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Nearly 50 years ago, when the first edition of the
Handbook of Marriage and Family was pub-
lished, family scholars underscored the central
importance of marriage in individuals’ lives and
accordingly advocated for a better understanding
of those factors that predict marital success and
positive marital adjustment (Bernard, 1964;
Bowerman, 1964). It is unclear whether these
pioneering family scholars recognized as early as
1964 that they were on the precipice of significant
social changes that would define the latter half of
the twentieth century as a period of marital “dein-
stitutionalization” (Cherlin, 2004) or the “world-
historic transformation” of marriage (Coontz,
2004). Prior to the Handbook'’s second edition in
1987, however, they certainly knew something was
up (see Bernard’s The Future of Marriage, 1972).
Evidenced by marriage rate declines, increases in
nonmarital cohabitation and childbearing, the
postponement of marriage, and elevated divorce
rates, marriage has become one of several legiti-
mate options for organizing couple relationships
and reproduction in the United States and other
Western countries (Amato, 2004; Fincham &
Beach, 2010). Whether or not these trends sig-
nify declines in the value of marriage or simply
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reflect societal change has been hotly debated.
Religious leaders, politicians, clinicians, and the
federal government have all weighed in on the
debate and have allocated significant resources to
promote marriage as the ideal. Although skepti-
cism remains about the utility of these steps
(Huston & Melz, 2004; Karney & Bradbury,
2005), most scholars agree that the current
coexistence of marriage with multiple forms of
other relationship and childrearing options is
unprecedented.

What has remained constant across these
decades characterized by demographic flux is an
unwavering endorsement of marriage as a desired
goal (Axinn & Thornton, 2000), even among
those individuals who may be least likely to
marry (England & Edin, 2007) or are excluded
from marriage (Walker, 2004). (Ironically, some
have argued that it may be the very nature of con-
temporary expectations for marriage that have
contributed to its fragility.) At the same time,
scholarly attention to marriage not only remains
strong but has nearly doubled in the past decade
making a comprehensive review of this burgeon-
ing literature virtually impossible within any
single manuscript or book chapter. Clearly, mar-
riage has been and continues to: (a) maintain
symbolic importance for individuals living within
and outside it, (b) be an important focus of
scientific inquiry, and (c) generate significant
public interest and debate. Simply put, at the
beginning of the twenty-first century, marriage
continues to matter.
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While scholars have acknowledged the
complexity of marital relationships for decades,
situating marriage in the context of other rela-
tionships and environments and systematically
studying the links between them is a relatively
new contribution from research conducted in the
new millennium (Fincham & Beach, 2010). Made
possible by methodological and analytic advances
(see Chap. 3) and deemed essential for under-
standing the marital experiences beyond the
White and middle class (Bradbury & Karney,
2004; Helms, Supple, & Proulx, 2011; Huston &
Melz, 2004; McAdoo, Martinez, & Hughes,
2005), contemporary scholars are increasingly
situating their understanding of marriage in con-
text. Various theoretical perspectives have
informed this expanse in focus including the
Family Stress Model (Conger et al., 1990), the
Vulnerability-Stress-Adaptation Model (VSA,
Karney & Bradbury, 1995), Peters and Massey’s
(1983) Mundane Extreme Environmental Stress
Model (MMES, Murry, Brown, Brody, Cutrona,
& Simons, 2001), and most recently Huston’s
(2000) three-level model of marriage. Huston’s
model is perhaps the most comprehensive of
these perspectives in that it integrates principles
from several behavioral, social-psychological,
and contextual theories that have been applied to
marriage to inform an integrated, interdisciplin-
ary theoretical model. Accordingly, Huston’s
model and more recent adaptations of it for
diverse samples (Helms et al., 2011) provide a
useful framework for the accumulation of empir-
ical findings on marriage that have emerged in
the past decade.

In this chapter, Huston’s (2000) three-level
model of marriage is introduced as a heuristic for
future research as well as an organizational tool
for framing the current review. Huston’s model
provides a roadmap of sorts for understanding
marriage in the twenty-first century in that it does
not necessarily depict a new way of viewing mar-
ital relationships (see Kelley et al., 1983), but
integrates across a variety of theoretical perspec-
tives to provide a more comprehensive model for
the study of marriage than has previously been
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explored. Using Huston’s model as a guide, new
areas of discovery are highlighted as well as
research that characterizes central domains of
inquiry that have not been written about exten-
sively in other recent, major reviews. In taking
this approach, the goal of this chapter is not to
offer a singular empirical model to be tested or an
exhaustive review of all research on marriage
that has emerged since the 1999 edition of the
Handbook of Marriage and Family. Instead, in
this chapter, the value of a theoretical approach
for highlighting recent and relevant advances in
the study of marriage and for informing the types
of research questions that should be addressed in
future work is demonstrated. In so doing, the
chapter lays the groundwork for future research
to focus on the multilayered and interdependent
contextual factors that characterize, maintain,
modify, and interact with the marital experiences
of diverse couples in the twenty-first century.

To provide a general overview of marital
research conducted since the last publication of
the Handbook, the chapter begins with a content
analysis of the literature appearing in leading
journals across disciplines that regularly publish
in this area. Because other chapters in the
Handbook focus on the partnerships of cohabit-
ing and lesbian and gay couples (see Chaps. 11
and 26), this chapter is more narrowly focused on
the experiences of heterosexual, married couples
and reflects the substantive topics most frequently
studied (i.e., martial behavior, stability, satisfaction,
and other dimensions of marital quality). After
presenting findings from the content analysis,
Huston’s (2000) three-level model of marriage is
introduced as a frame for the current literature. In
discussing each component of the model (i.e.,
marital behavior, individuals, and the macroenvi-
ronment) and the potential linkages between
them, related literature from the past decade is
reviewed and directives for future research are
presented. Using Huston’s model as a guide, the
chapter closes with suggestions for future work,
including recommendations for testing complex
associations between elements of the model with
diverse populations.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3987-5_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3987-5_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3987-5_26

11 21t Century Marriage

Scope of Review

To inform an understanding of marital relation-
ships in the twenty-first century, scholarly work
featured in 11 journals representing several fields
that have historically published articles on mar-
riage was identified including two interdisci-
plinary journals. In selecting journals for
consideration, several criteria were used includ-
ing an emphasis on marital research, journal
impact (e.g., impact index estimates and/or an
association with a professional society with a
focus on marital relationships), and citation rates.
The 11 journals selected were: The Journal of
Marriage and Family, Journal of Family Issues,
and Family Relations, representing family stud-
ies; the Journal of Family Psychology and Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, represent-
ing psychology; American Sociological Review
and the American Journal of Sociology, repre-
senting sociology; Communication Monographs
and Human Communication Research represent-
ing interpersonal communication, and the Journal
of Social and Personal Relationships and Personal
Relationships, which are interdisciplinary jour-
nals that publish manuscripts on marital relation-
ships from a variety of fields. To identify articles,
the title and the abstract of each article published
in these journals across the 10-year span of 2000—
2009 were reviewed. Articles were included for
analysis if they fit criteria for marital research;
articles solely focused on dating, mate selection,
or cohabitation were excluded unless there was a
clear link with some aspect of marital relation-
ships in the abstract. Articles with samples char-
acterized by predominantly married couples or
individuals and a smaller proportion of cohabit-
ing partners were included if the substantive
focus of the study involved some aspect of mari-
tal relationships. Using these criteria, 411 articles
were identified, 24 of which were nonempirical.
(Reference list is available from the author.)

A content analysis of each article was con-
ducted to further inform the review. Articles were
categorized into four primary substantive catego-
ries: marital behavior, marital stability, marital
satisfaction, and marital quality-other. In cases
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where article content spanned several categories,
articles were coded for each relevant area of sub-
stantive focus. Because the marital behavior lit-
erature has been recently critiqued as heavily
focused on marital conflict rather than more posi-
tive or affirming dimensions of behavior (Fincham
& Beach, 2010), additional subcategories were
employed to differentiate articles in the marital
behavior category that focused on marital conflict,
power/decision-making, discord, negativity, and
hostility from those focused on marital warmth,
support, forgiveness, and positive communica-
tion. After coding the substantive focus of each
article, empirical articles were further coded
based on sample characteristics (i.e., average age
of participants, racial composition), research
design (i.e., cross-sectional, longitudinal, and
short-term longitudinal defined as time-series or
daily diary approaches), and whether the sample
was comprised of married couples or married
individuals. Coding the 387 empirical articles in
this manner made the analysis of general patterns
across all articles possible as well an analysis of
manuscripts by each of the five substantive cate-
gories. Results of the content analysis provide
both a general overview of the nature of marital
research in the first decade of twenty-first century
and also make it possible to identify emerging
bodies of work as well as unique or cutting-edge
research. Therefore, although all of the 411 arti-
cles are included in the results reported for the
content analysis, not all coded articles are inte-
grated into the literature reviewed which is more
narrowly focused on advances in the study of
marital relationships and directions for future
work.

General Patterns in the Marital
Literature

Overall, the content analysis showed that the bulk
of the marital research published in the past
decade was quantitative with just over half of the
studies employing cross-sectional designs with
convenience samples of primarily White couples
between the ages of 30 and 40, on average, with
a focus on marital behavior. Specifically, 53% of
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the articles reviewed focused on some aspect of
marital behavior. The remaining literature was
relatively evenly divided in its focus on marital
stability (14%), marital satisfaction (19%), and
marital quality-other (14%). The majority of
empirical articles reviewed were quantitative in
nature (96%). Of the qualitative articles that were
published in the past decade, the majority (71%)
focused on dimensions of marital behavior and
included topics such as marital power, decision-
making and equality, marital uncertainty, spouses’
strategies for resolving intergenerational conflicts,
and displays of commitment in marriage. Just
over half of all studies reviewed were cross-
sectional (54%). Longitudinal designs repre-
sented 41% of the work conducted in the past
decade, and 5% of the empirical articles reviewed
employed short-term longitudinal designs utiliz-
ing time-series or daily diary approaches.
Regarding sampling, just over half (54%) of the
empirical articles were based on studies utilizing
predominantly White, convenience samples.
Studies utilizing nationally representative samples,
diverse convenience samples (<70% White), and
studies without enough information to determine
sample characteristics were relatively equally
represented in the empirical literature reviewed
(i.e., 10%, 9%, and 10%, respectively).
International, non-US samples were utilized in
16% of the studies reviewed, and 1% of articles
included convenience samples of African
Americans. With one exception (see Leidy, Parke,
Cladis, Coltrane, & Duffy, 2009), no within-
group studies of marriage for Latino or other
immigrant groups were identified across the 10
years of literature reviewed. Sixty-six percent of
the empirical articles reviewed included samples
of married couples, whereas 34% consisted of
samples of married individuals. A third of the
empirical articles focused on the marital relation-
ships of spouses in their 20s. Just over half (51%)
of the studies focused on the marital experiences
of spouses aged 30—40 years, and less than 1%
addressed the marital experiences of spouses
aged 50 and over. The remaining studies (15%)
did not specify the age of their participants.
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Marital Behavior

Results of the content analysis showed that in the
past decade, studies of marital behavior were
largely published in family studies, psychology,
and close relationships journals (99%). Similar to
the general trends identified in the larger marital
literature of the past decade, the majority of arti-
cles focused on marital behavior were cross-sec-
tional (63%) studies of couples (70%), with a just
over half of the studies (55%) utilizing predomi-
nantly White samples of participants averaging
between 30 and 40 years of age (59%). This body
of work was largely informed by self-report survey
(69% of studies) and observational methods
(17%) with the remaining studies equally divided
between those incorporating daily diary (7%) and
qualitative methods (7%). As suggested by others
(Fincham & Beach, 2010), negative dimensions
of marital behavior continued to be a popular line
of inquiry during this first decade of the twenty-
first century representing 55% of the articles pub-
lished on marital behavior. Twenty-three percent
of the studies focused on spouses’ negative
behavioral exchanges utilized observational
methods to assess spouses’ behavior in marriage.
Marital conflict and related dimensions of dis-
cord (i.e., hostility, negativity, verbal aggression,
demand-withdrawal cycles) continued to dominate
the focus on negative marital behavior, but the
decade also ushered in increased attention to inti-
mate partner violence (e.g., Browning, 2002; Frye
& Karney, 2006; Lawrence & Bradbury, 2007;
O’Leary & Slep, 2006) and infidelity (e.g., Atkins
& Kessel, 2008; Previti & Amato, 2004;
Whisman, Gordon, & Chatav, 2007).

In contrast to past critiques suggesting that
scholars have largely ignored positive marital
processes in favor of a focus on marital conflict
(Fincham, Stanley, & Beach, 2007), 45% of the
articles sampled from the first decade of the new
millennium focused on positive dimensions of
marital behavior and included such varied topics
as the provision of social support in marriage,
forgiveness, affection, empathy, emotion work,
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commitment, emotional responsiveness, sensitivity,
and connectedness (e.g., Curran, Hazen,
Jacobvitz, & Sasaki, 2006; Cutrona, Shaffer,
Wesner, & Gardner, 2007; Fincham, Paleari, &
Regalia, 2002; Gordon, Hughes, Tomcik, Dixon,
& Litzinger, 2009; Laurenceau, Barrett, &
Rovine, 2005). Furthermore, several studies
focused on both positive and negative marital
processes (DelLongis, Capreol, Holtzman,
O’Brien, & Campbell, 2004; Fincham, Beach, &
Davila, 2007) to better understand the relation-
ship between them as well as their interactive
effects on marital and personal well-being.
Overall, this body of work addressing potential
marriage-enhancing behaviors was largely sur-
vey based, with only 13% utilizing observational
methods to study positive dimensions of marital
processes.

Marital Stability

As in prior work, studies of marital stability in
the past decade primarily examined factors pre-
dicting marital disruption in the form of divorce.
A small group of studies also examined marital
separation, with some scholars operationaliz-
ing marital disruption as either the occurrence of
separation or divorce (Dush, Cohan, & Amato,
2003; Zhang & Van Hook, 2009) and others
examining separation or the timing of separation
as an independent outcome (Kurdek, 2002;
Osborne,Manning, & Smock,2007). Theoretically
informed by interactional and process models of
divorce (Gottman, 1993; Pasley, Kerpelman, &
Guilbert, 2001), several scholars examined
aspects of divorce proneness as outcomes of
interest (e.g., thoughts of divorce; Amato &
DeBoer, 2001) or moderators of the association
between various predictors and marital disrup-
tion (e.g., disenchantment; DeMaris, 2007).
Family studies journals (i.e., Family Relations,
Journal of Marriage and Family, Journal of
Family Issues) and the Journal of Family
Psychology were the primary outlets (98%) for
scholarship on marital stability. Slightly more
than half (53%) of the empirical literature was
based on studies utilizing samples of married
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individuals (rather than couples), and 75% of the
studies utilized longitudinal data. Sixty percent
of the studies included diverse (e.g., Michigan
Early Years of Marriage Study) or nationally rep-
resentative US (e.g., NLSY, NSFG, NSFH, PSID)
and non-US samples (e.g., National Family
Health Survey of India; Bose & South, 2003) of
spouses who were in their early 20s, on average,
at Time 1.

Marital Satisfaction

Marital satisfaction, or spouses’ subjective evalu-
ations of their marriage, continues to be a topic of
interest across academic disciplines. Although
the Journal of Family Psychology published the
greatest percentage of articles (33%) of any sin-
gle journal sampled, the remaining body of
research on marital satisfaction spanned disci-
plinary boundaries and was found in journals
serving scholars in family studies, close relation-
ships, communications, and sociology. Studies
utilizing samples of married couples represented
the bulk of the empirical literature on marital sat-
isfaction published in the past decade (80%),
with 63% conducted with predominantly White
samples. Studies of younger married couples
(i.e., in their 20s, on average) represented 46% of
this body of work, and 40% of the research
focused on couples in their 30s and 40s, on aver-
age. Research designs were equally likely to be
cross-sectional or longitudinal. Marital satisfac-
tion was treated as the outcome of interest in the
majority of articles sampled with most studies
operationalizing marital satisfaction as a global
evaluation of how happy or satisfied spouses
were with the marriage.

Other Dimensions of Marital Quality

The category of marital quality-other emerged
during the content analysis to best represent arti-
cles that addressed spouses’ subjective evalua-
tions of or feelings about the marriage that didn’t
quite map onto global assessments of satisfaction
per se. For example, some studies focused on
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spouses’ subjective feelings of belonging and
love in the marriage (e.g., Claxton & Perry-
Jenkins, 2008), whereas others operationalized
marital quality as an overarching construct that
included individual items assessing spouses’ per-
ceptions of a variety of interrelated aspects of
marriage including satisfaction, behavior, trust,
commitment, admiration, and perceptions of
marital difficulties (e.g., Bryant, Conger, &
Meehan, 2001; Davey & Szinovacz, 2004). Other
authors purposefully examined unique patterns of
association between predictor variables and sev-
eral different dimensions of marital quality (e.g.,
marital love, feeling understood by one’s partner,
satisfaction with various domains of marriage) in
the same study (e.g., Claxton & Perry-Jenkins,
2008; Helms, Proulx, Klute, McHale, & Crouter,
2006). Heeding prior calls for conceptual clarity
regarding the construct of marital satisfaction
(Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000; Huston,
2000), most scholars studying marital quality
were careful to distinguish spouses’ cognitive
evaluations regarding the degree to which they
were happy or satisfied with their marriages (i.e.,
marital satisfaction) from their characterization
of marital behaviors or other beliefs about or
feelings associated with their marriages or partners.
Furthermore, when combining various dimensions
of marriage into a single construct, researchers
were careful to label the construct broadly, choos-
ing terms such as marital success, quality, or soli-
darity, rather than marital satisfaction, to better
reflect the multifaceted nature of their measure-
ment. It should be noted, however, that authors
who utilized this strategy did not address earlier
concerns regarding the use of nonstandard mea-
sures and the extent to which their findings can be
integrated with the larger literature (Bradbury
et al., 2000). Most studies of marital quality were
published in family studies journals (85%), and
all were quantitative. Fifty-eight percent utilized
samples of married couples, whereas 42% were
studies of married individuals. Studies were
evenly divided between those using White or
predominately White samples and studies
including diverse, non-US, or nationally repre-
sentative samples (i.e., 48% and 47%, respec-
tively). Cross-sectional studies predominated
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(58%) as did studies of spouses in their 30s and
40s, on average (69%).

Summary

Results of the content analysis highlight the gen-
eral patterns of publication in the past decade
and show the study of marital behavior continues
to be important to contemporary scholars. Most
likely in response to earlier critiques, a focus on
more positive marital transactions that are believed
to sustain long-term marriages was found includ-
ing such topics as marital commitment, for-
giveness, and displays of affection. Interest in
negative dimensions of marital transactions
expanded in the past decade beyond marital
conflict and problem-solving to include intimate
violence, psychological aggression and control,
and infidelity. Although these latter topics did
receive some attention in past decades, the scope
of the work failed to account for the complexity
of these relationship phenomena or the contexts
in which these problematic behaviors occur
(Fincham & Beach, 2010). Advances in the study
of marital stability were informed by process
models of marital dissolution that moved the
focus from simply predicting static marital status
variables (i.e., separated, divorced, married) to
better understanding correlates of divorce
proneness (e.g., disenchantment with the mar-
riage, thoughts of divorce, etc.). In addition, the
extent to which various dimensions of divorce
proneness moderated the associations between
known marital risks and later divorce were
explored. Previously treated as interchangeable
constructs, the study of marital satisfaction and
other dimensions of marital quality were concep-
tually distinguished in the past decade. The
majority of scholars in the twenty-first century
were careful to conceptualize marital satisfaction
as spouses’ global cognitive evaluations of how
happy or satisfied they were in the marriage,
whereas marital quality became the new umbrella
term used to capture the variety of affective and
cognitive appraisals that more fully account for
the thoughts and feelings spouses have about
their marriages.
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With the exception of research on marital
stability in which 75% of the studies were longi-
tudinal and 60% utilized diverse, nationally rep-
resentative, or non-US samples, studies utilizing
cross-sectional methods and predominantly White
samples characterized over 50% of the research
reviewed for the content analysis. Studies of mar-
ital stability were more likely to employ samples
of married individuals than were those focused
on marital behavior, satisfaction, and marital
quality. Most likely reflecting the dyadic nature
of many of the research questions addressed in
these latter content areas, the majority of studies
that addressed some aspect of marital behavior,
satisfaction, and quality were conducted with
samples of couples (i.e., 58—70%). Whereas the
study of marital behavior was predominated by
cross-sectional research, a more even distribution
of cross-sectional and longitudinal methods was
found in the marital quality and marital satisfac-
tion literature. Across all topics, and with only a
few exceptions, the marital experiences of
spouses over the average age of 50 were largely
overlooked, underscoring the importance of
future work on long-term marriage and romantic
relationships in later adulthood (see Fingerman
& Hay, 2002; Tucker & Crouter, 2008).

Huston’s Three-Level Model of
Marriage as a Frame for the Literature

An important theoretical contribution to emerge
on the advent of the twenty-first century was
Huston’s three-level model of marriage. Huston’s
(2000) model emerged from a critique of the
extant marital scholarship in which he asserted
that marital researchers have typically focused on
one dimension of a much larger causal system,
resulting in an incomplete and perhaps inaccurate
depiction of marriage. Juxtaposing research that
focused on behavioral exchanges between
spouses and their links with marital quality and
studies that adopted a broader, macroenviron-
mental lens, Huston argued that:
The propensity of researchers to use either an unfo-

cused lens or to zero in on narrow and isolated
slices of the larger marital terrain has produced a
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literature on marriage that provides limited insight
into how marriages actually work. Such a state of
affairs also has undermined the development of
sophisticated theories designed to link the qualities
and dispositions of the spouses to features of the
marriage relationship and has hindered efforts to
examine how the ecological context influences the
details of couples’ day-to-day married life. (p. 299)

At the crux of Huston’s critique is the asser-
tion that social scientists have failed to adequately
anchor their work in theories relevant to everyday
experiences encountered in marital relationships.
Some have argued that this oversight stems from
a preference for basic over applied research
(Bradbury, 2002), individualistic disciplinary ori-
entations (Berscheid, 1999), and biases that
underestimate the effects of forces external to the
couple for marital behavior, quality, and stability
(Karney, 2007). Regardless of the cause, inatten-
tion to theory has been a recurring criticism of
marital research since its inception in the early
twentieth century as recounted in earlier editions
of the Handbook. Calls for broader, more integra-
tive frameworks to bridge basic and applied
research as well as the lived experiences of mar-
ried couples were underscored most recently by
Carroll, Knapp, and Holman (2005) in the
Sourcebook of Family Theory and Research. In a
commentary of this work, Adams (2005) sug-
gests that pointing out inadequacies in theory
development is one thing; adequately theorizing
the complexity of marriage is another. Fortunately,
Huston followed his critique of the literature with
a detailed account of an integrative conceptual
framework for understanding marital relation-
ships in the twenty-first century which has been
further developed and refined for application to
diverse couples in the new millennium (see Helms
etal., 2011).

At the most basic level of his integrative
model, Huston (2000) identifies three central
elements to understanding marriage: marital
behavior, individual properties, and the macroen-
vironment (see Fig. 11.1). Implied in his discus-
sion of these interdependent factors is the
assumption that they operate together to affect
the course of marriage, and ultimately marital
stability. The description herein reflects Huston’s
conceptualization of these three central elements
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Fig. 11.1 Adapted three-level model for viewing marriage (From Huston (2000), p. 300. Adapted by Helms, Supple,

and Proulx (2011) with permission of the author)

and incorporates minor adaptations to the model
introduced by Helms and her colleagues (2011)
in their application of the model to immigrant
Mexican couples. In the pages that follow, the
central elements and associated principles of the
model are explained and further illustrated with
current research. Rather than offering an exhaus-
tive review of the literature, this approach high-
lights research that aligns with the conceptual
model presented and calls attention to domains of
inquiry that will be important to pursue in future
work. In this way, an underlying goal of this
chapter is to strengthen scholarly work on mar-
riage in the twenty-first century by encouraging
theoretically grounded research that accounts for
the complexity of couples’ lived experiences.

Marital Behavior (Box C)

Of central focus in the model, Box C, Marital
Behavior, represents intra-dyadic behavioral
exchanges and patterns that characterize marital
experience and a great deal of the literature on
marriage as reviewed above. Considered impor-
tant for a thorough understanding of marriage
and “the foundation on which careful descrip-
tions of marriage relationships can be built”
(Huston, 2000, p. 300) are (c,) macrobehavioral
patterns such as spouses’ companionship, leisure,
the divisions of housework, and (for married par-
ents) the division of parenting responsibilities
and childcare, and (c,) microbehavioral exchanges
that include expressions of hostility, warmth, and
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other communication patterns that are nested
within macrobehavioral patterns of interaction
(Helms et al., 2011; Huston, 2000). Huston
underscores the nested nature of micro- and mac-
robehavioral interactions in the model and sug-
gests that “macrobehavioral activities ... provide
the larger ecological context within which
microbehavioral marital behaviors are played
out” (p. 306). Microbehavioral exchanges within
couple dyads continue to dominate the marital
behavior literature with less attention given to the
macrobehavioral interactional patterns within
which microbehavioral exchanges occur.

Usually examined in separate studies, scholars
have yet to adequately explore how microbehav-
ioral patterns of interaction are related to the
macrobehavioral patterns of interaction in which
spouses engage (or fail to engage). For example,
how do microbehavioral interactions such as a
couple’s ability to resolve problems with one
another or effectively offer support relate to the
amount of time they spend with one another (i.e.,
companionship), their individual and joint leisure
pursuits and the manner in which they divide the
everyday demands of caring for children and man-
aging other household responsibilities? Could it be
that patterns of daily activity, such as the division
of housework, might predict spouses’ expression
of negativity or warmth in a marital problem-solv-
ing task? Or perhaps the couples’ marital commu-
nication patterns may alter how much time they
spend with one another or their willingness to
share in family work including housework and
coparenting. Contemporary advice columnists and
popular press books endorse the view that spouses’
ability to get along is linked to the mundane, and
yet, empirically, there is little evidence for this
assertion, nor do we adequately understand the
link. With an emphasis on understanding the
everyday experiences of spouses’ marital lives,
Huston challenges scholars to further explore this
overlooked link and suggests that marriage will
not be fully understood until they do.

Grounding their work in Huston’s (2000)
three-level model of marriage, several twenty-
first century scholars are leading the way in
examining this promising area of research. For
example, associations between marital conflict
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(c,) and spouses’ shared religious activities (c,;
Curtis & Ellison, 2002) and couples’ leisure (c,)
across the transition to parenthood (Claxton &
Perry-Jenkins, 2008) have been the focus of
recent inquiry. In addition, although scholars
have been careful to acknowledge the possibility
of areciprocal causal relationship between micro-
and macrobehaviors in marriage, to date this
body of work has been theoretically framed as a
test of the effect of macrobehavioral marital pat-
terns on microbehavioral exchanges. For exam-
ple, in their short-term longitudinal study of 127
married and cohabiting working-class couples
transitioning to parenthood, Claxton and Perry-
Jenkins examined how the prospective associa-
tion between spouses’ individual and joint
prenatal leisure pursuits (i.e., Time 1) predicted
marital conflict 1 year postpartum (i.e., Time 4).
The authors hypothesized that shared leisure
would be negatively associated with conflict, and
leisure activities engaged in alone or with people
other than the spouse would be positively associ-
ated with conflict. Findings provided partial sup-
port for the hypothesized relationships and
suggested that gender may moderate the associa-
tion between micro- and macrobehavioral inter-
action. That is, for wives, more shared leisure
with husbands prior to the birth of their first child
predicted less marital conflict 1 year postpartum,
whereas for husbands, more independent leisure
prior to their firstborn’s birth was linked to mari-
tal conflict when the baby was 1 year old. Findings
such as these offer empirical support for Huston’s
theoretical assertion that macrobehavioral pat-
terns of interaction in marriage set the stage for
microbehavioral exchanges. Yet much remains
unknown regarding the degree to which any num-
ber of micro- and macrobehavioral exchanges
may be linked, including the exploration of more
positive  micro-exchanges in  marriage.
Furthermore, Huston’s premise that the link
between micro- and macrobehavioral dimensions
is reciprocal remains unexplored. Results sup-
porting areciprocal association over time between
spouses’ macrobehavioral patterns of interaction
and their subjective evaluations of marriage (b,
e.g., marital satisfaction), however, suggest that
further exploration of the reciprocal link between
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macrobehavioral interactions in marriage and
microbehaviors may be warranted (Crawford,
Houts, Huston, & George, 2002).

Individuals (Box B)

Huston draws an important distinction between
marital behavior (a relationship property) and
spouses’ individual characteristics, and their
beliefs and feelings about their marriage and each
other through his inclusion of box B. Because
this distinction is often blurred in marital research,
scholars miss an important opportunity to exam-
ine how spouses’ individual properties and belief
systems (Box B) are linked to their interactions in
their marital relationship (Box C). By conceptu-
ally distinguishing marital experiences (Box C)
from spouses’ personal qualities and their beliefs,
attitudes, feelings, and evaluations of their mar-
riage (e.g., marital satisfaction and other dimen-
sions of marital quality, Box B), Huston
underscores the role of the individual in shaping
and responding to marital experiences. In this
way Huston lays the groundwork for greater pre-
cision in the empirical study of marriage and its
measurement—an area of concern that has been
voiced for decades (see Fincham & Bradbury,
1987; Kelley et al., 1983).

Entitled Individuals, Box B has two distinct,
yet interrelated, components: (b,) spouses’ physi-
cal and psychological makeup including intraper-
sonal qualities such as their psychological
characteristics, cultural and gendered orienta-
tions and values, family background, genetic
makeup, and physical and mental health; and (b))
spouses’ feelings and beliefs about their marriage
and one another in their respective marital roles
(e.g., spouse, parent, provider). Huston further
differentiates spouses’ beliefs and feelings about
the marriage (b,) by distinguishing spouses’
partner-specific cognitive schemas (e.g., attribu-
tions about spouses’ behavior) from their more
general evaluations of the marriage and feelings
associated with it (e.g., marital satisfaction, feel-
ings of love, and other dimensions of marital
quality). Separating these constructs theoretically
adds yet another layer of complexity and sug-
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gests that partner-specific beliefs (e.g., attribu-
tions about spouses’ behavior) and feelings or
thoughts about the marriage (e.g., marital satis-
faction) are reciprocally related and both are
nested in the context of spouses’ physical and
psychological makeup (b,).

In Huston’s (2000) careful explication of
spouses’ marriage-specific beliefs and feelings,
he differentiates more precisely among the array
of psychological forces that potentially link
spouses to one another than previously proposed
theoretically or empirically in a single model. For
example, Huston encourages scholars to think
more broadly than the limits of marital satisfac-
tion (e.g., spouses’ global cognitive evaluations
about marriage; b,) and suggests that there is
much to gain in predicting marital stability and
longevity by examining a broader array of
spouses’ feelings associated with marriage and
one’s partner including love, commitment, under-
standing, admiration, respect, and trust (see
Amato, 2007; Johnson, Caughlin, & Huston,
1999; Kelly & Floyd, 2006; Stets, 1993; 1995;
Stets & Hammons, 2002). More recently, Huston
and Melz (2004) and Fincham, Stanley, and
Beach (2007) have suggested that positive and
negative feelings and beliefs associated with the
marriage can and do coexist and create emotional
climates that are generally warm (i.e., high posi-
tive, low negative), distressed (i.e., low positive,
high negative), stormy (i.e., high positive, high
negative), or bland (i.e., low positive, low nega-
tive). This 2D view of the emotional climate of
marriage expands the focus of the current empiri-
cal literature beyond distressed versus non-
distressed couples to couples who may have
emotionally neutral marriages or marriages char-
acterized by the drama that unfolds when strong
positive and negative feelings coexist (Huston &
Melz, 2004). Capturing the array of feelings asso-
ciated with marriage across dimensions can be
challenging empirically (Amato, 2007), but instru-
ment development and measurement studies have
begun (Fincham & Linfield, 1997; Mattson,
Paldino, & Johnson, 2007), and qualitative work
is beginning to emerge that can further inform
these efforts. Once links between these additional
dimensions of marital quality and marital stability
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are well established, understanding specific mari-
tal behaviors in marriage (Box C) that gives rise
to marriage promoting feelings and beliefs (Box
B) will be important to explore.

Huston underscores that spouses’ relatively
stable physical, psychological, and social attri-
butes are intricately linked with their beliefs,
feelings, and evaluations associated with their
marriage. For example a history of psychopathol-
ogy (e.g., Beach, 2000), marital functioning in
spouses’ families of origin (e.g., Amato &
Hohmann-Marriott, 2007; Hetherington, 2003),
premarital cohabitation (Stanley, Rhoades, &
Markman, 2006; Tach & Halpern-Meekin, 2009),
and early experiences in one’s family of origin
(e.g., Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 2005;
Umberson, Williams, Powers, Liu, & Needham,
2005) have all been linked to spouses’ percep-
tions of marital quality. Clearly, links between
spouses’ personal qualities and their views of
marital quality have been studied for decades and
many are well documented (see Bradbury et al.,
2000; Fincham & Beach, 2010, for reviews). By
characterizing spouses’ marital evaluations and
feelings about the relationship and each other as
an individual property nested within spouses’
own psychological and physical makeup, how-
ever, the model makes explicit not only that a link
exists between these constructs but suggests a
reciprocal relationship between them. In short,
Huston challenges scholars to explore not only
the way in which husbands’ and wives’ personal
qualities can color their perceptions of marital
quality but also how spouses’ beliefs and atti-
tudes about their marriage and partner can
influence dimensions of spouses’ own and their
partners’ personal well-being and values.

Aligning with Huston’s (2000) theoretical
framework and made possible by methodological
and analytic advances, the causal ordering of
spouses’ personal qualities and perceptions of
their marriage and the possibility of bidirectional
effects between them over time has been a focus
of inquiry in the past decade. For example, in a
recent meta-analysis of literature addressing the
link between marital quality and personal well-
being (i.e., assessed as both psychological and
physical health), the longitudinal association
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between marital quality and personal well-being
was found to be stronger when well-being was
treated as the dependent variable than when it was
examined as a predictor of marital quality (Proulx,
Helms, & Buehler, 2007). These results provided
support for the marital discord model of depres-
sion which argues that marital dissatisfaction can
lead to increased risk for depression by depleting
important marital resources such as spousal sup-
port, warmth, dependability, and cohesion and
increasing negativity in the marriage (Beach,
Sandeen, & O’Leary, 1990). Support also exists,
however, for individual differences in marital
quality. For example, recent work utilizing a
genetically informed twin design suggests that
genetic factors may play a role in shaping spouses’
marital quality (Spotts, Prescott, & Kendler, 2006).
As suggested by Huston, many scholars support
the proposition that links between individual char-
acteristics and marital quality are bidirectional and
recent tests offer support for this premise. For
example, bidirectional influence between spouses’
attributions about their partners’ negative behavior
and marital satisfaction was found in longitudinal
studies of early marriage using growth curve anal-
ysis and cross-lagged modeling (Fincham, Harold,
& Gano-Phillips, 2000; Karney & Bradbury,
2000). No support was found for the view of attri-
butional style as a stable trait, and instead results
suggested that the influence between spouses’
negative attributions about their partner and their
perceptions of marital satisfaction covary over
time and exhibit bidirectional effects. Furthermore,
and perhaps more importantly, the strength of this
association between spouses’ negative attributions
and marital satisfaction may be most robust for
couples who later dissolve their marriages (Karney
& Bradbury).

Another benefit of conceptually distinguish-
ing spouses’ individual properties (Box B) from
their marital experiences (Box C) is that it under-
scores the possibility of within-couple incompat-
ibilities and discrepancies in perceptions of
marital quality as well as the potential for cross-
over effects from one spouse to another. Here,
compatibility theories of marriage inform
Huston’s (2000) model and suggest that congru-
ence in husbands’ and wives’ personal qualities
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and perceptions of the marriage is important for a
mutually satisfying relationship. Accordingly,
Huston calls attention to the importance of the
dyadic patterning of spouses’ individual qualities
and marital evaluations as well as the ways in
which spouses exert influence on one another. In
short, the interdependence, patterning, and poten-
tial crossover effects of spouses’ personal quali-
ties and their marital evaluations are emphasized
along with potential within-couple variations in
the “match” of spouses’ qualities and views of
the marriage and each other.

Underscoring the importance of a dyadic
approach to the study of marriage, recent work
has examined the prospective association between
couple profiles of spouses’ sex-typed personal
qualities and attitudes toward breadwinning and
husbands’ and wives’ perceptions of marital
quality over time (Helms et al., 2006; Helms,
Walls, Crouter, & McHale, 2010). In this work,
common couple configurations based on patterns
of spouses’ sex-typed qualities and attitudes
toward breadwinning were identified, specific
couple profiles linked with risk for lower marital
well-being were discovered, and insights into
aspects of partners’ personal qualities and beliefs
that may be protective for their evaluations of
marriage were emphasized. In addition, short-
term longitudinal studies employing daily diary,
computer-assisted data collection methods
across a series of days and the Actor Partner
Interdependence Model (APIM) as an analytic
strategy (see Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006) pro-
vide a unique opportunity to examine potential
crossover effects between husbands and wives.
The transmission of emotion from one spouse to
another, individual factors that strengthen the
transmission of emotions, and subsequent links
with marital satisfaction have all been the focus
of scientific inquiry in the past decade (e.g.,
Schoebi, 2008). With increased application of
pattern analytic and person-centered approaches
(e.g., cluster analysis, mixture models including
latent class analysis, profile analysis, and growth
mixture models), Huston’s theoretical assertions
regarding the importance of the patterning of
spouses’ individual characteristics and their links
with marital quality can be better examined (see
Whiteman & Loken, 2006). Furthermore, with
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analytic strategies such as the APIM, crossover
effects within marital dyads from one spouse to
another can now be explored with greater preci-
sion than ever before.

The Macroenvironment (Box A)

Some fragile relationships survive forever because
they never encounter a relationship-toxic environ-
ment, but some very strong relationships dissolve —
not because they were not close, or committed, or
loving—but because fate, or the partners’ igno-
rance of the vulnerability of their relationships to
external forces, or perhaps even uninformed gov-
ernmental policy decisions put their relationships
in harm’s way (Berscheid, 1999, p. 265).

Perhaps the greatest contribution of the first
decade of research on marriage in the twenty-first
century is the increased attention to factors exter-
nal to the marriage and individual spouses that
play a role in supporting or undermining marital
and individual functioning. Historically, the mari-
tal literature has focused on a relatively privileged
and narrow slice of the population pie. As twenty-
first century scholars began to examine the marital
experiences of couples beyond the White and
middle class, however, it became apparent that
context does indeed matter (Fincham & Beach,
2010). More specifically, environments external
to marriage were found to shape the content of
spouses’ interactions, their ability to interact effec-
tively, their evaluations of marriage, and ultimately
whether or not they remained married (see Huston
& Melz, 2004; Karney & Bradbury, 2005).

The final element in the adapted model, the
Macroenvironment (Box A), accounts for the
various contexts in which individuals and their
marital behavior are embedded, including (a,) the
larger macrosocietal context and (a,) spouses’
ecological niches (i.e., the social and physical
settings in which spouses function on a daily
basis) (Helms et al., 2011; Huston, 2000). In this
box, spouses’ ecological niches represent proxi-
mal dimensions of the social environment (e.g.,
parent—child relationships, relationships with
extended kin, co-workers, friends, community
members) and the physical environment spouses
inhabit on a daily basis (e.g., housing, work-
place, neighborhood, proximity to kin and work).
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These ecological niches are nested within the
larger macrosocietal context that includes socio-
historical location, dynamic dimensions of cul-
ture such as norms and values endorsed by
members of a cultural or subcultural group, and
overarching socioeconomic conditions (e.g.,
laws, policies, physical resources, economic
opportunity) that have the ability to either facili-
tate or inhibit individual development and marital
functioning. The two components of the mac-
roenvironment are interrelated in that the mac-
rosocietal context can alter spouses’ ecological
niches and spouses’ ecological niches are often
the medium through which macrosocietal dimen-
sions of context are articulated, reinforced, or
undermined. Research in this area, however, has
focused primarily on direct links between aspects
of spouses’ ecological niches (e.g., neighborhood
conditions, social network support, the parent—
child relationship) and other components of
the larger model (e.g., marital behavior, marital
satisfaction). Although effects of macrosocietal
conditions are often i mplied in discussions of
the links between marital quality and ecologi-
cal niche elements such as neighborhood poverty
and social capital, reliance on survey methods
has limited empirical tests for Huston’s assertions
regarding the role of the ecological niche in
challenging or channeling macrosocietal dimen-
sions of context to marital behavior (Bradbury
et al., 2000).

The social environment. In their decade review of
the marital satisfaction literature at the dawn of
the twenty-first century, Bradbury et al. (2000)
concluded that to better understand marital
behavior and spouses’ perceptions of marital
quality, researchers need to pay greater attention
to the relationships and nature of support that
both partners obtain outside, as well as inside, the
marriage. As Huston (2000) stated,

Usually ... researchers focusing on the dynamics
of marital interaction study couples as two-person
units, as if they rarely spent time together as part of
a social group ... the centrality of spouses in each
other’s day-to-day lives, as well as their joint and
independent involvement with friends and kin,
reveal much about the nature of the spouses’ mari-
tal relationship (pp. 300-301).
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An increase in research on the social contexts
in which marriage is embedded has emerged in
the past decade with studies focused on how mar-
ital quality and behavior are associated with hus-
bands’ and wives’ interactions with in-laws,
parents, close friends, and children. Support for
bidirectional effects between marital quality and
spouses’ relationships with friends and extended
family members has been found in longitudinal
studies testing cross-lagged analytic models and
further substantiated with qualitative accounts
(Beaton, Norris, & Pratt, 2003; Bryant et al., 2001;
Kearns & Leonard, 2004; Serewicz & Canary,
2008). For example, difficulties in extended
family relationships have been shown to erode
spouses’ marital satisfaction and contribute to
marital instability, even in relatively long-term
marriages. In addition, the quality of these same
marriages has been prospectively linked to
conflict with in-laws for husbands, suggesting
that husbands in long-term marriages that are sat-
isfying are less likely to have difficulties with
their in-laws than husbands in less satisfying
marriages (Bryant et al., 2001). With the excep-
tion of the transition to parenthood literature that
has demonstrated that marriages change with the
addition of children (see Bradbury et al., 2000,
for a review), surprisingly little attention has been
given to the effects of children on marriage.
Although Huston (2000) draws attention to the
role of children in marriage by including them as
a part of spouses’ ecological niche, the model
does not explicitly incorporate how children’s
personal qualities, or elements of parent—child
relationships, may influence marital behavior and
quality—a substantive area often overlooked in
marital and family research. Underscoring the
central role that children and parent—child
relationships occupy in many couples’ lives, con-
temporary scholars are attending to how and
under what conditions children’s personal quali-
ties, parent—child relationships, and marriage are
linked across the life course (see Crouter &
Booth, 2003). This emergent body of literature
has demonstrated how within-couple incongru-
ence in husbands’ and wives’ differential inti-
macy and conflict with their first and second-born
children covaries across the childrearing years
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with spouses’ reports of marital quality (Kan,
McHale, & Crouter, 2008). Related studies also
indicate how infants’ sleep patterns and crying
effect trajectories of their mothers’ and fathers’
marital quality across their first year of life
(Meijer & van den Wittenboer, 2007). Other
investigators have identified the associations of
the simultaneous impact of multigenerational
bonds (Bengtson, 2001; Cullen, Hammer, Neal,
& Sinclair, 2009) and shared family rituals with
husbands’ and wives’ reports of marital quality
(Crespo, Davide, Costa, & Fletcher, 2008).

The extent to which husbands and wives gar-
ner support from social network members specific
to marriage and parenting and subsequent links
to marital quality have also been a topic receiving
attention. The marital implications of parents’
reliance on one another, kin, and other close asso-
ciates as sources of advice, guidance, caregiving,
and emotional support regarding the routine
transactions of marriage and parenthood have
been documented across social classes in pre-
dominantly White populations (Helms, Crouter,
& McHale, 2003; Milardo & Helms-Erikson,
2000; Proulx, Helms, & Payne, 2004). Actively
engaging social network members in discussions
about marital and parenting concerns has been
linked to spouses’ reports of marital satisfaction,
love, and stability —particularly for wives who
are members of White populations (Helms et al.,
2003; Proulx et al., 2004). Recent work also sug-
gests, however, that the strength of this associa-
tion may be most robust in ethnic minority and
lower income couples who must navigate marital
and family relations against a backdrop of eco-
nomic disadvantage and marginalization (Helms
et al., 2011). Integrating this body of literature
with earlier work suggests that actively seeking
out spouses to discuss concerns in the domains of
marriage and parenting is an important predictor
of marital well-being for wives, often overshad-
owing husbands’ instrumental contributions to
housework and childcare (Erickson, 1993). Using
spouses in this supportive manner also may coun-
teract the adverse effects of economic pressure
on marital evaluations (Simons, Whitebeck,
Melby, & Wu, 1994).
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Acute and chronic environmental stressors. Of
considerable focus in past decades has been the
study of the impact of acute and usually traumatic
stressors on couples’ marital functioning (for a
review, see Bradbury et al., 2000). These studies
examined topics such as the death of a child, a
natural disaster, or war and aspects of marriage
that were affected by the event or buffered its
impact. Unique to the twenty-first century is a
focus on the marital experiences of married vet-
erans returning from extensive deployments to
Afghanistan and Iraq. Although the length of
deployment was unrelated to marital dissolution
for service members in most branches of the mili-
tary (Karney & Crown, 2007), PTSD, depression,
and anxiety following deployment did appear to
be linked to marital satisfaction, and PTSD symp-
toms, specifically, predicted marital aggression
(see Fincham & Beach, 2010, for a review).
Additional research complements this work
by focusing on the way in which chronic, every-
day stressors may interact with acute stressors to
affect marital functioning. Defined as relatively
minor ongoing stressors that occupy daily living
(e.g., experiences at work, interactions with
friends and family, physical environment stres-
sors such as traffic jams and poor living condi-
tions), chronic stressors were found to strengthen
the association between acute stress (i.e., defined
as major life events) and spouses’ marital satis-
faction over time suggesting that acute negative
life events are more harmful to marriage when
levels of chronic stress are high (Bradbury &
Karney, 2004). Evidence of crossover effects
between husbands’ and wives’ experiences of
chronic stress and their partners’ evaluations of
marriage has also been found under certain con-
ditions. For example, the everyday hassles that
wives experience have been shown to effect their
husbands’ evaluations of marriage in marital con-
texts characterized by negative conflict resolu-
tion styles, whereas husbands’ stress from daily
hassles impacts their wives’ marital satisfaction
only when wives themselves report high levels of
chronic, daily stress (Neff & Karney, 2007).
Research focusing on these more frequent and
continuous forms of stress suggests that such
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everyday hassles may be more important
determinants of marital quality than major, but
less frequent, life events. Accordingly, the aggre-
gate effects of everyday hassles have the poten-
tial to compromise marital and individual
well-being and even increase vulnerability to
major life events (Helms, Walls, & Demo, 2010).

Socioeconomic and work contexts. Historically,
economic and work-related factors have received
the most extensive attention as macroenviron-
mental contexts for marital functioning. Links
between marriage and spouses’ access to work-
related resources such as income, occupational
prestige, and social support have been docu-
mented (see Crouter & Helms-Erikson, 2000, for
a review) for primarily White and middle class
couples. In addition, the nature of work itself,
including occupational complexity and self-
direction, has been linked to the distribution of
power in marriage and the way couples divide
family work (e.g., Klute, Crouter, Sayer, &
McHale, 2002). Additional studies have focused
on the impact of short-term work stressors and
tensions that spill over into marital life. Grounded
in a dyadic approach, these studies draw atten-
tion to what we know about the transmission of
work stress to marital functioning for men and
for women, and whether husbands and wives
respond in the same way to their spouse’s experi-
ence of day-to-day stress on the job (Perry-
Jenkins, Repetti, & Crouter, 2000). Seminal
work on marriage in the context of economic
stress by Conger, Rueter, and Elder (1999) dem-
onstrated prospective links between predomi-
nantly White, rural spouses’ perceptions of
economic pressure and marital distress via indi-
vidual distress. Furthermore, the association
between economic pressure and individual
distress was most pronounced for spouses with
few social supports outside the marriage, under-
scoring the ways in which various macroenvi-
ronmental contexts may interact to effect
individual and marital well-being.

The links between job loss, economic strain,
and marital quality continue to be of interest to
twenty-first century scholars (Howe, Levy, &
Caplan, 2004). Adaptations of the Conger and
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colleagues family stress model have been used
with increasingly diverse populations via inter-
actions of financial strain with other dimension
of the macrosocietal context (e.g., racial dis-
crimination, culture) relevant to families of
color (Cutrona et al., 2003; Helms et al., 2011;
Murry et al., 2008). As the larger work and fam-
ily literature has shifted its focus beyond the
predominantly White and middle class to an
interest in the work experiences of working
class, low-income and ethnic minority families
(see Crouter & Booth, 2004), new content areas
have emerged in the twenty-first century that
show particular promise in furthering our under-
standing of the work—marriage link. For exam-
ple, with the emergence of the 24/7 service
economy, the effects of shift work and nonstan-
dard schedules on marital relationships have
come into focus with early work in this area
suggesting that spouses who work nonstandard
work schedules in part to balance the demands
of work and family may experience unantici-
pated declines in personal and marital well-
being (Barnett, Gareis, & Brennan, 2008;
Presser, 2000). Although no published studies
addressed the links between work contexts and
marital relationships for Latino or other immi-
grant groups in the literature reviewed here, a
body of work in this area is emerging.
Contemporary scholars of immigrant family life
suggest that the effects of structural inequalities
including underemployment, physical demands
of work, long work hours and racism in the
workplace will be important areas of inquiry to
explore to better understand the marital experi-
ences of couples across the diverse demographic
landscape of the 21st century (Updegraff,
Crouter, Umana-Taylor, & Cansler, 2007).

Community and neighborhood contexts. A final
area of focus involves attention to those dimen-
sions of the macroenvironment that are slow to
change and can have far reaching consequences
for the marital experiences of entire cohorts of
couples. For example, the sex composition of
local marriage markets has been studied to better
understand how living in an environment with
greater or fewer spousal alternatives is linked with
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marital quality and divorce proneness (Trent &
South, 2003). In part in response to racial dispari-
ties in rates of marriage and marital dissolution,
there has been an increased focus on the community
contexts in which African American marriages
are embedded and their implication for marital
well-being (Bryant & Wickrama, 2005; Wickrama,
Bryant, & Wickrama, 2010). This body of work
has explored the ways in which community adver-
sities and resources influence whether and how
couples form their relationships, the behaviors
they engage in when married, their perceptions of
marital quality, and the longevity of their mar-
riages. Results from these studies suggest that liv-
ing in communities characterized by economic
disadvantage and high rates of residential mobil-
ity is harmful for African American couples’
marriages (Bryant & Wickrama, 2005; Cutrona
et al., 2003), whereas higher percentages of
minorities in the community can potentially pro-
tect marriage via the informal supports commu-
nity contacts provide to husbands and wives
(Bryant & Wickrama, 2005). As evidenced here,
most promising in this line of work are those stud-
ies that consider the interaction of multiple dimen-
sions of couples’ macroenvironments and the
mechanisms through which community level
adversities and resources operate to either protect
or undermine marital functioning. For example,
in a nationally representative study of midlife
married and cohabiting partners, Voydanoff
(2005) found that the protective effects of affec-
tive community resources (i.e., sense of commu-
nity, neighborhood attachment, and support) were
linked to marital satisfaction via the reduction of
tensions related to the competing demands of
work and family. The extent to which spouses are
exposed to racially based discrimination in their
communities is another potential mechanism
explaining links between community context and
marital experience (Cutrona et al., 2003).

Summary and caveats. The vast majority of stud-
ies that consider the links between marriage and
spouses’ ecological niches and the larger mac-
rosocietal context emphasize the impact of the
macroenvironment on marriage (e.g., path 5) and
downplay the active role that spouses play in
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selecting their environments (e.g., path 4; path 6).
The choices spouses make independently and
jointly in such areas as education, jobs, workplace,
children, friends, extended family contact,
geographic location, housing, community
involvement, etc., are in part based on their own
individual properties (Box B) including their
psychological predispositions, physical and men-
tal health, and family background. Spouses’ indi-
vidual differences also play a role in how they
respond to and the extent to which they engage
various dimensions of the larger macroenviron-
ment, and, consequently, their marriages are
likely to be differentially affected by otherwise
similar contexts (e.g., paths 3-1). No sophisti-
cated statistical model can completely remove
the presence of naturally occurring selection
effects, nor can all possible variation due to indi-
vidual differences be controlled. Because these
factors are intertwined in the everyday lived
experiences of couples, statistically removing
them from the equation is ill advised. Instead,
Huston (2000) offers a conceptual model that
incorporates the complexities of the selection
process into and out of various dimensions of the
macroenvironmental context as well as individual
differences in the links between the macroenvi-
ronment and marital functioning and, in so doing,
underscores this often overlooked, yet important,
research domain.

Linking Marital Behavior, Individuals,
and the Macroenvironment to Inform
Future Research

Perhaps the greatest contribution of Huston’s
(2000) model is the attention to the multilayered,
interdependent causal pathways (i.e., paths 1-6)
within and between each element of the model.
Both the direct and indirect paths to and from
marital behavior remind us of the complex and
dynamic nature of individuals, marital behavior,
and the macroenvironment and provide a useful
visual heuristic of the bidirectional links that
potentially exist. In addition, the focus on potential
moderating and mediating variables rather than
simple main effects is particularly applicable to
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the study of marriage in the twenty-first century —
a time when the most important advances are
likely to come in the form of understanding how
multiple sources of influence interact. Huston’s
conceptual framework provides guidance for con-
temporary marital researchers asking complex
questions that require moving beyond a focus on
one or two predictor variables (see Bradbury,
2002). Perhaps most importantly, the model path-
ways provide specific guidelines for how a variety
of factors may interact with marital behavior or
perceptions of marital quality, and in so doing,
avoid the inevitable criticisms that arise when
researchers simply add more predictor variables
to the mix without carefully thinking through the
relationships between them (Karney, 2007).

As demonstrated by paths 3 and 5, individuals
and marital behavior are embedded within a
larger macroenvironmental context and can be
directly affected by macrosocietal trends and his-
torical events as well as the daily activities taking
place in spouses’ ecological niches. For example,
as the onset of the first major economic recession
in the new millennium intersected with a push for
more responsible use of natural resources,
national news featured the closing of the Pilgrim’s
Pride chicken processing plant in Siler City, NC.
The plant employed 830 workers, the majority of
whom were immigrant husbands and wives from
Mexico (Yeong, 2008). High feed costs attributed
to increased federal subsidies for ethanol blend-
ers were cited as the primary reason for the plant
closing. The closing of this chicken plant devas-
tated the Latino community in Siler City and is
just one example of how changes in the macroso-
cietal context (i.e., increased federal subsidies for
alternate fuel sources) have a direct impact on
couples by altering the ecological niches (e.g.,
the workplace) in which they function and on
which they are dependent for economic stability.

In addition to these direct influences demon-
strated in the model, macroenvironmental factors
often exert indirect influence on the marital rela-
tionship via their effects on the husband, the wife,
or both partners (path 3 to path 1). In the example
presented above, the stress of job loss on the hus-
band, the wife, or both is likely to produce anxiety
and depression which, in turn, leads to increased
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marital conflict (Conger et al., 2002). Spouses’
personal qualities may moderate the impact of the
macroenvironmental stressor, however, by buffer-
ing or exacerbating the effect on the marriage. For
example, the effect of job loss on spouses’ marital
behavior may be attenuated by personal charac-
teristics such as high levels of self-esteem, or
amplified if either the husband or wife is already
distressed about the marriage, has a propensity
towards violence, or is in poor health (McKee-
Ryan, Song, Wanberg, & Kinicki, 2005).

Alternatively, the macroenvironmental context
may demonstrate its greatest influence on individ-
uals via difficulties created in their closest social
ties, such as those found in marriage (path 5 fol-
lowed by path 2). In this sequence of paths, marital
behavior can be treated as either a mediator
between macroenvironmental conditions and indi-
viduals or as a moderator in its potential to dimin-
ish or amplify the effects of stressful conditions on
spouses’ personal qualities and perceptions of mar-
ital quality. In support of these theoretical proposi-
tions are results showing direct effects of the
marital relationship on physical and mental health,
as well as studies demonstrating how particular
marital behaviors and strategies eliminate, reduce,
or magnify direct associations between stressful
contextual conditions and family members’ physi-
cal and psychological well-being (e.g., Proulx
et al., 2007; Wickrama et al., 2010).

Anchored in recent work documenting how
negative marital exchanges alter dimensions of
spouses’ physiological makeup that are important
for long-term health (Robles & Kiecolt-Glaser,
2003), research emerging at the close of the first
decade of the twenty-first century offers empirical
support for marital behavior operating as a key
mechanism linking macroenvironmental stress
and individual well-being. For example, in a study
of the marital experiences of 540 newly married
African American couples, the link between hus-
bands’ perceptions of community disorder and
spouses’ depressive symptoms was explained by
spillover (within spouse) and crossover effects of
spouses’ hostile marital exchanges (e.g., wives’
hostile behavior to husbands’ well-being and hus-
bands’ hostile behavior to wives’ well-being)
(Wickrama et al.,, 2010). Furthermore, partial
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mediation was supported for wives’ hostile mari-
tal exchanges and both spouses’ physical health.
These results suggested that the stressors incurred
by husbands’ perceptions of adverse community
conditions may affect both spouses’ physical
health via wives’ expressed hostility in the mar-
riage. In contrast, spouses’ psychological well-
being is compromised by both their own and their
spouses’ negative marital behavior. This promis-
ing early work examining the complex links
between multiple dimensions of the three-level
model of marriage underscores that the marital
dyad can be a critical point of entry for macroen-
vironmental stressors. Accordingly, the marital
dyad serves either as a buffer against or a conduit
for the transmission of stress to spouse’s personal
well-being and evaluations of the marriage.
Clearly both bidirectional and circular rela-
tionships between multiple layers of context are
underscored in Huston’s (2000) three-level model
for viewing marriage. Although difficult to
explore empirically, Huston acknowledges that
individual properties influence the choices
spouses make personally and as a couple regard-
ing their physical environments. Moreover, in the
collective, individuals and marriages alter the
norms, laws, and policies characterizing the mac-
rosocietal context (see path 2—4 and path 1-6,
respectively). For example, financial contribu-
tions sent by Latino immigrants to family mem-
bers residing in Mexico account for a substantial
and increasing segment of the economy, repre-
senting 2.5% of Mexico’s gross domestic product
and ranking as the second largest source of for-
eign income after crude oil (World Bank, 2005).
The practice of reserving and remitting income to
extended families in Mexico begins as an indi-
vidual or dyadic decision with direct implications
for spouses’ own ecological niches. Not only are
immigrant couples’ own ecological niches
impacted by remitting funds, but the ecological
niches occupied by recipient families in Mexico
are affected as well. Finally, the collective result
of this process is a macrosocietal change in the
economic landscape of the receiving country.
Forward thinking scholars of marriage and
other close relationships have a long history of
posing complex questions and pushing the
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envelope of what researchers can explore
empirically. At the advent of the twenty-first
century—a time of significant variation in mari-
tal and family life—Huston proposed a concep-
tual model to assist contemporary scholars in
formulating research questions, launching pro-
grams of research, and advancing the study of
marriage through a model that conceptualizes the
myriad factors that interact with the marital expe-
riences of diverse couples. A fundamental
strength of Huston’s (2000) model lies in its
attention to the multilayered, interdependent, and
causal pathways linking constructs across mac-
roenvironmental, individual, and marital domains.
His approach is necessarily complex as it attends
to both within and between couple variations in
marital behaviors and qualities nested in multiple
layers of context. Paradoxically, this conceptual
strength poses pragmatic challenges for research-
ers in that testing circular and bidirectional pat-
terns of association require longitudinal —and
often dyadic—data, sophisticated analytic
strategies, and adequate statistical power.
Methodological advances in the past decade
outlined by Acock and Washburn (Chap. 3) and
others (e.g., Fincham & Beach, 2010; Kenny
et al., 2006; Kurdek, 2003; Sayer & Klute, 2005;
Whiteman & Loken, 2006) have utility for testing
more complex associations as demonstrated in
some of the recent studies reviewed here.
Although advanced analytic strategies for exam-
ining dyadic data and testing causal pathways
make the application of the model more probable
with adequate data, it is impossible for any one study
or empirical test to address the multiple associa-
tions between marital behavior and the other
dimensions of context outlined in the model.
Instead, the model offers a guiding framework
for researchers to focus on subparts of the larger
causal system in a theoretically informed manner
or to build a program of research that methodi-
cally examines different aspects of the model,
one study at a time. Of equal import, the model
crosses disciplinary boundaries and encourages
scholars to be mindful of avenues of inquiry out-
side their academic comfort zones when
approaching their own programs of research on
marriage. In these ways, scholars can advance a
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theoretically informed and ecologically valid
understanding of marriage in a manner that, at
the very least acknowledges, and at best attends
to the complexity inherent in Huston’s model and
the lived experience of married couples in the
twenty-first century.
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