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Longitudinal secondary dyadic data from first time marriages were
analyzed from the National Survey of Families and Households
(Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1988), for the purpose of examining
gender-related predictors of husbands’ and wives’ marital satisfac-
tion and marital conflict over time. This study extended the line of
thinking of previous research by taking a longitudinal look at pre-
dictors of marital satisfaction and marital conflict in stable mar-
riages. Results indicate that there is some support for gender-based
influences on husbands’ and wives’ marital satisfaction and con-
flict over time. Additionally, the findings from this study suggest
that wives’ marital and interpersonal functioning may be a greater
predictor for husbands’ marital satisfaction and marital conflict.
Recommendations for clinicians working with couples are also
presented.

INTRODUCTION

Approximately half of first-time marriages end in divorce (Faust & McKibben,
1999); 33% in the first ten years (Bramlett & Mosher, 2001), an experience
often linked with physical and psychological health problems (Goodwin,
1997; Hibbard & Pope, 1993; Prigerson, Maciejewski, & Rosenheck, 1999).
Since marriage is often followed by marital disruption, an understanding of
how marriage changes and develops over time and specifically what are the
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characteristics of marriages that succeed over time are salient issues needing
to be explored (Kurdek, 1998).

Recently, scholars have noted that the influence of gender (i.e., male
and female) and gender roles (i.e., maleness and femaleness) have been
largely ignored in the exploration of marriage over time, despite evidence
in the extant literature that points to differences in marital satisfaction for
men and women ( Johnson & Lebow, 2000; Walker, 1999). In 1975, Bernard
proposed the concept of a “‘his’ and ‘her’ marriage” in which marriage is a
qualitatively different experience for men and for women, with men receiv-
ing more psychosocial benefit than women (Baslow, 1992; Bernard, 1975;
Bird & Fremont, 1991; Heyn, 1997; McRae & Brody, 1989; Schumm, Webb, &
Bollman, 1998). Women derive mental and physical health benefits when
they are in satisfying marriages, whereas men benefit from marriage re-
gardless of its quality (Hess & Soldo, 1985). Since many studies on mar-
riage have largely ignored the role of gender in the examination of marital
quality over time, this article extends this line of thinking by looking lon-
gitudinally at gender-related predictors (e.g., gender role attitudes, fairness,
equity).

Feminist theory (Brown, 1994; Gilligan, 1981) and Gottman’s (1999)
evidence-based theory of marital satisfaction were used as a theoretical lens
for examining the effects of gender roles on change in marital satisfaction and
conflict for husbands and wives. Feminist theory was used as a framework for
understanding the meaning and importance of gender, while Gottman’s the-
ory of marital satisfaction was used to identify important variables, which are
known to influence the quality of marriage (Gottman, 1979, 1999; Gottman
& Levenson, 1992).

Two theoretical approaches have dominated the study of gender (Levant
& Philpot, 2001), essentialism (gender role identification paradigm) and con-
structionism (gender role strain paradigm). In early work (1930–1980) the
gender role identification paradigm, derived from an essentialist or nativist
view of sex roles, emphasized the idea that there is a clear masculine or femi-
nine gender that is invariant and biologically determined. More recently, gen-
der scholars (Levant & Philpot, 2001) have argued that this theory ignores the
importance of socialization and environment in shaping gender. The gender
role identity paradigm has been challenged because it suggests that healthier
individuals embrace their traditional gender role (traditional notions of be-
ing masculine or feminine). In contrast, our study is grounded in the gender
role strain paradigm, which emerges from constructionism. This approach
views gender roles as largely psychologically or socially constructed, and
not solely biologically determined. The important theoretical distinction is
that although biological differences exist between men and women, much is
socially constructed to serve patriarchy and reinforce traditional gender roles
to keep women in a one-down position.
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GENDER-RELATED PREDICTORS OF MARITAL SATISFACTION

Feminist theory (Brown, 1994) promotes an awareness of power differentials
associated with gender. Division of household labor is one source of gen-
der inequity (Brown, 1994). In 1989, Hochschild proposed that women who
work outside the home work a “second shift” because often after working
a full-time job, women are disproportionately faced with the additional de-
mands of caring for the home and for the children in comparison to men.
The division of household labor falls under relatively traditional gender roles,
with the wife performing a far greater proportion of household tasks than
husbands, even in households where the wife earns more than her hus-
band (Greenstein, 1995). In his study of marital satisfaction among employed
women, Greenstein (1995) found that gender role identification influenced
outcomes on marital satisfaction. Hours employed per week did not have a
statistically significant effect for women holding traditional gender role ide-
ologies, but it had a strong negative effect on marital stability for women
identifying with non-traditional or androgynous gender role ideologies.

Similarly in a study exploring changes in gender role attitudes, Amato
and Booth (1995) found that when wives adopt less traditional gender role
attitudes their perceived marital quality declines, however when husbands
adopt less traditional attitudes, their perceived marital quality increases. In
their discussion, these authors hypothesize that as wives become less tradi-
tional in outlook (more egalitarian) “they may perceive that they are disad-
vantaged or exploited and thus become less happy with their marriages . . . in
terms of behavior, they may demand more decision-making power or press
their husbands to spend more time doing housework and childcare. Because
the status quo benefits men, many husbands resist these changes. Thus when
wives’ attitudes become more progressive, there is likely to be more overt
conflict between spouses and less stability in the relationship” (Amato &
Booth, 1995, p. 58). They assume that the implications of gender role at-
titudes are the opposite for husbands, hypothesizing that when husbands
adopt progressive, egalitarian attitudes there is less overt conflict between
spouses and more stability in the relationship.

In addition to the division of labor as it relates to household tasks,
traditionally women have also assumed more responsibility for childcare
and child-rearing tasks (Steil, 1997). While fatherhood has been shown
to have no negative effects on husbands’ well-being, parenthood is of-
ten related to poor well-being for wives (Steil, 1997). From the feminist
perspective, this difference can be attributed to the gender role inequities
for men and for women in a society that conditions women to more
likely have responsibility for parenting children. In 1995, Simon examined
men’s and women’s perceptions of work and family roles. Men and women
were asked to describe the meaning of being a “good” mother or father.
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Simon (1995) found that for men, providing economic support was a central
part of being a “good father,” while few women viewed employment as an
added responsibility separate from their primary obligations to their family.

MARITAL CONFLICT AND GENDER

From a feminist perspective, gender roles influence differences in the ways
in which men and women manage conflict. Women are more likely to initi-
ate discussions of conflictual relationship issues (Gottman, 1999). Men have
been found to more likely withdraw from negative marital interactions, while
women are more likely to pursue the conversation or conflict ( Johnson,
1996). Women are more likely to be attuned to the emotional quality of mar-
ital functioning and more sensitive to events that occur in the relationship
( Johnson, 1997). Couples’ conflict interactional patterns have been linked
to relationship satisfaction (Gottman, 1979, 1999b; Jacobson & Addis, 1993;
Kurdek, 1995). The demand-withdrawal pattern of interaction response to
conflict is most often linked negatively to relationship satisfaction, with the
most common pattern reportedly being for the wife to demand and the hus-
band to withdraw (Gottman & Levenson, 1992). In this pattern of response,
one spouse demands that the issue be resolved while the partner tries to
withdraw from the conflict. While this interactional style is not helpful for
couples, avoiding conflict is also detrimental to relationships (Gottman &
Krokoff, 1989).

Baucom, Notarius, Burnett, and Haefner (1990) provided support for
gendered ways of resolving marital conflict with men taking on more in-
strumental roles and women taking on more expressive roles. Women have
been described as emotional expressive pursuers of intimacy, and men as
task-oriented problem solvers who want relationships but withdraw dur-
ing emotionally charged conflict (Gottman & Levenson, 1992). Christensen
and Heavey (1990) found that this wife-demand, husband-withdraw pattern
was more likely to occur when the issue being discussed is one that has
been raised by the wife. Feminist theory suggests that women are socialized
to bring issues up for discussion in relationships. Interestingly, Levenson,
Carstensen, and Gottman (1994) claim there are biological sex-based dif-
ferences in men’s and women’s physiological responses to conflict which
may account for the finding that men are more likely to withdraw when a
conflictual issue has been raised by the wife.

Using a social psychophysiological theory of gender differences in mar-
ital behavior, marital conflict is viewed as producing high levels of negative
affect, especially in unhappy marriages. “High levels of negative emotions,
such as anger, fear, and sadness, result in high levels of autonomic arousal.
Men and women have different reactions to this heightened arousal. Women
have considerable tolerance for physiological arousal and, thus, can maintain
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high levels of engagement. Men, in contrast, experience this arousal as be-
ing highly aversive and act to dissipate it by withdrawing from the conflict”
(Levenson, Carstensen, & Gottman, 1994, p. 58). Previous studies using the
National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) have tended to rely on
only one wave of data in their analyses, a critical limitation we sought to ad-
dress in the current research (Baslow, 1992; Bernard, 1975; Bird & Fremont,
1991; Heyn, 1997; Levenson, Carstensen, Gottman, and 1993; McRae & Brody,
1989; Schumm, Webb, & Bollman, 1998). In addition, many studies have
previously confounded the concept of gender with sex, limiting the inter-
pretation of results and understanding of how each may influence marital
satisfaction and marital conflict.

AIMS OF THE STUDY

This study examined gender-related predictors of change in marital satisfac-
tion and conflict and focused on the following research questions: (1) Does
gender influence marital satisfaction and marital conflict over time? (2) Is
there a “His” vs. “Hers” Marriage and if so, do “Her” Experiences in Marriage
Predict “His”? We used longitudinal data for husbands and wives in first-time
marriages over a five-year period from the NSFH (Sweet, Bumpass, & Call,
1988). In addition to the gender-related variables, we also controlled for initial
levels of relationship functioning and examined the influence of other well
documented predictors of marital satisfaction and conflict: (1) Demographic
variables (age, race, income, education, length of marriage, religiosity); (2)
Psychological variables (depression, well-being, physical health); (3) Marital
Processes (marital conflict strategies); and, (4) Marital transitions (cohabita-
tion, birth of a new child, child leaving home).

METHOD

Participants

Data from the first two waves of the NSFH dataset were used (Sweet,
Bumpass, & Call, 1988). Data were initially collected between 1987 and 1988
from a randomly selected household member age 19 or older and his/her
spouse (N = 13,008). Respondents and their spouses were re-interviewed
between 1992 and 1994 (N = 10,008), representing a 77% response rate from
wave 1 to wave 2. Our sub-sample was selected based on the following cri-
teria: (1) husbands and wives from the same marriage were present at waves
1 and 2; (2) at wave 2, the husband and wife agreed that they were married
to the same spouse from wave 1; and (3) husbands and wives agreed that
this was their first marriage. Respondents who met the criteria included 1561
couples. Mean age for husbands was 46 years old, wives’ mean age was
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42 years of age, and the average household income was $38,867. The racial
distribution of the sample was predominantly White (85%), with (7%) African
American, (6%) Hispanic, and (2%) Other. Sixty-five percent of the couples
reported having children. Husbands and wives both reported having an av-
erage of a 12th grade high school education. The majority of husbands and
wives in the sample identified some type of religious affiliation and reported
attending religious services on average twice a month. Most of couples in
this study have been married 16 years and greater.

Outcome Variables
MARITAL CONFLICT

Conflict was measured similarly to how other researchers who have used
the NSFH dataset operationalized this variable (Davey & Szinovacz, 2004;
Szinovacz, 1993) using three items where respondents indicated frequency
of disagreements on three items including: household tasks, money, and time
spent together. Respondents rated frequency using a six-point scale ranging
from “1 = Never” to “6 = Almost everyday.” Cronbach alphas for the index re-
spondents at waves one and two were 0.71 and 0.70, respectively. Cronbach
alphas for spouses at wave one and two were 0.74 and 0.70, respectively.

MARITAL SATISFACTION

Based on a study by Lye and Biblarz (1993), husbands’ and wives’ overall
marital satisfaction was measured by items assessing self-reported marital
satisfaction, amount of time spent together talking or sharing an activity, and
perceptions of divorce likelihood. Because these items for marital satisfaction,
shared time, and divorce likelihood are on three differing likert scales (7, 6,
and 5, respectively), divorce likelihood and shared time were multiplied by 7
and divided by their maximum value in order to place responses on the same
metric. Total scores of Marital Satisfaction ranged from 1 to 21, with 21 indicat-
ing the highest level of martial satisfaction. Chronbach alphas for the index re-
spondents at waves one and two were 0.53 and 0.58, respectively. Chronbach
alphas for spouses at wave one and two were 0.61 and 0.63, respectively.

Demographic Variables

Age, spousal differences in ages, race, spousal differences in race, income,
education, length of marriage, and religiosity are included as predictors in the
models. Religiosity is measured by two items assessing the presence of hus-
bands and wives’ religious affiliation and the frequency of their attendance at
religious services. Because this sample is predominantly White (85%), White
was used as the category of reference, and dummy codes were created for
African American (7%), Hispanic (6%), and Other (2%). Religious affiliation
is measured by respondents self-report of whether they identify with some
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type of religious affiliation (e.g., Baptist, Catholic, etc.). A response of “no
religious affiliation” was dummy coded as 0, while a selection of a religious
affiliation was coded as 1. Frequency of attending religious services are “How
often do you attend religious services?” (1 = about once per year, 2 = about
once per month, 3 = about once per week, 4 = several times per week).

LENGTH OF MARRIAGE

Length of marriage was collapsed into two distinct groups consisting of those
couples married 0–7 years and 16 or greater years. Based on Gottman’s (1999)
research, these two groups exemplify critical time periods in the marital tra-
jectory, with the majority of couples divorcing within the first seven years
of marriage. Conversely, a second vulnerable time period for the marital tra-
jectory is 16 to 24 years of marriage. Although we study only continuously
married couples, these critical time periods were retained in the current anal-
ysis to account for the fact that change is not expected to be the same across
all time periods of marriage, but may be especially important early and later
in marriage.

RELIGIOSITY

Religious affiliation is measured by respondents’ self-report of whether they
identify with some type of religious affiliation (e.g., Baptist, Catholic, etc.).
The second item, the frequency of attending religious services is “How often
do you attend religious services?” (1 = about once a year, 2 = about once a
month, 3 = about once a week, 4 = several times a week).

Psychological Predictors
DEPRESSION

Depression is measured from 12 items taken from the Center for Epidemi-
ologic Studies Depression Scale or CESD (Radloff, 1977). Chronbach alpha
was approximately .92 for both spouses in this sample. Because recent re-
search has suggested that the association between marital quality and de-
pressive symptoms is bidirectional (e.g., Beach et al., 2003; Beach, Davey,
& Fincham, 1999; Kurdek, 1998, 1999), only initial levels of this variable are
included in the models in order to ensure that it was at least temporally prior
to the change in marital outcome variables.

WELL-BEING

This global measure is taken from the Global Positive Affect measure from
the Quality of Life Survey (Staines, 1973), developed by the Institute for
Social Research at Michigan. The item asks, “Taking all things together, how
are things these days?” (1 = very unhappy, 7 = very happy). Additionally,
a transition or change in husbands’ and wives’ well-being was measured
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by taking the difference score from reported well-being at Time 2 minus
reported well-being at Time 1.

PHYSICAL HEALTH MEASURE

Replicating the work of Szinovacz (1993) health is measured globally by the
following question: “Compared with other people your age, how would you
describe your health”? (1 = very poor to 5 = excellent). This item was initially
taken from the Health Quality of Life Survey (Staines, 1973) and integrated
into the NSFH surveys. Additionally, a transition or change in health (positive
or negative) was measured by taking the difference score from husbands and
wives health at Time 2 minus health reports at Time 1.

Marital Processes
CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

Conflict management was measured using three items, replicated from the
work of Scinovacz (1993). Respondents rated the likelihood of using various
conflict resolution strategies when they were dealing with a serious disagree-
ment with their spouse (calm discussions, heated arguments, and hitting or
throwing things at each other). Chronbach alphas for the index respondents
as well as spouses at waves one and two were 0.50 and 0.50, respectively.
Although these internal consistencies are low by conventional standards, the
unidimensional structure of the items was verified using factor analysis on
the variables at each wave and for each spouse.

CONFLICT TACTICS SCALE

Conflict tactics scale items were used to assess for marital violence. The
three items from the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1990) that were asked are:
(1) “Sometimes arguments between partners becomes physical. During the
past year, has this happened in arguments between you and your spouse?”;
(2) “Have you been cut, bruised, or seriously injured by your spouse”?; and
(3) “Has your spouse been seriously injured by you?”. Because of the ordered
nature of the CTS scaling, alphas were not calculated for this sample.

Gender-Related Predictors
GENDER ROLE ATTITUDES

Replicating the work of Szinovacz (1993) in a study using the NSFH dataset,
gender role attitudes were measured using the following two items: “It is
much better if the man earns the main living and the woman takes care of
the home and family,” and “If a husband and a wife both work full-time, they
should share household tasks equally.” Respondents indicated their degree
of agreement on these two items using a five-point Likert ranging from “1 =
Strongly agree” to “5 = Strongly disagree.” Gender role attitude was made up
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of the provider-role and household task attitude items. Answers to the second
item were reverse coded, so that low scores indicated more “traditional”
attitudes and high scores more “egalitarian” gender role attitudes and a mean
score were obtained. Total gender role attitude scores for husbands and wives
were calculated by multiplying the number of items by the mean response
for each of the two items to develop accurate scales, which would correct
for missing data.

PERCEIVED RELATIONSHIP FAIRNESS

Perceived relationship fairness was measured with three items: “How do you
feel about the fairness of your relationship in each of the following areas?”:
Household chores, (1 = very unfair to me, 2 = somewhat unfair to me,
3 = fair to both, 4 = somewhat unfair to spouse, and 5 = very unfair to
spouse). Items 1 and 5 were recoded to = 0, items 2 and 4 were recoded to
equal 1, and item 3 was recoded to equal 2, so that higher scores indicate a
perception of equity in relationship fairness. Total relationship fairness scores
for husbands and wives were calculated by multiplying number of items by
the mean of the three items.

MARITAL COMMITMENT

Marital commitment is measured by the following item, “Marriage is a life-
time relationship and should never be ended except under extreme circum-
stances.” (1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree). Gender enters this
measure in an indirect fashion, as previous research on marital power has
focused on commitment as a key variable indicating relative power within
the relationship. Specifically, the lower an individual’s commitment to the
marriage, the more power they gain due to their lack of investment in the
relationship (i.e., opportunity costs).

MARITAL EQUITY

Marital equity is measured by the respondents’ attitudes toward the following
statement: “In a successful marriage, the partners must have freedom to do
what they want individually.” Responses range from 1 = strongly agree to
5 = strongly disagree. Responses were reverse coded so that higher numbers
indicate lower levels of marital equity.

EMPLOYMENT

Respondents were asked to report how many hours they worked last week,
as well as how many hours per week they would typically work in a week’s
time. Hours worked greater than 0, were coded to equal 1, meaning pres-
ence of employment. A change from being in the labor force initially to not
working at the second wave was coded as a job loss for respondents and
spouses because exiting the labor force participation changes power balance
and couple dynamics. In initial models, we also included number of hours
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worked, however hours had extremely limited associations with change in
marriage, and so were not retained in the final models.

Life Transition Variables
COHABITATION

Cohabitation is also used as a predictor in the analysis, as it has been signif-
icantly linked to greater incidence of marital instability and marital distress
(Knox & Schacht, 2000; Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 1994). Respondents
and spouses were asked to respond “yes” or “no” as to whether or not they
had cohabited in their present relationship prior to marriage.

HOUSEHOLD TRANSITIONS

Household transitions were coded into presence of children in the home
under age 18 and presence of children in the home over 18 years of age.
Additionally, changes in parental status were included in the analysis by
including the following: the birth of a new child from Time 1 to Time 2; the
launching of children, placing couples in the empty nest phase of marriage at
Time 2; and having an adult child move back into the home. Finally, having
an adult parent move into the couples’ home was also included as a predictor
in the analysis.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics (mean ± SD) were calculated for all demographic and
marital measures (see Table 1). Due to the large sample size, the Likert-type
scale responses were treated as continuous data and therefore means and SDs
were used to perform descriptive statistics. Multiple regression analysis was
used to predict models of change in marital conflict and marital satisfaction
for husbands and for wives over time. Initial Time 1 predictor variables are
controlled for, in order to assess for change in marital satisfaction and marital
conflict over time for husbands and for wives.

A two-tailed p level of .05 and under was considered statistically sig-
nificant in all analyses. Initial multiple regression analyses were performed
with SPSS software. Because the NSFH dataset contains clustered and strati-
fied samples, the standard errors calculated in SPSS do not adjust for design
effects, which can lead to incorrect inferences ( Johnson & Elliott, 1998). All
analyses are weighted with probability weights that are inversely proportional
to the likelihood of being selected into the sample. Probability weights allow
for generalization to the population of inference. Therefore the advanced sta-
tistical software package Stata (Stata Corporation, 1997), a statistical program
which produces unbiased parameter estimates and correct variance estimates
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TABLE 1. Descriptive Statistics for Predictor Variables of Marital Satisfaction and Marital
Conflict

Husbands Wives

Variable Mean SD Mean SD

Demographics
Age 46.20 1.17 44.30 1.15
Age Difference Between Spouses 2.23 1.25 2.23 1.25
Race

White (Reference Category) — — — —
African American 0.07 1.17 0.07 1.17
Hispanic 0.06 13.7 0.06 13.7
Other Race 0.02 1.25 0.02 1.25

Race Difference Between Spouses 0.04 2.01 0.04 2.01
Education 12.90 4.09 12.70 4.08
Natural Log Income 10.20 3.63 10.20 3.63
Religious Affiliation 0.92 1.89 0.95 1.56
Religious Attendance 1.84 0.03 2.10 0.03

Outcome Variables
Marital Satisfaction Time 1 18.46 1.45 18.44 1.44
Marital Conflict Time 1 5.80 0.05 5.75 0.05

Psychological Predictors
CESD (Depression) 10.11 1.93 13.13 1.52
Well-Being 5.62 0.87 5.68 1.18
Health 4.06 1.90 4.07 1.99

Marital Processes
Conflict Management 5.64 1.93 5.88 1.94
Conflict Tactics Scale 0.04 0.58 0.39 0.40

Gender-Related Predictors
Gender Role Attitudes 6.38 1.83 6.83 1.94
Perceived Relationship Fairness 5.89 1.61 5.12 1.22
Marital Commitment 4.22 1.83 4.11 1.46
Marital Equity 3.65 1.69 3.70 1.47
Employment 0.74 1.57 0.53 1.82
Job Loss 0.26 1.16 0.20 1.32
Wives’ Relative Income — — 24.60 1.84

Life Transitions
Cohabitation 0.19 1.22 0.19 1.22
Children Under 18 in Home 0.50 1.23 0.50 1.23
Children 18+ in Home 0.17 1.90 0.17 1.90
Empty Nest 0.21 1.45 0.21 1.45
Parent Moves into Home 0.02 1.10 0.02 1.10
Child Moves Back into Home 0.06 1.04 0.06 1.04
Becoming a New Parent 0.03 2.18 0.03 2.18

when using complex survey data was used in order to adjust the standard
errors and to address issues of sample weights.

RESULTS

Means and standard deviations were calculated for each predictor and out-
come variable for husbands and wives (see Table 1).
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TABLE 2. Predictors of Change in Husbands’ and Wives’ Longitudinal Marital Satisfaction

Husbands Wives

Marital satisfaction b SE(b) b SE(b)

Demographics
Age difference Between Spouses 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.03
African American −0.60∗∗ 0.19 −1.13∗∗ 0.33
Hispanic 0.46 0.30 0.33 0.42
Other Race 0.90∗ 0.44 0.97 0.54
Race Difference Between spouses −0.20 0.32 −0.30 0.54
Husbands’ Education 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.03
Wives’ Education −0.04 0.03 −0.02 0.03
Natural Log Income −0.01 0.08 −0.08 0.07
Husbands’ Religious Affiliation −0.37 0.29 0.45 0.31
Wives’ Religious Affiliation −0.64∗ 0.27 −0.05 0.11
Husbands’ Religious Attendance 0.15∗ 0.07 0.02 0.09
Wives’ Religious Attendance −0.08 0.07 −0.17 0.38
Length of Marriage (0–7 Years) −0.27 0.21 −0.64∗ 0.25
Length of Marriage (16 > Years) 0.68∗∗ 0.21 0.24 0.26
Time 1 Marital Satisfaction 0.23∗∗∗ 0.04 0.35∗∗∗ 0.04

Psychological Predictors
Husbands’ Depression −0.02∗∗ 0.01 −0.00 0.01
Wives’ Depression −0.02∗ 0.01 0.03∗∗∗ 0.01
Husbands’ Well-Being 0.20∗∗ 0.08 0.07 0.08
Wives’ Well-Being 0.12∗ 0.06 0.26∗∗ 0.75
Husbands’ Change in Well-Being 1.10∗∗∗ 0.16 0.63∗∗∗ 0.14
Wives’ Change in Well-Being 0.74∗∗∗ 0.15 1.12∗∗∗ 0.18
Husbands’ Physical Health −0.09 0.09 −0.09 0.12
Wives’ Physical Health −0.07 0.09 0.10 0.11
Husbands’ Change in Health −0.04 0.17 −0.63 0.14
Wives’ Change in Health −0.07 0.09 0.17 0.16

Marital Processes
Husbands’ Conflict Management −0.10∗ 0.04 −0.10∗ 0.05
Wives’ Conflict Management −0.12∗ 0.04 −0.18∗∗ 0.05
Husbands’ Conflict Tactics Scale −0.15 0.27 0.40 0.24
Wives’ Conflict Tactics Scale 0.06 0.24 −0.33 0.28

Gender-Related Predictors
Husbands’ Gender Role Attitudes −0.09∗ 0.04 −0.01 0.54
Wives’ Gender Role Attitudes −0.03 0.06 −0.04 0.06
Husbands’ Perceived Rhp Fairness 0.06 0.05 −0.01 0.06
Wives’ Perceived Rhp Fairness 0.01 0.05 0.12 0.09
Husbands’ Marital Commitment 0.13 0.08 0.12 0.10
Wives’ Marital Commitment −0.04 0.06 0.01 0.08
Husbands’ Marital Equity 0.13 0.07 −0.01 0.07
Wives’ Marital Equity −0.07 0.07 −0.00 0.09
Husbands’ Employment 0.70∗∗∗ 0.18 −0.65∗ 0.26
Wives’ Employment −0.29 0.18 −0.12 0.16
Wives’ Relative Income 0.00 0.00 −0.00 0.00
Husbands’ Job Loss 0.39 0.21 0.26 0.20
Wives’ Job Loss 0.31 0.16 0.53∗ 0.25

Life Transitions
Cohabitation −0.28 0.19 −0.18 0.25
Children Under 18 Home −0.50∗ 0.22 −0.77∗∗ 0.23
Children 18+ Home −0.23 0.24 0.12 0.25
Empty Nest 0.65∗∗ 0.21 0.41 0.28
Parent Moves into Home 0.04 0.52 0.09 0.56
Child Moves Back Home −0.62∗ 0.25 −1.12∗∗∗ 0.30
Becoming a New Parent 0.50 0.35 0.74 0.43

∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001.
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Predictors of Change in Husbands’ Longitudinal Marital Satisfaction

The regression model for husbands’ marital satisfaction predicted 35% of the
variance (F(50,2) = 16.78, p < 0.0001) and is statistically significant. Regard-
ing gender-related predictors, husbands who reported having more tradi-
tional gender roles were generally less satisfied in their marriages. Addition-
ally, the more hours husbands worked per week outside the home, the less
satisfied they were in their marriages. Several demographic variables were
statistically significant in predicting husbands’ marital satisfaction at Time 2
(see Table 2). Racial differences for husbands’ marital satisfaction indicate
that African Americans reported being less satisfied in their marriages than
Whites. Husbands whose wives do not identify with a particular religious
affiliation indicated that they were less satisfied with their marriages, while
husbands who attend religious services more frequently, report being more
satisfied with their marriages. Husbands who have been married 16 or more
years, also reported being more satisfied with their marriages over the five-
year time period.

Husbands and wives’ higher levels of depression led to a decrease in
husbands’ marital satisfaction over time. Conversely, positive well-being for
both husbands and wives predicted husbands’ increase in longitudinal mar-
ital satisfaction, with a transition or change in both husbands’ and wives’
well-being predicting less marital satisfaction for husbands over the five-year
period. Marital processes measuring husbands and wives’ conflict manage-
ment skills indicated that poor conflict management skills predict a decrease
in husbands’ marital satisfaction over time. For husbands, their higher levels
of marital satisfaction at Time 1 predicted greater marital satisfaction five years
later. Having children under the age of 18 in the home predicts a decrease in
husbands’ marital satisfaction over time. Additionally, launching children and
transitioning to the empty nest phase of marriage leads to an increase in mar-
ital satisfaction for husbands over time. Finally, having an adult child move
back into the home leads to a decrease in marital satisfaction for husbands
over the five-year period.

Predictors of Change in Wives’ Longitudinal Marital Satisfaction

The regression model for wives’ marital satisfaction predicted 37% of the
variance (F(50,2) = 15.31, p < 0.0001) and is statistically significant. In terms
of the gender-related predictors, the more hours husbands spent at work
negatively influenced wives’ marital satisfaction over time. The life transi-
tions of having children under the age of 18 in the home led to a decrease
in marital satisfaction over time, as did having an adult child move back
into the home. The demographic variables of race and length of marriage
were statistically significant in predicting wives’ marital satisfaction at Time 2
(see Table 2). African-American wives reported being less satisfied with their



74 R. A. Faulkner et al.

marriages over time, in comparison to Whites. Wives who have been married
0–7 years report being less satisfied with their marriages at Time 2. Wives
who reported being depressed experienced a decrease in marital satisfac-
tion, while conversely, wives with positive well-being reported an increase
in marital satisfaction over time. Both husbands’ and wives’ transition and
change in their physical health predicted a decrease in wives’ satisfaction
over time.

Predictors of Change in Husbands’ Longitudinal Marital Conflict

The regression model for husbands’ marital conflict predicted 37% of the
variance (F(50,2) = 17.90, p < 0.0001) and is statistically significant. The
gender-related predictor of wives’ perceptions of relationship fairness pre-
dicted husbands’ levels of marital conflict. For husbands whose wives did
not perceive an equitable sense of fairness in their relationship over house-
hold chores, spending money, and working for pay, the husbands report
experiencing greater levels of marital conflict over time. Husbands’ ini-
tial levels of marital conflict significantly predicted husbands’ overall mar-
ital conflict at Time 2 as well. Two demographic variables were statis-
tically significant in predicting husbands’ marital conflict at Time 2 (see
Table 3). Husbands who did not attend religious services frequently re-
ported an increase in marital conflict over time. Additionally, husbands who
have been married 16 years or longer report having less marital conflict over
time.

For husbands with depression, both their own depression as well as their
wives’ depression led to an increase in husband’s report of marital conflict
over the five-year period. A transition or change in husbands’ well-being
predicted an increase in marital conflict for husbands at Time 2. Additionally,
husbands who reported being in poor health experienced greater levels of
marital conflict over the five-year period of time. For both husbands and their
wives who handled conflicts poorly, there is an increase in overall levels of
marital conflict for husbands over the five-year time period. Finally, the life
transitions of having children in the home under age 18 predicts an increase
in marital conflict for husbands, as does having an adult child move back
into the home.

Predictors of Change in Wives’ Longitudinal Marital Conflict

The regression model for wives’ marital conflict predicted 42% of the variance
(F(50,2) = 18.61, p < 0.0001) and is statistically significant. The gender-
related predictors did not influence the amount of marital conflict reported
by wives over the five-year period. Wives’ initial levels of marital conflict
significantly predicted wives’ overall marital conflict at Time 2 as well. African
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TABLE 3. Predictors of Change in Husbands’ and Wives’ Longitudinal Marital Conflict

Husbands Wives

Marital conflict b SE(b) b SE(b)

Demographics
Age Difference Between Spouses 0.00 0.02 −0.02 0.02
African-American 0.03 0.19 0.56∗ 0.21
Hispanic 0.33 0.27 0.95∗ 0.39
Other Race 0.14 0.68 0.28 0.61
Race Difference Between Spouses 0.31 0.39 −0.35 0.33
Husbands’ Education 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.03
Wives’ Education −0.05 0.03 −0.02 0.03
Natural Log Income 0.05 0.07 −0.06 0.08
Husbands’ Religious Affiliation 0.21 0.27 0.08 0.18
Wives’ Religious Affiliation 0.29 0.20 −0.45∗ 0.20
Husbands’ Religious Attendance −0.11∗ 0.05 −0.04 0.06
Wives’ Religious Attendance 0.10 0.07 0.05 0.06
Length of Marriage (0–7 Years) −0.07 0.17 0.15 0.15
Length of Marriage (16 > Years) −0.58∗∗ 0.18 −0.42 0.22
Time 1 Marital Conflict 0.32∗∗∗ 0.03 0.38∗∗∗ 0.04

Psychological Predictors
Husbands’ Depression 0.03∗∗∗ 0.00 0.01∗∗ 0.01
Wives’ Depression 0.00 0.00 0.03∗∗∗ 0.01
Husbands’ Well-Being −0.09 0.07 −0.10∗ 0.05
Wives’ Well-Being 0.04 0.07 −0.06 0.06
Husbands’ Change in Well-Being 0.44∗∗ 0.13 0.01 0.12
Wives’ Change in Well-Being 0.20 0.14 0.49∗∗∗ 0.12
Husbands’ Physical Health 0.06∗∗ 0.14 −0.00 0.08
Wives’ Physical Health −0.06 0.09 −0.14 0.09
Husbands’ Change in Health 0.06 0.14 0.10 0.13
Wives’ Change in Health 0.03 0.15 −0.14 0.09

Marital Processes
Husbands’ Conflict Management 0.10∗ 0.04 0.03 0.04
Wives’ Conflict Management 0.07∗ 0.03 0.09∗∗ 0.03
Husbands’ Conflict Tactics Scale −0.08 0.17 0.02 0.17
Wives’ Conflict Tactics Scale 0.13 0.22 −0.00 0.17

Gender-Related Predictors
Husbands’ Gender Role Attitudes 0.05 0.04 −0.00 0.04
Wives’ Gender Role Attitudes 0.02 0.04 0.08 0.04
Husbs’ Perceived Rshp Fairness 0.02 0.05 −0.07 0.06
Wives’ Perceived Rshp Fairness −0.20∗∗ 0.07 0.00 0.07
Husbands’ Marital Commitment −0.03 0.09 0.07 0.05
Wives’ Marital Commitment −0.07 0.06 0.02 0.05
Husbands’ Marital Equity −0.06 0.06 0.01 0.05
Wives’ Marital Equity 0.03 0.06 −0.10 0.06
Husbands’ Employment 0.13 0.19 0.11 0.16
Wives’ Employment −0.08 0.14 0.17 0.14
Wives’ Relative Income 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Husbands’ Job Loss −0.09 0.21 0.24 0.18
Wives’ Job Loss −0.03 0.16 −0.31∗ 0.15

Life Transitions
Cohabitation 0.06 0.18 0.05 0.19
Children Under 18 Home 0.31∗ 0.15 0.10 0.16
Children 18+ Home −0.02 0.24 −0.07 0.18
Empty Nest −0.08 0.24 −0.20 0.21
Parent Moves into Home −0.42 0.44 0.12 0.67
Child Moves Back Home 0.62∗ 0.27 0.20 0.25
Becoming a New Parent 0.09 0.43 0.49 0.48

∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001.
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American and Hispanic wives reported increased levels of marital conflict at
Time 2 (see Table 3). In addition, wives’ lack of religious affiliation was
significant in predicting increased levels of marital conflict.

For wives both their own and their husbands’ experience of depression
led to increased levels of marital conflict over time. Additionally, a negative
change in wives’ well-being led to increased reports of marital conflict for
wives’ over the five-year period. Husbands’ poor well-being was also sig-
nificant in predicting wives’ increased levels of marital conflict. The marital
process variable of conflict management significantly predicted wives’ lev-
els of conflict at Time 2, with poor ability to manage conflict leading to an
increase in wives’ experience of overall conflict over the five year period.
The life transition of wives’ job loss predicted wives’ increased levels of mar-
ital conflict as well. This was the only significant life transition predictor for
wives’ change in marital conflict.

DISCUSSION

In terms of our main research questions about the influence of gender on mar-
ital satisfaction and marital conflict, we found that husbands who reported
having more traditional gender role attitudes also reported experiencing a
decrease in marital satisfaction over time. As discussed in the previous lit-
erature review, traditional gender roles can be restrictive for both men and
women (Brown, 1994; McCreary et al., 1996). Traditional gender roles have
been linked to less ability to express emotion for men, which may lead to
depression or decreased well-being, which in turn is related to marital sat-
isfaction. Furthermore, husbands who assume traditional gender roles may
experience more conflict with their wives with respect to relationship fairness
and decision-making.

For example, this finding may be associated with the experience of
husbands in this sample whose wives reported a perception of relationship
inequality, resulting in the husbands experiencing higher levels of marital
conflict over time. Wives who felt their marital relationship was unfair to them
may be more likely to initiate conflict related to gender-based inequities in the
marital relationship. Surprisingly, gender role attitudes were not predictive
of wives’ changes in marital satisfaction or marital conflict over time. Also
surprising is that marital commitment, and marital equity did not significantly
predict Time 2 marital satisfaction or marital conflict for husbands or for
wives.

Wives’ job loss predicted increased levels of marital satisfaction and
decreased levels of marital conflict for wives over time. These wives may have
quit their job, been fired, laid off, or retired. This proves to be an interesting
finding related to gender differences. Wives’ role overload and the notion of
employed wives working a “second shift” (Hochschild, 1989) in the home
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seems to lead to a decrease in wives’ marital satisfaction and an increase in
wives’ marital conflict. Finally, husbands’ continued labor force participation
was predictive of decreased marital satisfaction for both husbands and wives.
Husbands’ labor force participation could be linked to financial stress for
husbands or wives, or it could also be linked to discrepancies in relationship
equality, division of household labor, and time spent together, which all may
lead to decreased in satisfaction for the husbands and wives.

Based on findings in this study, there is support for the assertion that
wives are socialized to be “relationship barometers,” with “her” marital and
interpersonal functioning being more predictive of “his” and not vice versa.
In the models of marital satisfaction, wives’ depression predicted a decline
in husbands’ marital satisfaction, however, the opposite did not hold true.
Wives’ well-being also seemed to be a mitigating factor in husbands; models
of marital satisfaction, with greater wife well-being leading to greater hus-
band marital satisfaction at Time 2 and not vice versa. The only husband
psychological predictor variable for wives’ marital satisfaction was a change
in husbands’ well-being. As discussed, wives typically are overburdened by
role strain and a decrease in husbands’ well-being may lead wives to feel
they have to care for another aspect of their partner or the marriage, leading
to decreased marital satisfaction.

Wives’ religious affiliation also predicted husbands’ marital satisfaction.
This finding may also be gender-related. Husbands married to wives who did
not identify themselves with a religious affiliation experienced decreases in
marital satisfaction over time. Due to the constraints of the NSFH database,
it is not clear if this finding is directly related to traditional versus egalitarian
gender role attitudes. However, it is possible that wives who do not identify
with a particular organized religion may also not subscribe to other societal
conventions related to gender that may in turn have a negative influence on
husbands’ marital satisfaction over time.

As discussed previously from the models predicting marital conflict,
wives’ conflict management was predictive of husbands’ overall levels of mar-
ital conflict, however, husbands’ conflict management did not predict wives’
overall levels of conflict. The gender difference in wives’ conflict manage-
ment skills predicting husbands’ overall levels of marital conflict at Time 2
may be related to gender-related factors. Wives are more likely to initiate
conflict, and have been found to see their husbands as the cause of the
problem, whereas husbands are more likely to view problems as mutually
shared. This may also be related to wives being more attuned to relational
functioning than husbands in our patriarchal society. Additionally, wives’ per-
ceived relationship fairness also predicted husbands’ overall levels of marital
conflict, but again, not vice versa. Wives’ perceptions of equality likely con-
tribute to their initiating conflict in the relationship, explaining the increased
levels of marital conflict for husbands. The only two husband predictors of
wives’ overall levels of marital conflict were husbands’ depression and poor
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well-being. Findings from these models provide support for the hypothesis
that gender roles influence marital satisfaction and marital conflict over time
as well as for the hypothesis that wives’ experience of marriage predicts
husbands marital satisfaction and marital conflict.

LIMITATIONS

As with any secondary data analysis, there are methodological confounds
involved due to the researcher’s lack of control of the measures included in
the initial data collection. This constraint led to the use of indirect measures
to assess gender role influences, as there was not a direct measure of gender
role attitudes and behaviors included in the original NSFH study. A more
racially diverse sample would have also strengthened the study and led to
more generalizable results for marital satisfaction and marital conflict among
minority couples. Because of the lack of minority couples in this dataset as
well as in other nationally available datasets, we are unable to make predic-
tions about minority husbands’ and wives’ changes in marital satisfaction and
marital conflict over time. Selection bias is additionally inherent in the design
of this study. The goal of assessing marital satisfaction and marital conflict
over time automatically selects those couples in stable marriages, therefore,
the couples who are most distressed likely drop out from the sample due
to divorce or separation at the five-year follow up. Therefore, we may be
unable to assess influences on marital satisfaction and marital conflict for the
highly distressed couples that are in greatest need of supportive intervention.

In addition to these limitations, self-report survey measures are perhaps
not the best way to measure marital satisfaction and marital conflict. Gottman
(1999) and his colleagues espouse observational data as the best approach
to studying couples and marital stability. Ideally, following couples over time
using both self-report and observational data would allow these questions to
be more fully addressed. Future research is needed to address the definition
and operationalization of gender roles so that we may continue to explore
gender roles and their implications on marital quality. More studies should
be designed to examine differences in marital satisfaction and marital conflict
with groups of couples from “egalitarian” marriages and control groups of
“traditional” marriages to further explore the effects of gender roles on marital
quality over time. Finally, future studies including more than two points in
time would be beneficial in predicting long-term marital trajectories with
more sophisticated research designs such as growth curve modeling.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CLINICIANS

Based on findings from this study, clinicians need to become more aware of
gender related influences on marriage and on couples’ therapy. In the words
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of Knudson-Martin (1997) “Just as we cannot not communicate, we also can-
not not do gender” (p. 429). Clinicians must attend to gender differences in
power, communication, relationship perceptions, decision making, and con-
flict management, and they must do so dyadically. For example, Jacobson
(1983) observed that therapists’ failure to deal explicitly with power issues
may explain the temporary success of marital therapy, as half of the cou-
ples who improve subsequently relapse at follow up. Perhaps the methods
used by many couples therapists shift the power imbalance so the wife is
heard, however only for a short period of time while attending regular cou-
ples counseling. As couples end therapy, it is hypothesized that without the
therapist there to mediate, power gets shifted back to support patriarchy.
By examining the variables that predict change longitudinally, our findings
serve as useful guidelines for clinicians. Just as therapists need to consider
both partners in the marriage (i.e., how to deal with a difference in gender-
role attitudes between spouses will depend on how traditional each partner’s
own values are), they also need to consider the multiple dimensions of mar-
ital attitudes, fairness, and commitment simultaneously, as each can have a
bearing on the change in marital quality.

Our findings suggest that wives are socialized to be the relationship
barometers with their own marital and interpersonal functioning being more
predictive of their partners rather than vice versa. Therefore, couples thera-
pists need to be especially sensitive to the wife’s needs in therapy in order to
help re-balance marital power and effect change. Our results also suggest that
husbands who have more traditional gender roles experience a decrease in
marital satisfaction over time. This supports the gender role strain paradigm
that traditional gender roles as socialized by the patriarchal society, can be
restrictive for men and women. It is important to evaluate with all couples
their constructions of gender and how this is working in their relationship. If
it is determined to be constraining for either partner, then challenging these
constructions of gender needs to be incorporated into the therapeutic goals.

By taking a gender-informed approach to therapy, and thinking dyad-
ically and longitudinally, therapists may enact first-order change within the
couple as a result of educating men and women about their gender role dif-
ferences. The couple’s application of these issues may promote understand-
ing, self-exploration, expression, and empathy. This may ultimately result in
a second-order change in which the husband and wife understand them-
selves, each other, and the world differently and thereby produce a new set
of rules and new interactions for “doing” gender in a patriarchal society.
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