and marital satisfaction over time.  These analyses are commonly used 

in longitudinal research to test the direction of influence between two variables (e.g., Cacioppo, 

Hawkley, & Thisted, 2010; Kim, Conger, Elder, & Lorenz, 2003; Lazarsfeld, 1940).  This design 

is ideal here because it allows for the simultaneous examination of the reciprocal influence 

between two pathways of interest (e.g., early communication to later marital satisfaction and 

early marital satisfaction to later communication), while controlling for all potential relationships 

among the variables (Gershoff, Aber, & Clements, 2009; Martens & Haase, 2006).  It differs 
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from a regression analysis in that both dependent variables (communication and marital 

satisfaction) are entered into the model and allowed to correlate.  It is thus a more conservative 

analysis that accounts for the multicollinearity between the two dependent variables, leaving less 

variance in the dependent variables to be explained by the independent variables. 

Analyses were conducted in MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 2002).  This procedure 

accommodated missing data; thus we estimated models using all available observations (N = 330 

for each of the models described below).  Predictor variables included communication and 

marital satisfaction from the preceding time point (e.g., when dependent variables were 

negativity and marital satisfaction at Wave 2, predictor variables were negativity and marital 

satisfaction at Wave 1).  Because the stability paths are included in the model (e.g., negativity at 

Wave 1 to negativity at Wave 2), each of the effects should be conceptualized as examining 

change over time (e.g., negativity at Wave 1 predicts marital satisfaction at Wave 2, controlling 

for marital satisfaction at Wave 1). 

Cross-Lagged Models: Within-Spouse 

We began by examining the within-spouse associations between satisfaction and 

communication behavior over time.  We examined six four-wave models, one for each of the 

communication behaviors of interest (positivity, negativity, and effectiveness), analyzed 

separately for husbands and wives. 

Positivity.  Figure 1A shows the cross-lagged panel analysis for husbands’ marital 

satisfaction and positivity.  There was high stability for husbands’ marital satisfaction and for 

husbands’ positivity across all three lags (Table 4).  The cross-sectional associations between the 

two variables were significant at Wave 1 (β = 0.13), Wave 3 (β = 0.13), and Wave 4 (β = 0.20), 

and not significant at Wave 2 (β = 0.03).  Husbands’ marital satisfaction was a significant 
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predictor of their positive communication over the first time lag (Wave 1 to Wave 2) and a 

marginal predictor at the second time lag (Wave 2 to Wave 3; see Table 4).  Husbands’ positivity 

was a significant predictor of their marital satisfaction at the first time lag (Wave 1 to Wave 2) 

and was not significant at either of the other two lags (Table 4).  

Results for wives’ marital satisfaction and positivity are shown in Figure 1B.  All 

stability effects were significant for wives’ marital satisfaction and for wives’ positive 

communication across all three lags (Table 5).  The cross-sectional associations between the two 

variables were also significant at each time point (Wave 1: β = 0.24; Wave 2: β = 0.20; Wave 3: 

β = 0.22; Wave 4: β = 0.13, all p < .05).  As shown in the figure and in Table 5, wives’ marital 

satisfaction to positivity paths were significant at the first lag (Wave 1-2), marginal at the second 

lag (Wave 2-3), and not significant at the third lag (Wave 3-4).  The positivity to marital 

satisfaction paths were not significant at any of the three lags (Table 5). 

Negativity.  Figure 2A shows the cross-lagged panel analysis for husbands’ marital 

satisfaction and negativity.  There was high stability for husbands’ marital satisfaction and for 

husbands’ negativity across all three lags (Table 4).  The cross-sectional associations between the 

two variables were significant at Wave 1 (β = -0.17) and Wave 4 (β = -0.14), but not at Wave 2 

(β = -0.02) or Wave 3 (β = -0.08).  Husbands’ marital satisfaction was a significant predictor of 

their negative communication over the first time lag (Wave 1 to Wave 2) and a marginal 

predictor at the second time lag (Wave 2 to Wave 3).  Husbands’ negativity was a significant 

predictor of their marital satisfaction at the first time lag (Wave 1 to Wave 2) and was not 

significant at either of the other two lags (Table 4).  

Results for wives’ marital satisfaction and negativity are shown in Figure 2B.  All 

stability effects were significant for wives’ marital satisfaction and for wives’ negative 
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communication across all three lags (Table 5).  The cross-sectional associations between the two 

variables were significant at Wave 1 (β = -0.16) and Wave 4 (β = -0.14), but not at Wave 2 (β =  

-0.05) or Wave 3 (β = -0.09).  As shown in the figure and in Table 5, wives’ marital satisfaction 

to negativity paths were significant only at the second lag (Wave 2 to Wave 3).  Wives’ 

negativity was a marginal predictor of their marital satisfaction at the first time lag (Wave 1 to 

Wave 2), a significant predictor of their marital satisfaction at the second lag (Wave 2 to Wave 

3), and was not significant at the third lag (Wave 3 to Wave 4).  

Effectiveness.  Figure 3A shows the cross-lagged panel analysis for husbands’ marital 

satisfaction and effectiveness.  There was high stability for husbands’ marital satisfaction and for 

husbands’ effectiveness across all three lags (Table 4).  The cross-sectional associations between 

the two variables were not significant at any of the waves: Wave 1 (β = 0.07), Wave 2 (β = 0.00), 

Wave 3 (β = -0.02), and Wave 4 (β = 0.06), all p > .10.  Husbands’ marital satisfaction was not a 

significant predictor of their effective communication at any of the three lags.  Husbands’ 

effectiveness was a significant predictor of their marital satisfaction at the first time lag (Wave 1 

to Wave 2) and was not significant at either of the other two lags (Table 4).  

Results for wives’ marital satisfaction and effectiveness are shown in Figure 3B.  All 

stability effects were significant for wives’ marital satisfaction and for wives’ effective 

communication across all three lags (Table 5).  The cross-sectional associations between the two 

variables were significant at Wave 1 (β = 0.19), marginal at Wave 2 (β = 0.11), significant at 

Wave 3 (β = 0.19), and not significant at Wave 4 (β = 0.06).  As shown in the figure and in Table 

5, wives’ marital satisfaction was not a significant predictor of their effective communication at 

any of the three lags.  Wives’ effectiveness was a marginal predictor of their marital satisfaction 

at the first time lag (Wave 1 to Wave 2) and was not significant at either of the other two lags.  



 
 

112 

Summary of Within-Spouse Results.  Summing across all analyses, satisfaction was a 

significant or marginal predictor of communication in 4 of the 9 total lags for husbands (Table 4) 

and 3 of the 9 lags for wives (Table 5), with effects limited to positivity and negativity over the 

first two lags.  Communication was a significant or marginal predictor of satisfaction in 3 of the 

9 lags for husbands (Table 4) and 3 of the 9 lags for wives (Table 5); these effects were generally 

found at the first lag.   

Cross-Lagged Models: Cross-Spouse 

We then examined the cross-spouse associations between satisfaction and communication 

behavior over time.  We again examined six four-wave models, one for each of the 

communication behaviors of interest (positivity, negativity, and effectiveness), which were 

paired with the partner’s satisfaction (e.g., husbands’ positivity and wives’ marital satisfaction). 

Positivity.  Figure 4A shows the cross-lagged panel analysis for wives’ marital 

satisfaction and husbands’ positivity.  There was high stability for wives’ marital satisfaction and 

for husbands’ positivity across all three lags (Table 6).  The cross-sectional associations between 

the two variables were significant at all four waves: Wave 1 (β = 0.21), Wave 2 (β = 0.17), Wave 

3 (β = 0.14), and Wave 4 (β = 0.16).  Wives’ marital satisfaction was a significant predictor of 

husbands’ positive communication over the first and second lags (Wave 1 to Wave 2 and Wave 2 

to Wave 3) and a marginal predictor at the third lag (Wave 3 to Wave 4).  Husbands’ positivity 

did not predict wives’ marital satisfaction at any of the lags (Table 6).  

Results for husbands’ marital satisfaction and wives’ positivity are shown in Figure 4B. 

All stability effects were significant for husbands’ marital satisfaction and for wives’ positive 

communication across all three lags (Table 7).  The cross-sectional associations between the two 

variables were significant at Wave 1 (β = 0.18), Wave 3 (β = 0.15), and Wave 4 (β = 0.19), but 
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were not significant at Wave 2 (β = 0.04).  As shown in the figure and in Table 7, husbands’ 

marital satisfaction to wives’ positivity paths were significant at the first (Wave 1 to Wave 2) and 

third lags (Wave 3 to Wave 4), and not significant at the second lag (Wave 2 to Wave 3).  Wives’ 

positivity did not predict husbands’ marital satisfaction at any of the lags. 

Negativity.  Figure 5A shows the cross-lagged panel analysis for wives’ marital 

satisfaction and husbands’ negativity.  There was high stability for both variables across all three 

lags (Table 6).  The cross-sectional associations between the two variables were significant at 

Wave 1 (β = -0.19), Wave 3 (β = -0.18), and Wave 4 (β = -0.29), but were not significant at 

Wave 2 (β = -0.06).  Wives’ marital satisfaction was a significant predictor of husbands’ 

negative communication over the second lag (Wave 2 to Wave 3), but not at the first (Wave 1 to 

Wave 2) or third (Wave 3 to Wave 4) lags (see Table 6).  Husbands’ negativity did not predict 

wives’ marital satisfaction at any of the lags.  

Results for husbands’ marital satisfaction and wives’ negativity are shown in Figure 5B.  

All stability effects were significant for husbands’ marital satisfaction and for wives’ negative 

communication across all three lags (Table 7).  The cross-sectional associations between the two 

variables were significant at Wave 1 (β = -0.19) and Wave 3 (β = -0.18), marginal at Wave 4 (β 

=  -0.12), and not significant at Wave 2 (β = -0.04).  As shown in the figure and in Table 7, 

husbands’ marital satisfaction significantly predicted wives’ negativity at the first (Wave 1 to 

Wave 2) and second (Wave 2 to Wave 3) lags, but not at the third lag (Wave 3 to Wave 4).  

Wives’ negativity was a significant predictor of husbands’ satisfaction at the first lag (Wave 1 to 

Wave 2) but was not significant for the other two lags.    

Effectiveness.  Figure 6A shows the cross-lagged panel analysis for wives’ marital 

satisfaction and husbands’ effectiveness.  There was high stability for both variables across all 
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three lags (Table 6).  The cross-sectional associations between the two variables were significant 

at Wave 1 (β = 0.22) and marginal at Wave 4 (β = 0.10), and not significant at Waves 2 or 3 (βs 

= 0.04 and 0.08, respectively).  Wives’ marital satisfaction was a marginal predictor of husbands’ 

effectiveness at the second lag (Wave 2 to Wave 3) and a significant predictor at the third lag 

(Wave 3 to Wave 4), but did not significantly predict effectiveness at the first lag (Wave 1 to 

Wave 2). Husbands’ effectiveness was a significant predictor of wives’ marital satisfaction at the 

first time lag (Wave 1 to Wave 2) but was not significant at either of the other two lags (Table 6).  

Results for husbands’ marital satisfaction and wives’ effectiveness are shown in Figure 

6B.  All stability effects were significant both variables across all three lags (Table 7).  The 

cross-sectional associations between the two variables were significant at Wave 1 (β = 0.14) and 

at Wave 4 (β = 0.17), and not significant at Waves 2 or 3 (βs = 0.05 and 0.03, respectively).  As 

shown in the figure and in Table 7, husbands’ marital satisfaction predicted wives’ effectiveness 

only at the first lag (Wave 1 to Wave 2).  Wives’ effectiveness also predicted husbands’ 

satisfaction only at the first lag and was not significant at either of the other two lags.  

Summary of Cross-Spouse Results.  Summing across all analyses, wives’ satisfaction 

was a significant or marginal predictor of husbands’ communication in 6 of the 9 total lags 

(Table 6), and husbands’ satisfaction was a significant or marginal predictor of wives’ 

communication in 5 of the 9 total lags (Table 7); significant results were found among all three 

communication behaviors and across time.  Husbands’ communication was a significant or 

marginal predictor of wives’ satisfaction in 1 of the 9 lags (Table 6), and wives’ communication 

was a significant or marginal predictor of husbands’ satisfaction in 2 of the 9 lags (Table 7); all 

significant effects were at the first lag, and two of the three significant effects included 

effectiveness predicting partner satisfaction. 
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Cross-Lagged Models: Wave 1 to Wave 4 

 As a final step, we conducted a set of post-hoc analyses in which we re-analyzed the 

models described above using only the first and last waves of data (approximately 2.5 years in 

between waves).  Doing so allowed us to examine whether the length of the lags affected the 

results and is more consistent with previous studies that have examined couples’ initial 

communication as a predictor of subsequent satisfaction.  

Within-spouse effects are shown in Table 8.  For husbands, satisfaction was a marginal 

predictor of later positivity, a significant predictor of later negativity, and not a predictor of later 

effectiveness.  Negativity and effectiveness were marginally significant predictors of later 

satisfaction, but positivity was not a significant predictor of satisfaction.  For wives, satisfaction 

was a significant predictor of later positivity and effectiveness, but not a significant predictor of 

later negativity.  None of the wives’ communication behaviors significantly predicted their later 

satisfaction.  Accordingly, across husbands and wives, satisfaction was a significant or marginal 

predictor of communication 2.5 years later in 4 of 6 possible cases, and communication was a 

marginal predictor of subsequent satisfaction in 2 of 6 possible cases.  

Cross-spouse effects are shown in Table 9.  Results were robust for satisfaction 

predicting communication.  Wives’ satisfaction was a significant predictor of husbands’ 

positivity, negativity, and effectiveness.  Husbands’ satisfaction was a significant predictor of 

wives’ negativity and a marginal predictor of wives’ positivity and effectiveness.  Accordingly, 

across all analyses, satisfaction was a significant or marginal predictor of communication in all 

possible cases.  In contrast, communication was a significant or marginal predictor of satisfaction 

only once: husbands’ effectiveness was a significant predictor of wives’ satisfaction.  All other 

results were non-significant.    



 
 

116 

Discussion 

Communication has long been seen as critically linked to relationship satisfaction, but 

different theoretical vantage points make different claims regarding whether communication 

behaviors are the cause or consequence of satisfaction.  Using four waves of data from a diverse 

sample of newlywed couples, we assessed the longitudinal links between relationship satisfaction 

and three types of observed communication behaviors (positivity, negativity, and effectiveness).  

Consistent with the idea that higher levels of satisfaction are associated with better 

communication, cross-sectional associations at each of the four assessments were significant, 

with results indicating that individuals higher in relationship satisfaction showed more positive, 

less negative, and more effective (wives only) communication.   

Support for the predictive role of communication on satisfaction or satisfaction on 

communication was more limited, however.  Only one third of the possible predictive lags were 

significant or marginal for communication to satisfaction and for satisfaction to communication 

for husbands and for wives.  Moreover, the significant lags were generally the initial legs (i.e., 

Wave 1 to Wave 2), suggesting that these effects generally do not last over time.  Results at a 

cross-spouse level were somewhat more robust, at least for satisfaction predicting 

communication.  Satisfaction predicted partner communication in more than half of the cases, 

with the pattern of effects especially consistent over time for positivity.  Nonetheless, 

communication again failed to consistently predict satisfaction.  Post-hoc analyses using only the 

first and fourth waves of data showed that satisfaction was a consistent predictor of 

communication at a within- and cross-spouse level but communication rarely predicted 

satisfaction. 
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Before discussing the implications of these results, we first outline several caveats.  First, 

the study used a sample of low-income, ethnically diverse, first-married, newlywed couples. 

Although this sampling strategy allowed for a larger range of communication behavior and 

marital satisfaction than is likely to be seen in a sample of middle-class White couples, the 

results may not generalize to other populations, such as more established couples, remarried 

couples, gay and lesbian couples, and low-income, ethnically diverse couples who choose not to 

marry.  Further research is needed to determine whether the predictive power of communication 

on relationship satisfaction varies across sample types.  We note also that these associations were 

examined over the first three years of marriage.  Although this sampling method had the 

advantage of teasing apart these associations early in couples’ marital trajectories before they 

became well-established, it is nonetheless possible that different associations would emerge later 

in couples’ marital trajectories.  Additional research into the association between communication 

and satisfaction throughout the course of marital development is needed.  Third, our assessment 

of communication behavior was limited to the positivity, negativity, and effectiveness 

dimensions coded during couples’ interactions.  It is possible that these structured interactions, 

though held in couples’ homes, did not fully capture the ways that couples interact in their 

everyday lives.  For example, there are other dimensions of communication behavior that we did 

not specifically examine (e.g., demand-withdraw behavior, Christensen & Heavey, 1990; verbal 

or physical aggression, Schumacher & Leonard, 2005) that may be more robust predictors of 

couples’ satisfaction over time.  We note also that these were objective ratings of communication 

behavior; it would be interesting to examine whether couples’ subjective ratings of their 

communication showed different patterns of association with satisfaction.     
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Notwithstanding these limitations, the current study does much to advance our 

understanding of the longitudinal associations between couples’ communication and marital 

satisfaction during the newlywed years.  Despite significant cross-sectional associations between 

communication and satisfaction at each of the four assessments, their longitudinal associations 

were generally inconsistent, at least at a within-person level.  These results––indicating that the 

causal influence of satisfaction on communication or communication on satisfaction is much 

more limited than previously thought––challenge leading models of relationship change.  Such 

findings are especially noteworthy given the consistent cross-sectional associations, and raise 

new questions regarding how satisfaction and communication can be associated but generally do 

not predict each other.  In particular, they call for greater attention to third variables such as 

personality characteristics (e.g., self-esteem, neuroticism), cognitive processes (attributions, 

interpretations of relationship problems), or external factors (stress) that may explain their cross-

sectional associations.   

These findings provide context for previous work showing that behavioral interactions 

predict change in couples’ marital satisfaction over larger spans of time (e.g., Johnson et al., 

2005; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).  Although it was previously assumed that these predictive 

findings for communication also represented the process and mechanisms underlying the change 

in satisfaction (e.g., worsening behavioral interactions), the current study was the first to 

explicitly test this assumption by examining these associations repeatedly over time using shorter 

lags that are better suited to capturing this type of mechanistic process.  This more extensive 

longitudinal design found limited support for the predictive role of communication on one’s own 

or one’s partner’s satisfaction over time using either the short or long lags, however, and instead 

showed that their association was more commonly due to the fact that satisfaction predicts 
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communication.  Thus, poor communication may serve as a risk factor for a poor marital 

trajectory, as suggested by previous studies, but it is unlikely to be the mechanism underlying 

this trajectory.  These findings thus call for future theoretical and empirical work regarding the 

factors that do consistently predict satisfaction over time in the manner we have examined here 

in order to move from identifying markers of risk to understanding mechanisms of change.   

These findings also call for further research on the processes that change as a result of 

relationship satisfaction over the short term.  The results of the current study indicate that 

satisfaction predicted changes in communication over the longer lags but generally did not 

predict changes in one’s own communication over time during the shorter lags, raising questions 

about what does change as a result of one’s relationship satisfaction.  Satisfaction was a robust 

predictor of partner communication, for example (particularly positivity), suggesting one 

mechanism by which satisfaction may affect relationship dynamics.  How this dyadic process 

unfolds is an interesting question for future research, as it does not appear to directly be through 

one’s own communication (at least as assessed here).  Satisfaction may instead affect other 

aspects of couples’ lives such as time spent together that subsequently affect the partner’s 

communication behaviors, and eventually one’s own communication.  Accordingly, the current 

study highlights a need for future work on the processes that mediate the links between one’s 

feelings about their relationship and subsequent communication behaviors on a within- and 

cross-partner level. 

More generally, this study shows the benefits of repeated assessments of independent 

variables like communication for understanding relationship development.  As described above, 

studies typically rely on data from the first assessment to predict longitudinal change in 

satisfaction, assuming that this information captures an unfolding process (e.g., increasingly 
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negative interactions) that remains robust over time.  As shown here, however, these processes 

may not remain consistent over time; longitudinal linkages between satisfaction and 

communication were generally weaker as time passed, despite significant prediction early in 

marriage and consistent cross-sectional associations at each assessment.  Fully understanding the 

nature of the linkages between satisfaction and independent variables like communication thus 

requires assessing these variables repeatedly over time in tandem with satisfaction in order to 

adequately test theoretical models of relationship change.  

 These findings also have important applied implications.  Couples’ communication is 

frequently identified as a major target for intervention: poor communication is estimated by 

therapists to be the most common reason why couples seek therapy and to have the most 

damaging impact on marital relationships (Geiss & O’Leary, 1981), and couples themselves 

most often report that problematic communication leads them to seek therapy (Doss, Simpson, & 

Christensen, 2004).  Improving communication has thus been the primary goal of leading models 

of prevention (Halford, 2011; Hsueh et al., 2012; Wood et al., 2010) and intervention (e.g., 

Benson, McGinn, & Christensen, 2012; Epstein & Baucom, 2002), driven by this perceived need 

and the assumption that communication is a key predictor of relationship satisfaction.  The 

results reported here call into question this critical assumption, however: although it is true that 

less satisfied couples communicate more negatively and less positively, it is not true that poor 

communication led them to be less satisfied.  Accordingly, improved communication may be a 

valuable first step so that couples more readily engage in treatment, but it is likely to be an 

insufficient ingredient for change in relationship satisfaction.  Indeed, earlier findings from the 

therapy literature indicate that improved communication skills following behavioral couples 

therapy did not account for changes in marital satisfaction post-treatment (Halford, Sanders, & 



 
 

121 

Behrens, 1993; Iverson & Baucom, 1990), consistent with the idea that other processes underlie 

relationship satisfaction over time.   

In conclusion, the current study is the first to examine the bidirectional associations 

between couples’ communication and marital satisfaction over time and shows that, contrary to 

leading theoretical and clinical models, communication is more commonly the consequence 

rather than the cause of satisfaction.  Such work underscores the need to examine both 

satisfaction and risk factors over time to adequately test theoretical models of relationship 

development, and calls for a new generation of research on the processes underlying changes in 

marital satisfaction.   
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Table 1.  Means and standard deviations of marital satisfaction and communication over time 
 
     Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4     
     M (SD) M (SD)           M (SD)       M (SD) 
 

Husbands 
 
Marital satisfaction   33.77 (3.1) 33.29 (3.8) 33.43 (3.4) 33.21 (3.9)  
Communication 

Positivity    2.32 (0.8)  2.27 (0.6)  2.24 (0.5)   2.31 (0.6) 
 Negativity    1.99 (0.6)  1.76 (0.6)  1.82 (0.7)  1.80 (0.6)  
 Effectiveness    4.24 (0.9)  3.86 (1.0)   3.83 (0.9)  3.90 (0.9)  
 
 

Wives 
 
Marital satisfaction    33.07 (3.6) 32.89 (3.8) 32.46 (4.0) 32.36 (4.3) 
Communication 

Positivity    2.30 (0.8)  2.26 (0.6)  2.20 (0.5)  2.33 (0.6) 
 Negativity    2.02 (0.6)  1.86 (0.6)  1.94 (0.7)  1.91 (0.6) 
 Effectiveness    4.36 (0.9)  3.98 (1.0)  3.91 (1.0)  4.03 (0.9) 
 
 
Note.  N’s = 330 couples at Time 1, 288 couples at Time 2, 277 couples at Time 3, and 260 
couples at Time 4.  We report results for all available data. 
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Table 2.  Alphas and intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) for husbands’ and wives’ 
communication behaviors over time 
 
     Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4     
      
 

Alphas 
 
Husband positivity   0.73  0.64   0.64  0.66 
Wife positivity   0.75  0.70  0.67  0.69 
Husband negativity   0.80  0.80  0.83  0.77 
Wife negativity   0.78  0.82  0.83  0.82 
Husband effectiveness  0.79  0.77  0.64  0.71 
Wife effectiveness   0.78  0.77  0.74  0.73 
 

ICCs 
 
Husband positivity   0.81   0.88  0.86  0.76 
Wife positivity   0.81  0.87  0.81  0.77 
Husband negativity   0.69  0.89  0.89  0.74 
Wife negativity   0.70  0.76  0.90  0.80 
Husband effectiveness  0.72  0.81  0.81  0.80 
Wife effectiveness   0.81  0.75  0.76  0.85 
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Table 3.  Cross-sectional correlations between marital satisfaction and communication for 
husbands and wives 
 
     Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4     
 

Husbands 
 
Marital satisfaction-positivity   0.14*   0.16**  0.21**  0.27***  
Marital satisfaction-negativity -0.18** -0.19** -0.18** -0.24*** 
Marital satisfaction-effectiveness  0.08   0.09   0.06   0.08 
 
 

Wives 
 
Marital satisfaction-positivity   0.25***  0.28***  0.33***  0.21** 
Marital satisfaction-negativity -0.16** -0.16** -0.23*** -0.17** 
Marital satisfaction-effectiveness  0.20**  0.17**  0.18**  0.15* 
 
* p < .05.  ** p < .01.  *** p < .001. 
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Table 4. Stability and cross-lagged effects for husbands’ marital satisfaction and husbands’ communication behaviors  
 
   

                 Stability Effects                                           Cross-Lagged Effects    
Satisfaction (β)       Communication (β)   Satisfaction predicting  Communication predicting 

        communication (β)   satisfaction (β) 
 

 
Positivity 

 
Wave 1-2 0.64***  0.39***   0.11*      0.10*   
Wave 2-3 0.69***  0.42***   0.10+       0.01   
Wave 3-4 0.68***  0.47***   0.09       0.01   
 
 

Negativity 
 
Wave 1-2 0.63***  0.42***   -0.12*     -0.12**   
Wave 2-3 0.69***  0.44***   -0.11+     -0.01   
Wave 3-4 0.68***  0.54***   -0.08     -0.02   

 
 

Effectiveness 
 
Wave 1-2 0.64***  0.41***    0.04      0.09*  
Wave 2-3 0.70***  0.39***    0.08     -0.04    
Wave 3-4 0.68***  0.43***    0.01      0.02   
 
 
+p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 5. Stability and cross-lagged effects for wives’ marital satisfaction and wives’ communication behaviors  
 
   

                 Stability Effects                                           Cross-Lagged Effects    
Satisfaction (β)       Communication (β)   Satisfaction predicting  Communication predicting 

        communication (β)   satisfaction (β) 
 

 
Positivity 

 
Wave 1-2 0.65***  0.33***   0.17**     -0.01  
Wave 2-3 0.71***  0.40***   0.12+       0.07   
Wave 3-4 0.67***  0.49***   0.09     -0.06   
 
 

Negativity 
 
Wave 1-2 0.63***  0.49***   -0.07     -0.08+   
Wave 2-3 0.71***  0.44***   -0.15**    -0.09*   
Wave 3-4 0.65***  0.47***    0.01      0.01 

 
 

Effectiveness 
 
Wave 1-2 0.63***  0.43***    0.04      0.09+  
Wave 2-3 0.73***  0.42***    0.01      0.01    
Wave 3-4 0.65***  0.47***    0.10     -0.03   
 
 
+p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Table 6. Stability and cross-lagged effects for wives’ marital satisfaction and husbands’ communication behaviors  
 
   

                 Stability Effects                                           Cross-Lagged Effects    
Wives’ marital  Husbands’   Wives’ satisfaction       Husbands’ communication 
satisfaction (β)       communication (β)   predicting husbands’  predicting wives’ satisfaction (β) 

        communication (β)    
 

 
Positivity 

 
Wave 1-2 0.64***  0.37***    0.19**     0.05   
Wave 2-3 0.72***  0.40***    0.17**     0.04   
Wave 3-4 0.65***  0.46***    0.10+      0.01   
 
 

Negativity 
 
Wave 1-2 0.64***  0.43***   -0.07     -0.05   
Wave 2-3 0.73***  0.44***   -0.17**    -0.02   
Wave 3-4 0.66***  0.57***    0.01      0.04   

 
 

Effectiveness 
 
Wave 1-2 0.61***  0.40***    0.08      0.15**  
Wave 2-3 0.72***  0.38***    0.11+      0.03    
Wave 3-4 0.65***  0.41***    0.16**    -0.01   
 
 
+p < .10. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 7. Stability and cross-lagged effects for husbands’ marital satisfaction and wives’ communication behaviors  
 
   

                 Stability Effects                                           Cross-Lagged Effects    
Husbands’ marital Wives’    Husbands’ satisfaction Wives’ communication 
satisfaction (β)       communication (β)   predicting wives’  predicting husbands’ satisfaction (β) 

        communication (β)    
 

 
Positivity 

 
Wave 1-2 0.64***  0.35***    0.12*     0.06   
Wave 2-3 0.70***  0.43***    0.04    -0.02   
Wave 3-4 0.68***  0.49***    0.13*     0.01   
 
 

Negativity 
 
Wave 1-2 0.62***  0.47***   -0.12*    -0.12*   
Wave 2-3 0.69***  0.43***   -0.12*    -0.04   
Wave 3-4 0.67***  0.45***   -0.09    -0.02   

 
 

Effectiveness 
 
Wave 1-2 0.63***  0.41***    0.20***    0.12*  
Wave 2-3 0.68***  0.40**     0.08     0.05    
Wave 3-4 0.68***  0.48***    0.08      0.00   
 
 
* p < .05. *** p < .001. 
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Table 8. Stability and cross-lagged effects using the first and last waves: Within-spouse effects  
 
   

                 Stability Effects                                           Cross-Lagged Effects    
 
Satisfaction (β)       Communication (β)   Satisfaction predicting  Communication predicting 

        communication (β)   satisfaction (β) 
 

 
Husbands 

 
Positivity      0.58***  0.36***    0.12+      0.05  
Negativity      0.58***  0.49***   -0.14*     -0.09+ 

Effectiveness      0.58***  0.39***    0.02      0.10+ 
 
 

Wives 
 

Positivity      0.60***  0.30***    0.24***      0.01     
Negativity       0.60***  0.40***   -0.11      -0.02  
Effectiveness       0.61***  0.36***    0.15*      -0.01   
 
 
+p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
 
Note.  All effects are from Wave 1 to Wave 4. 
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Table 9. Stability and cross-lagged effects using the first and last waves: Cross-spouse effects  
 
   

                 Stability Effects                                           Cross-Lagged Effects    
 
Satisfaction (β)       Communication (β)   Satisfaction predicting  Communication predicting 

        communication (β)   satisfaction (β) 
 

 
Wives’ Satisfaction and Husbands’ Communication 

 
Positivity      0.60***  0.33***    0.25***     0.03  
Negativity      0.60***  0.48***   -0.16*     -0.01 

Effectiveness      0.58***  0.36***    0.16*      0.10* 
 
 

Husbands’ Satisfaction and Wives’ Communication 
 

Positivity      0.58***  0.33***    0.11+       0.05     
Negativity       0.58***  0.39***   -0.13*      -0.08  
Effectiveness       0.58***  0.37***    0.11+       0.08   
 
 
+p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
 
Note.  All effects are from Wave 1 to Wave 4. 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION  
 
The newlywed years of marriage have long been seen as a critical time of transition and 

change as couples adjust to a life together.  This dissertation aimed to understand these changes 

through four longitudinal studies that examined how and why marital satisfaction and other 

aspects of couples’ relationships change during the newlywed years.  The first study indicated 

that, counter to leading theories arguing that declining satisfaction reflects increased marital 

problems, newlyweds’ reports of their marital problems generally remain stable over the first 

four years of marriage, even as their marital satisfaction declines on average.  Study 2 extended 

these findings to examine whether differences in satisfaction over time were best explained by 

initial differences or different patterns of change in a variety of individual (e.g., self-esteem), 

relational (e.g., relationship problems, relationship attributions), and external (e.g., acute stress) 

predictor variables.  As in the first study, results from the second study challenged the idea that 

incremental changes over time underlie relationship outcomes: across all predictor variables, 

initial differences afforded strong discrimination of satisfaction trajectories, but there were 

relatively few differences in patterns of change between partners who experienced markedly 

different satisfaction trajectories.  Taken together, the results of the first two studies challenge 

dominant theories of relationship functioning emphasizing the gradual accumulation of negative 

processes, and instead suggest that relationship satisfaction can change even as the factors that 

predict satisfaction remain stable.       

The third and fourth studies took a more mechanistic look at how and why marital 

satisfaction changes by examining reciprocal relationships between satisfaction and other 

variables using a series of cross-lagged models.  Study 3 applied a top-down/bottom-up 

processing framework to examine whether couples’ beliefs about their relationships were shaped 
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more by their global or specific perceptions.  Results indicated that early in marriage, couples’ 

global beliefs were stronger predictors of their specific perceptions than the reverse (top-down), 

but as time went on specific perceptions were more robust predictors of global beliefs (bottom-

up).  These findings provide one explanation for how stable characteristics can prove detrimental 

to relationship functioning, as suggested by the first two studies: partners’ ability to view their 

relationship through a top-down lens becomes weaker over time, making them more susceptible 

to longstanding risk.  The fourth study examined the relationship between satisfaction and 

communication behavior over the first three years of marriage, and specifically how the two 

variables predicted each other over short (9 months) and long (2.5 year) lags.  Contrary to 

prevailing theoretical and clinical perspectives, communication was more commonly the 

consequence of satisfaction rather than its cause: how satisfied couples were in their 

relationships affected how they interacted with each other later on, but their satisfaction was 

generally not the result of their communication.  

Looking forward, these studies suggest several directions for future research on the 

mechanisms of stability and change in newlywed marriage.  First, the findings generally reveal a 

gap between observed changes in satisfaction and the processes that are typically presumed to 

create these changes.  Across the studies, many of the independent variables (e.g., problems, 

stress, self-esteem, communication) correlated with satisfaction in the cross-section but did not 

predict satisfaction over time or change in a way that corresponded with the observed changes in 

satisfaction.  These findings thus challenge leading theories of relationship development and 

position us to ask new questions about the changes that do occur over the newlywed years.  One 

promising avenue for future research stems from the finding that couples’ global perceptions 

were less powerful in shaping their specific views as time passed.  These findings, in 
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combination with the results showing that satisfaction can decline even in the context of stable 

problems (Study 1), raise the possibility that a key mechanism underlying changes in satisfaction 

is that couples become more sensitive to and less tolerant of problems in their relationship.  

Couples may then behave more negatively in response to these difficulties (as suggested by the 

results that satisfaction predicted communication years later; Study 4), and/or may spend less 

time together to avoid conflict, thus weakening their bond.  These types of processes warrant 

further study.   

Alternatively, although I have generally focused on increased negatives as the mechanism 

underlying declining satisfaction, perhaps it is actually diminished positives that lead to these 

changes.  For example, self -expansion theory (Aron & Aron, 1986) argues that relationships 

inherently need new investments and energy, raising the possibility that the stability observed 

here may also reflect processes that could lead to boredom and, ultimately, lower levels of 

satisfaction (e.g., Tsapelas, Aron, & Orbuch, 2009).  On the whole, although the results from 

these studies do not point to a clear mechanism underlying changes in satisfaction during the 

newlywed years, they are valuable in suggesting a new set of research questions regarding 

changes in positive and negative processes (e.g., decreased tolerance, poorer communication, 

increased distancing, less novelty and more boredom) that may play a role in determining 

couples’ marital trajectories.   

These studies also point to the value of examining the pathways to distress early in 

couples’ relationship trajectories.  Where couples begin their marriages matters: the first two 

studies showcase how couples’ marital satisfaction and problems prove largely stable during the 

newlywed years, and are generally predicted by couples’ initial risk (e.g., self-esteem, 

aggression, stress) rather than differential changes over time.  Thus, although the start of 



 
 

148 

marriage is generally seen as the beginning of a new relationship phase, these findings indicate 

that the newlywed period might be better seen as the continuation of processes and patterns of 

interacting that have already been established through years of dating and the engagement.  This 

phenomenon that the newlywed years may not be as “new” as previously thought is likely to 

grow even stronger as cultural shifts lead to more couples cohabiting before marriage, marrying 

later in life, and/or having children before marriage (e.g., U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  Fully 

understanding the initial roots of marital difficulties thus requires moving back in time to before 

the marriage begins.  Doing so will admittedly pose some methodological challenges, but can 

lead to interesting new questions about how premarital factors predict subsequent marital 

trajectories.  This research should examine questions about the courtship itself (e.g., duration, 

how it progressed) as well as questions about the psychological processes involved in making the 

decision to marry (e.g., what concerns are salient and how couples attend to or dismiss them; 

Lavner, Karney, & Bradbury, 2012).  Thus, these findings highlighting the robustness of 

differences early in marriage in predicting subsequent marital outcomes pave the way for a new 

body of research examining initial differences as outcomes and premarital factors as predictors.     

These studies also raise significant methodological issues that need to be addressed in 

future longitudinal work.  Most importantly, several of the studies highlight a discrepancy 

between how variables are associated in the cross-section and how these variables function over 

time.  As described above, certain variables were associated with satisfaction at one time point, 

but changed over time in ways that were inconsistent with the observed changes in satisfaction 

(Studies 1 and 2), or did not actually predict satisfaction over time in the manner that we would 

expect (Study 4).  Evidence that independent variables often operate differently than expected 

when examined longitudinally indicates that many widely studied variables are markers of risk 
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rather than mechanisms of change; a given variable may put a couple at risk for poor outcomes, 

but it may not actually change in a way that gives rise to the observed changes in satisfaction.  

As such, these findings indicate a need for much more caution when drawing conclusions from 

independent variables assessed at only one time point.  To the extent that marital researchers 

wish to study the processes underlying changes in relationship satisfaction, these processes must 

also be assessed longitudinally to determine whether they actually change in the way they are 

assumed to change.      

These more comprehensive studies must also be thoughtful about the amount of time 

between assessments.  The results from the fourth study indicate that results assessed on a 

shorter-term basis (e.g., 9 months) were not identical to those assessed on a longer-term basis 

(e.g., 2.5 years).  For example, wives’ negativity predicted their satisfaction in the short-term but 

not the long-term, and satisfaction was more consistently a significant predictor of 

communication when assessed over longer lags.  While the results reported here do not suggest a 

single “correct” assessment span, they do highlight a need for thoughtful consideration about 

what the lag in any given study actually assesses.  In the studies reported here I have generally 

adopted the approach that shorter lags are more appropriate for studying some type of process 

(e.g., whether incremental changes underlie changes in satisfaction; Study 2), and longer lags are 

better at assessing the predictive power of a given variable (initial satisfaction predicting 

communication behaviors several years later; Study 4).  These distinctions frequently get 

overlooked, however, as studies in which a variable assessed at one time point predicts 

satisfaction several years later are seen as revealing some sort of process, or short-term 

longitudinal studies of less than 1 year are seen as showing some type of predictive relationship 

when in fact they may only assess part of a much more complex unfolding process.  
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Accordingly, much in the same way that the studies reported here underscore a need for more 

research on the changes that do occur in newlywed marriage, they also suggest that these new 

longitudinal studies need to be designed in a careful manner to accurately assess these unfolding 

processes.     

In conclusion, the studies in this dissertation highlight stability and change in couples’ 

marital satisfaction and relationship dynamics during the newlywed years.  Future work on the 

precursors to marital dynamics earlier in couples’ relationship trajectories, along with additional 

research examining the psychological mechanisms behind changes in satisfaction, will do much 

to enhance theoretical understandings of relationship development and ultimately inform 

interventions designed to prevent and ameliorate relationship distress.  
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