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Are Problems that Contribute to Divorce Present at the Start of
Marriage, or Do They Emerge Over Time?

Hannah C. Williamson, Thomas N. Bradbury, Teresa P. Nguyen, Benjamin R. Karney
University of California, Los Angeles

Abstract

Divorced individuals offer explanations for why their relationship ended, yet little is known about
the development of these problems during the relationship. Problems that lead to divorce may exist
at the beginning of the marriage (enduring dynamics model) or may develop over time (emergent
distress model). We asked 40 divorced individuals about the reasons for their divorce and
compared the development of problems that did and did not contribute to their divorce over the
first few years of their marriage. Results support an emergent distress model for wives; they saw
problems that lead to divorce increasing over time, whereas results for husbands indicated that
they were less attuned to problems overall, suggesting that wives are the bellwether for
relationship problems.

Keywords
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Roughly half of all first marriages end in divorce, elevating rates of economic, physical, and
psychological difficulties for all family members (e.g., Sbarra, Law, & Portley, 2011). To
understand the causes of divorce, retrospective reports from former spouses provide valuable
insights (e.g., Amato & Previti, 2003; Bodenmann et al., 2007), yet they are incapable of
illuminating how problems that lead to divorce developed over the course of the marriage.
Two models of relationship deterioration — the enduring dynamics model and the emergent
distress model — make opposing predictions about how this development might occur
(Huston et al., 2001): Problems that lead to divorce could be apparent from the beginning of
the relationship (enduring dynamics model), or they could arise and then worsen over the
course of the relationship (emergent distress model). Distinguishing between these
possibilities would further our understanding of the early relationship dynamics that lead to
divorce.

A robust literature has identified the common problems to which formerly-married
individuals attribute their divorce. For example, an analysis of retrospective reports from a
national sample of divorced individuals highlights infidelity, incompatibility, drinking or
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drug use, and growing apart as leading reasons for dissolution (Amato & Previti, 2003).
Similarly, when divorced individuals were asked to name problems that were major
contributors to their divorce, top responses included lack of commitment, infidelity, and
conflict/arguing (Scott, Rhoades, Stanley, Ellen, & Markman, 2013). While this information
helps characterize how divorced individuals understand their experience, its practical utility
would be greater if we understood how these problems were experienced during the
relationship.

To our knowledge, no study has yet combined data obtained from the same individuals
before and after their divorce to examine how problems develop over time in marriages that
dissolve. Existing studies of relationship problems provide descriptive information about the
problems married couples face, with communication difficulties, time spent together, sex,
money, and household management being rated as most common (e.g., Boisvert, Wright,
Tremblay & McDuff, 2011; Storaasli & Markman, 1990). One study used aggregate indices
of problems, including total number of problems, sum of severity of all problems, and most
severe problem, to examine how problems develop longitudinally in continually married
couples (Lavner, Karney, & Bradbury, 2014.) These aggregate indices were found to stay
stable across the newlywed years, but when specific problems were considered four of
nineteen problems for husbands and three of nineteen problems for wives changed, either
positively or negatively.

Despite evidence that problems are stable on average among couples who remain married, it
is possible that this is not the experience for couples who go on to divorce. Specifically, we
would expect that couples who divorce experience worse or worsening problems, and there
are two ways in which this could occur: the enduring dynamics model in which the problems
that contribute to divorce are elevated from the beginning, or the emergent distress model in
which problems arise and worsen during the relationship. There is intuitive logic to the
emergent distress model: couples get married because they are relatively happy, and
presumably perceive few serious problems at the start of their marriage. Divorce may be the
result of problems arising over time, eroding what was once a happy and problem-free
relationship. Yet Lavner and colleagues’ (2014) longitudinal study of problems found
support for the enduring dynamics model, calling in to question the assumption that specific
problems must worsen in order for relationships to deteriorate and dissolve. Lavner and
colleagues did not examine divorce as a moderator, however, leaving open the possibility
that problems are only stable for couples who remain married while they may worsen for the
subsample of couples who go on to divorce.

Thus, the current study seeks to test the enduring dynamics and emergent distress models,
using an ethnically and socioeconomically diverse sample. Based on Lavner and colleagues’
finding that relationship problems do not worsen on average, and the fact that our sample
consists of couples who divorced within four years of marriage, we expect to see support for
the enduring dynamics model, i.e., initial elevations in the problems that partners later report
as contributing to their divorce. Additionally, we predict that women will be more likely than
men to perceive problems in their relationship that lead to divorce, as a number of studies
suggest that wives track relationship functioning more closely than do their husbands (e.g.,
Heaton & Blake, 1999; Hewitt, Western, & Baxter, 2006), and divorcing husbands are more
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likely than their wives to say they do not know why their relationship ended (Kitson &
Holmes, 1992). To evaluate these two hypotheses, we draw upon a five-wave longitudinal
design that includes data from individuals and couples provided before and after their
divorce.

The sampling procedure was designed to yield first-married newlywed couples in which
both partners were of the same ethnicity (Hispanic, African American, or Caucasian), living
in neighborhoods with a high proportion of low-income residents in Los Angeles County.
Recently married couples were identified through names and addresses on marriage license
applications. Addresses were matched with census data to identify applicants living 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 4-person family. Next, names
on the licenses were weighted using data from a Bayesian Census Surname Combination,
which integrates census and surname information to produce a multinomial probability of
membership in each of four racial/ethnic categories (Hispanic, African American, Asian, and
Caucasian/other). Couples were chosen using probabilities proportionate to the ratio of
target prevalences to the population prevalences, weighted by the couple’s average estimated
probability of being Hispanic, African American, or Caucasian, which are the three largest
groups of people living in poverty in Los Angeles County (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002).

The 431 identified couples participated in data collection five times over the following 58
months. By the final time point (T5) 55 couples had divorced (7= 20) or separated (/7= 35).
Partners from these 55 couples were contacted and asked to participate in a short interview
about their divorce/separation. For 30 couples, one (7= 20) or both (n= 10) spouses
participated in the phone interview. For 25 couples both spouses could not be reached or
refused to participate. In total, 23 women and 17 men provided data for the current analysisl

The average duration of marriage before dissolution was 2.6 years (SD = 1.3) and couples
had been divorced/separated for 1.6 years (SD = 1.2) on average, with a range of 1 month to
4 years. At T5 women’s mean age was 30.0 (SD = 4.8), and men’s mean age was 30.7 (SD=
5.6). Participants were predominantly Hispanic (57%), with the rest of the sample comprised
of African American (27%) and Caucasian (16%) individuals. At T1 18% of men and 17%
of women had children; by T5 this had increased to 41% of men and 61% of women. At T5
women had a mean monthly income of $3,100 (SD = $2,526), and a median monthly
income of $2,200 over the past 30 days. Men had a mean monthly income of $3,376 (SD =
$3,593) and a median monthly income of $2,500 over the past 30 days.

lCouples who did not participate did not differ significantly on their initial relationship satisfaction or average problem severity from
those who did participate.
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At baseline (T1), couples were visited in their homes by two interviewers who took spouses
to separate areas to ensure privacy and orally administered self-report measures.
Interviewers returned at 9 months (T2), 18 months (T3), and 27 months after baseline (T4)
and administered the same interview protocol. Couples who reported that they had divorced
or separated did not complete the interview. Following each interview couples were
debriefed and paid $75 for T1, $100 for T2, $125 for T3 and $150 for T4. At Time 5 (T5),
which occurred an average of 22 months after T4, all intact couples and spouses from
dissolved couples were contacted via telephone. Participants who were known to be
divorced/separated, and those who indicated that they had divorced/separated since T4 were
administered a short self-report interview about their divorce/separation. Each individual
was compensated $25 for the T5 interview. Data collection took place between 2009 and
2013 for T1 through T4. Collection of T5 data occurred in February and March 2014.

Relationship Problems.

At T1-T4, participants were read a list of 28 potential problems in a relationship (adapted
from the Relationship Problem Inventory; Geiss & O’Leary, 1981) and asked to “rate how
much that issue is a source of difficulty or disagreement for you and your spouse, on a scale
from 0 to 10. At the low end of the scale (0-2) are issues that rarely if ever raise conflict or
disagreement, and at the high end (8-10) are issues that raise frequent or intense conflict or
disagreements between you.” See Table 1 for a list of all 28 problems. Participants stopped
providing data on this measure once their relationship ended, resulting in between one and
four time points of repeated measures for each participant. Sample size at T1-T4 was 17, 12,
8, and 5 for men and 23, 16, 11, and 7 for women.

Contribution to Divorce.

At T5, which occurred post-divorce, participants were asked to “rate how much [the issue]
contributed to your divorce/separation” for each of the 28 problems described above (and
listed in Table 1). Response options were 0 = not at all, 1 = a little bit, or 2 = a lot.
Responses of “not at all” and “a little” were collapsed into a “No” contribution to divorce
category and responses of “a lot” were considered to have contributed to the divorce and
were coded as “Yes.”

For the purpose of these analyses, only problems with sufficient data in both the “No” and
“Yes” categories at T5 to establish a group intercept and slope (1= 4) were included in the
final list of problems. For example, for the problem “step-children” only one husband and
two wives rated this as “Yes.” Thus there was insufficient data to establish a slope and
intercept for the “Yes” group for this problem, therefore “step-children” was not included in
the analyses. Similarly, for the problem “amount of time spent together” only three husbands
rated this as “No.” Thus there was insufficient data to establish a slope and intercept for the
“No” group for husbands for this problem, therefore “amount of time spent together” was
not included in the analyses. The final thirteen problems with sufficient data included:
management of money, relationship with in-laws, quality of time spent together, way you
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communicate, willingness to work on improving relationship, decisions about free time,
trust, friends, personality characteristics, moods and tempers, making decisions/solving
problems, unrealistic expectations, and plans for the future.

Analytic Plan

Results

Analyses were conducted in Stata version 13 using the xtmixed procedure. Because the data
consists of some interdependent data (20 individuals from 10 marriages) and some
independent data (20 individuals from 20 different marriages), men and women were
analyzed separately. The data was fit with a two-level model in which repeated
measurements of problem ratings were modeled at level 1 and individuals’ ratings of
whether a problem contributed to their divorce were included as a level 2 moderator.

Level 1 ProblemRating = 7y + 7| (Time) + E
70 = Poo + Po1 * (Contributionto Divorce) + rg

Level 2 _— .
71 = P10 + P11 * (Contribution to Divorce)

Prior to the addition of the contribution to divorce variable, each model was tested for
variance in intercept and slope to determine whether there were significant differences
between individuals and significant change over time in the relationship problems.

To address the question of whether problems that did contribute to divorce were greater at
the beginning of the marriage than problems that did not contribute to divorce, the intercept
of the “Yes” group for each problem was tested against the intercept of the “No” group for
that problem by examining the coefficient of the contribution to divorce moderator variable
in the intercept equation (Bgy). If this coefficient was significant, then the intercept values
were examined. If the intercept was significantly higher in the “Yes” group than the “No”
group, this would indicate that the problem that contributed to divorce was also a large
problem at the start of the relationship.

To address the question of whether problems that contributed to divorce increase in difficulty
over time, the slope of the “Yes” group for each problem was tested against the slope of the
“No” group for that problem by examining the coefficient of the contribution to divorce
moderator variable in the slope equation (B11). If this coefficient was significant, then the
simple slope values were examined. If the slope of the “Yes” group was positive and
significantly different from zero this would indicate that the problem that contributed to
divorce became worse over the course of the relationship.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all variables. The problems most often cited as
contributing to divorce were “communication” (70%), “willingness to work on the
relationship” (70%), “trust” (61%), “jealousy/infidelity” (56%), and “moods and tempers”
(56%) for wives. For husbands, top-rated contributors to divorce were “moods and tempers
(65%), “communication” (59%), “trust” (53%), “quality of time spent together” (47%),
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“making decisions/solving problems” (41%), and “management of money” (41%).
Husbands reported an average of 7.8 problems (SD = 5.9) contributing to their divorce, with
a range of 0-19. Wives reported an average of 10.7 problems (SD = 4.7) contributing to their
divorce, with a range of 3-21.

Chi-square tests conducted on the ten couples with dyadic data available indicated that for
27 out of 28 problems the partners did not significantly differ in their report of whether that
problem contributed to their divorce. The only problem on which partners did not agree was
“relationship with in-laws,” Xz(l) =4.29, p=.038.

Table 2 presents intercepts and slopes of the difficulty ratings of relationship problems,
moderated by whether the problems did (“'Yes” column) or did not (“No” column) contribute
to divorce, separated by gender. Table 2 also gives coefficients for the moderation tests to
determine whether the “Yes” and “No” groups were significantly different.

For hushands, the intercept of only one of the thirteen problems was moderated by
contribution to divorce; “plans for the future.” Husbands who said that this problem
contributed to their divorce rated it as nearly three times more difficult at the start of their
marriage (6.1) than those who said it did not contribute to their divorce (2.3).

The slopes of two of the thirteen problems, “willingness to work on improving the
relationship” and “trust,” were moderated by contribution to divorce for husbands. However,
the slopes were not in the expected directions; slopes increased over time for those who said
these problems did not contribute to their divorce, indicating that the problem worsened over
the course of the relationship, whereas those who said these problems contributed to their
divorce had a non-significant slope, indicating that the problem did not worsen over the
course of the relationship.

For wives, the intercept of only one of the thirteen problems, “management of money,” was
moderated by contribution to divorce. Wives who said that this problem contributed to their
divorce rated it as nearly twice as difficult at the start of their marriage (6.6) than those who
said it did not contribute to their divorce (3.2).

The slopes of six of the thirteen problems, including “quality of time spent together,” “way
you communicate,” “personality characteristics,” “making decisions/solving problems,”
“unrealistic expectations,” and “plans for the future,” were moderated by contribution to
divorce for wives. For all six problems, those who said it did not contribute to their divorce
had a non-significant slope, indicating that the problem did not get worse over time, whereas
those who said the problems contributed to their divorce had a significant, positive slope,
indicating that the problem increased in difficulty over the course of the marriage.

For another three problems, slopes of the “Yes” group increased significantly while the “No
group stayed flat, but the test for moderation failed to reach the p < .05 level of significance.
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For two of these problems, “decisions about free time” and “friends,” the coefficient was
borderline significant (o < .10) and for “trust” the coefficient was not significant (o = .224)

Overall, then, husbands identified one problem that contributed to their divorce that was
elevated from the beginning of their marriage. They also identified two problems that
increased in difficulty over time, but only for those who said the problem did NOT
contribute to their divorce. Wives identified nine total problems that contributed to their
divorce that were either elevated from the start of their marriage (one problem) or became
more difficult over the course of their marriage (eight problems). Figure 1 presents an
example of these effects for husbands and wives.

Discussion

Understanding why couples end their marriage is essential to interventions which aim to
prevent divorce, and yet we do not know whether the problems that partners believe led to
their divorce exist at the start of marriage (the enduring dynamics model), or whether they
emerge and worsen over the course of the marriage (the emergent distress model). The
current study sought to resolve these competing perspectives using prospective data on
relationship problems collected from newlywed couples four times over the first three years
of marriage. Forty individuals who went on to divorce provided information about how
much these same relationship problems contributed to their divorce, and the intercepts and
slopes of relationship problems that did and did not contribute to divorce were tested.
Replicating prior findings (e.g., Amato & Previti, 2005; Cleek & Pearson, 1985; Scott,
Rhoades, Stanley, Ellen, & Markman, 2013) the present study documents communication
and infidelity/trust as commonly-cited problems in dissolved marriages, and extends this
research by documenting that wives are more sensitive to relationship problems than
husbands, and that they were more likely to see problems worsening over time, supporting
the emergent distress model.

In only one of thirteen instances, husbands at the start of the marriage perceived the
existence of a relationship problem that they would eventually describe as contributing to
their divorce. Wives, however, perceived seven of thirteen problems that they would later
describe as leading to their divorce as significantly elevated during the course of their
relationship. The gender-specific nature of these results builds upon existing evidence that
husbands and wives monitor their relationship differently. Men are commonly thought of as
less aware of their relationship than women, and indeed women are more likely than men to
recognize that their relationship is in trouble and seek therapy (Doss, Atkins, & Christensen,
2003) and to initiate divorce (Brinig & Allen, 2000). Our findings suggest that women not
only see more problems in their relationship, they are more likely to recognize problems that
will go on to end the relationship. Still unclear is how the process of recognizing problems,
seeing them grow, and determining that the problems cannot be resolved eventuates in a
decision to divorce.

At the same time, not all of the reasons for divorce were rooted in problems that individuals
perceived during their marriage and were therefore only noted as problematic post-divorce.
This is consistent with Lavner, Karney, & Bradbury, 2014 who found that problems stayed
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stable over time, even as relationship satisfaction decreased. Thus, there may be something
about the global evaluation of a relationship and the decision to divorce that is not rooted
directly in a couple’s experience of specific relationship problems. Another possible
explanation is that retrospective bias may be playing a role in how recently-divorced
individuals attempt to explain and make sense of the end of their marriage. For example,
when asked whether a problem contributed to their divorce the respondent may have
answered based on reasons their spouse gave them for seeking a divorce, and not on their
own reasons. This underscores the need for future studies of divorce to link pre- and post-
divorce data from both spouses in order to more fully understand the reasons why
relationships end.

The results of this study should be interpreted with caution, for several reasons. First, the
sample was small, consisting of 40 individuals representing 30 different couples.
Additionally, dyadic data were available from only 10 couples, which allowed only cursory
analyses of the extent to which the former spouses agree or disagree on what issues
prompted the divorce. Similarly, the current sample was too small to integrate our results
with information about who initiated the divorce and whether couples sought counseling
before divorcing. Second, because the sample consists of couples who divorced early in their
marriage (after 2.6 years on average), results cannot be generalized to couples who divorce
later in their marriage. Additionally, there was a range in the amount of time since divorce
when participants completed their post-divorce interview (1 month to 4 years), and it is
possible that this would affect the way individuals interpret what went wrong in their
relationship. Future studies that interview divorced individuals at a uniform time point soon
after their divorce are needed to control for the possible effect of the passage of time.
Finally, the manner in which marriages dissolve is dynamic and heterogeneous (e.g.,
Hetherington, Bridges, & Isabella, 1998), and the methods we have used fail to capture the
complexity of these important transitions. Narrative studies would address this limitation,
though our prediction would be that women’s retrospective accounts should reflect the
growing realization of problems in the relationship to a greater degree than men’s accounts.

Notwithstanding these concerns, our results may be important for a number of reasons. First,
if wives tend to view a problem as worsening whereas husbands tend to view the same
problem as unchanging, wives’ requests for change might be met by husbands’ insistence
that immediate changes are unnecessary. This adds a new perspective on the well-known
demand-withdraw interaction pattern (e.g., Christensen & Heavey, 1990), as it suggests that
men and women might be operating on the basis of distinctly different perceptions of
substantively similar relationship problems. In this way, wives may make demands about
problems that they perceive to have deteriorated over time, and when husbands withdraw
and do not make changes, wives may be more likely view the lack of change as the cause of
dissolution. This interpretation of our results is speculative given the limits of our sample,
which did not include enough couples where both partners participated to test agreement
between spouses on the development of problems. Future work that includes both spouses
can shed light on whether this pattern holds true at the within-couple level.

Second, these results provide a bridge between two seemingly discrepant models of
relationship deterioration. Prominent theories of relationships, including social learning and
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behavioral theories, have hypothesized that relationships end because the experience of the
partners becomes gradually more negative and less rewarding over time, which would
implicate the emergent distress model. However, much of the research examining the early
years of marriage has found support for the enduring dynamics model, in which evidence of
poorer relationship characteristics exists from the beginning in marriages that end in divorce
(e.g., Huston, Niehuis, & Smith, 2001; Lavner, Bradbury, & Karney, 2012). The body of
work supporting the enduring dynamics model has focused on global relationship
characteristics, such as love and satisfaction, and found that couples who go on to become
dissatisfied or divorce are low on these global characteristics at the start of marriage. In
contrast, we examined specific problems in relationships and found support for the emergent
distress model, in that problems that lead to divorce emerged and worsened over the early
years of marriage, but were not perceived by partners at the start of marriage. This suggests
that the development of global dissatisfaction and specific problems may take on different
forms: marriages that will end in divorce may start out less happy, and this deficit in
happiness may lead to the development of more specific relationship problems. Indeed,
recent research on nearly 500 newlywed couples found that in the beginning of marriage,
global sentiments of relationship satisfaction predict later perceptions of more specific
relationship problems (Lavner, 2014).

In sum, the results of the current study indicate that many of the problems that women report
as reasons for their divorce were not evident to them at the start of their marriage, but they
did perceive them as worsening over the course of their marriage, whereas problems that
men report as reasons for their divorce were usually not evident to them during their
marriage at all. This suggests that interventions may benefit from focusing on problems
identified by wives, and underscores the need for more studies that integrate information
from before and after divorce in order to understand how to prevent this negative outcome.
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Figure 1.

Top Panel: The intercept of the husband “Yes’ group is significantly greater than the husband
‘No’ group, but the slope is non-significant, indicating that the problem started out as highly
difficult and stayed at that level throughout the relationship. Bottom Panel: For wives the
intercepts are not significantly different from each other, but the slope of the *Yes’ group is
significantly different from zero and from the slope of the ‘No’ group, indicating that the
problem did not start out as highly difficult, but it became more difficult over time.
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