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Abstract

This study explored trajectories of marital adjustment, including overall, affection, satisfaction, cohesion and consensus,
in 197 middle-aged Israeli spouses who had been married for an average of 34 years. As military conscription in Israel is
mandatory, all men in this study are military veterans. The main aims of the study were to explore the trajectories of marital
adjustment over time and to describe similarities and differences in the marital adjustment of husbands and wives. Assess-
ments were done at three time points over 12 years and were analyzed using a latent growth mixture model. Findings showed
that overall husbands and wives reported being generally satisfied in their marriage. Different trajectories for husbands and
wives were found in most domains of marital adjustment. The majority of wives reported a sharper decline in satisfaction
over time, while more husbands reported an increase in affection. The wives reported more variability, as well as higher
levels of consensus than their husbands across the 12 years of the study and the three data collection points. The spouses’
high level of cohesion served to support their high levels of marital adjustment. Implications of these findings are discussed.

Keywords Marital adjustment - Gender - Trajectory - Dyadic adjustment scale

The experience of each partner within his or her long-term
marital relationships has been of interest to developmental
and family scholars for many years (e.g. Fowers 1991; Van-
laningham et al. 2001). Marriage is widely considered to
be dynamic and ever changing, with each partner possibly
experiencing variations in marital adjustment throughout the
duration of the relationship (Anderson et al. 2010; Birditt
et al. 2012).

For the purpose of this study, marital adjustment is
defined as, “a process, the outcome of which is determined
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by the degree of troublesome dyadic differences, interper-
sonal tensions and personal anxiety, dyadic satisfaction
and cohesion, and consensus on matters of importance to
dyadic functioning” (Spanier 1976, p. 17). Marital adjust-
ment is multi-dimensional and comprised of various aspects,
including affection, satisfaction, consensus, and cohesion
(Spanier 1976). Affection relates to how often the partners
express their love to each other; satisfaction refers to the
levels of conflict and happiness experienced by each partner
in the relationship; consensus comprises the couple’s level
of agreement on specific important issues, such as financial
management or other important life decisions; and cohesion
relates to the levels of collaborative activities within the cou-
ple (Zargar 2014). It has been consistently documented that
marital adjustment has a significant impact on well-being,
as couples in stable or positive relationships reported better
mental and physical health and higher levels of happiness
(Waite and Gallagher, 2000; Miller et al. 2013; Gustavson
et al. 2016). On the other hand, long-term yet low-quality
marriages have been found to have a negative effect on an
individual’s well-being (Hawkins and Booth 2005).

Many existing studies of marriage have surveyed couples
in the early years of their marriage, typically when partici-
pants have been in their 20s or 30s. The current study took a
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different approach by examining older Israeli couples who
were middle-aged at the start of the data collection. As mili-
tary conscription in Israel is mandatory (Avidor et al. 2016),
with combat positions largely filled by males (Blum 2016),
all men in this study are military veterans. Additionally,
middle-aged Israeli couples have been found to maintain
traditional gender roles (Kulik 2004). Both the husbands and
the wives were followed as they aged, to gain insight into
how the long-term trajectories of marital adjustment of hus-
bands and wives developed over time. As lifespans increase
and couples potentially remain in marriages for longer than
ever before, it is increasingly important to examine marital
adjustment at older ages.

Longitudinal Studies of Marital Adjustment

Marital adjustment fluctuates and changes over time (Dush
and Taylor 2008; Birditt et al. 2012). In the few existing
longitudinal studies of marriage that have spanned multiple
decades, researchers have come to consider marriage as con-
sisting of different trajectories as well as having distinct and
steady interpersonal dynamics. For example, The Marital
Instability over the Life Course study examined 2033 mar-
ried individuals between the ages of 18-55 over a 20-year
period, collecting information at six time points. Five dis-
tinct trajectories of marital adjustment were found. Nearly
two-thirds of the respondents reported high and stable lev-
els of happiness over time, while the remaining one-third
demonstrated either a pattern of continuous low happiness,
low happiness that subsequently declined, or a curvilinear
pattern of high happiness, decline, and recovery (Anderson
et al. 2010). In another study of 251 newlywed couples over
the first 4 years of marriage, three distinct marital trajecto-
ries of high, moderate, and low levels of adjustment were
found (Lavner and Bradbury 2012). A recently published
meta-analysis of fourteen studies that examined trajectories
of marital adjustment introduced the “honeymoon-as-ceil-
ing-effect” due to the consistent finding that couples who
began their marriage with high-marital quality were likely
to remain stable or experience minimal decline, whereas
those who started with lower satisfaction were more likely to
experience poor marital quality and possibly divorce (Proulx
et al. 2017). The “honeymoon-as-ceiling-effect” posits that
spouses established a baseline of satisfaction early in their
relationship and over time they did not significantly improve
on the positive dimensions of marital quality; even those
who experienced a dip in satisfaction and a later rebound
did not exceed the initial levels of satisfaction (Proulx et al.
2017). The findings of this paper are in contrast to the previ-
ous theory of “honeymoon-is-over effect”, which suggested
that high levels of relationship quality after the marriage
typically decline (Kurdek 1998; Proulx et al. 2017). While

previous studies of long-term marriage have examined over-
all marital adjustment, the subdomains of adjustment have
not been explored longitudinally. Therefore, this study is
unique in its exploration of these subdomains in long-term
marriages to gain insight into the facets and nuances that
play a role in overall adjustment, rather than examining the
construct as homogenous.

Aging and Marital Adjustment

As each stage of development presents its own benefits and
challenges (Erikson 1997), the question arises as to how
older couples assess their marital adjustment in the later
stages of life. Young couples are confronted with different
challenges than couples who have been married for several
decades, such as starting and raising a family, financial dif-
ficulties, and a higher risk of divorce (Kurdek 1999). Older
couples are faced with other unique milestones, such as fail-
ing health, children leaving the home, as well as the death
and illness of their parents and friends (Hoppmann and Ger-
storf 2009; Polenick et al. 2017).

At the same time, age may also be positively associ-
ated with marital adjustment, perhaps due to standards of
partners relaxing over the years or spouses becoming more
appreciative of their partner’s positive traits (Umberson et al.
2005). The couple may also be less emotionally negative in
their resolution of conflict and may have developed effective
coping strategies for dealing with challenges (Carstensen
et al. 1995; Landis et al. 2013). After living together for
decades, spouses can come to display similarities, such as in
how each partner ages. Long-married couples may also have
similarities between spouses in terms of their well-being
(Bookwala and Jacobs 2004), as well as their emotional
(Townsend et al. 2001), and physical health (Haase et al.
2016). Indeed, marital satisfaction has been found to serve
as an important discriminator of successful aging (Ko et al.
2007). Finally, marriages of poorer quality may have ended
in divorce earlier on, resulting in the remaining long-term
marriages being of higher quality (Glenn 1990).

Given these previous findings on marriage, this study
aims to examine marital adjustment in light of the socioemo-
tional selectivity theory (SST), which is a lifespan theory of
social motivation (Carstensen 1993). According to the SST,
the perception of time has a key role in an individual’s pri-
oritization of social goals as well as choices and preferences
for social partners. As adults age and understand that their
time is limited, they focus on more important and satisfying
interpersonal ties and relationships as a way to prioritize
satisfying emotional interactions with others (Levenson et al.
1993; Carstensen et al. 1999). Therefore, it is possible that
as one ages, those who find their marriages fulfulling will
opt to spend more time with a spouse, which may result in
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increasing marital adjustment. Alternatively, those who do
not find their marriages meaningful might choose to leave or
disengage from their relationship, which would be reflected
in decreasing marital adjustment. Therefore, according to
the SST, diverging trajectories of marital adjustment may
be expected as individuals age.

Gender Differences in Marital Adjustment

Studies of long-term marriages have found differences
between the genders regarding marital adjustment. In gen-
eral, wives have overall been found to be less satisfied than
their husbands (e.g., Shek 1995; Jackson et al. 2014). Wives
have also reported to be more likely to downregulate their
negative emotions, a behavior that has been found to be pre-
dictive of greater marital satisfaction (Bloch et al. 2014).
However, for couples followed over 40 years, wives—but not
husbands—reported that they had come to find it more diffi-
cult to resolve disagreements over time (Vaillant and Vaillant
1993). Yet, of all of the existing studies on gender differ-
ences in long-term marriages, to the best of our knowledge
none have explored the trajectories of the various aspects of
marital adjustment over time in both spouses.

The Current Study

This study contributes to the existing literature by focusing
on the development of the different aspects of marital adjust-
ment in long-term marriages for both husbands and wives.
It included participants who were middle-aged at the start
of data collection, allowing for the examination of couples
as they transition to older age. This differs from many of the
previous longitudinal studies of marriage, which had begun
surveying couples in the early years of their marriage (e.g.,
Boden et al. 2010). Secondly, both general marital adjust-
ment and the four domains were examined, unlike other
previous studies of marriage that had only focused on the
overall marital adjustment score. Based on the theoretical
assumptions of the SST, we expected that diverging trajec-
tories of marital adjustment would be identified for all four
domains of the DAS. We hypothesized that initially high
scores in individual domains would further increase as par-
ticipants enter older age, whereas low scores in domains of
dyadic adjustment would decrease. Third, accounting for the
possible individuality of developmental patterns of mari-
tal adjustment, this study used a data-driven method that
allowed the findings to fall into their own patterns, rather
than pre-determining expected trajectories or total group
mean trajectories (Proulx et al. 2017). Therefore, the two
aims of this study were to (1) explore the individual trajec-
tories of marital adjustment—including overall adjustment,

@ Springer

affection, satisfaction, cohesion, and consensus—in middle-
aged couples, and to assess the changes over time in their
marital adjustment later in life; and (2) To descriptively
explore similarities and differences between men and women
in the dimensions of marital adjustment across the three time
points of data collection.

Methods
Participants and Procedure

The current study is part of a multi-cohort longitudinal study
of Israeli men who participated in the 1973 Yom Kippur
War and their wives. Data were collected from the husbands
at four time points: 1991, 2003, 2008, and 2014-15 (for
additional information, as well as for details about demo-
graphic data, please see Solomon et al. 2012). In the 1991
collection, the husbands were not asked about their mari-
tal adjustment. Data were collected from the wives at three
time points between 2003, 2010-11, and 2015 (for further
details regarding the 2003 and 2010-11 measurements see
Greene et al. 2014). The current study focuses on a subset
of this larger sample, namely on men and their spouses who
participated in the waves of the study in 2003 (T1), 2008 or
2010 (T2), and 2014—15 (T3). Long-term marriage in this
study was defined as a period of 10 years or longer (Hum-
bad et al. 2010). Following the Tel Aviv University Review
Board’s approval, we contacted the husbands and their wives
and obtained written informed consent. The questionnaires
were administered at the participants’ homes or at another
location of their choice.

In the original 1991 sample, 520 husbands were contacted
and 349 agreed to participate. Marital adjustment was not
assessed in this wave. For this reason, the 1991 wave was
not included in this study. In the present study, 287 husbands
from the original sampling list took part in T1 (51 could not
be located or refused to participate, 5 had died, and 6 could
no longer participate due to mental deterioration). In T2, we
contacted the original sampling list and 289 husbands par-
ticipated (49 could not be located or refused to participate,
25 had died, and 6 could no longer participate due to men-
tal deterioration; 82 husbands were added from the original
sampling list, as we returned to the original sampling list
in each wave). At T3, 259 men participated (70 declined to
participate, 22 could not be located, 2 didn’t return question-
naires, 3 did not participate due to mental deterioration, 2
did not participate due to medical reasons, 6 were abroad,
and 48 had died).

Of the 287 men who took part in T1, 213 were married;
156 of their wives participated in T1 (73.2% response rate).
Of the 289 men who participated in T2, 250 were married,;
172 of their wives participated in T2 (69% response rate).
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In T3, 161 wives participated. Participants were included if
both men and their wives participated in at least two waves
of measurement (n=163), or if the couple overall had at
least 4 valid measurements out of six (n=34) (e.g., couples
with full data for the husbands and one full valid measure-
ment for the wives but with partial data for one additional
measurement). The final sample consisted of 197 dyads
(couples with at least two valid measurements each) of
which there were partially missing data. Specifically, there
were 14-27% missing values, which could not be more than
20% of the items in each questionnaire. If missing values of
a participant exceeded 20% at any given measurement point,
the participant was deleted from the analysis.

Demographic Data

In T1 husbands were M =57.9 (SD=5.09) years of age, had
M=13.9 (SD=3.9) years of education; 57.2% were work-
ing fulltime, 13.3% had part-time jobs, and 29.5% were not
working. In T1 wives were M =58.3 (SD=5.79) years of
age, had M=14.6 (SD=3.2) years of education; 47.7% were
working fulltime, 20.9% had part-time jobs, and 31.4% were
not working (for further details see Solomon et al. 2012 and
Greene et al. 2014). The couples were married for M =34.20
(SD=5.79) years. Those married up to 10 years were 1.5%
(n=3); 11-20 years, 5.1%, (n=10); 21-30 years, 53.8%
(n=106); 31-40 years, 16.8% (n=33); and > 41 years, 1.5%
(n=3). Among the husbands, 72.1% (n=142) were in their
first marriage. Among the wives, 61.9% (n=122) were in
their first marriage. The average number of children was
M=3.23 (SD=3.00). Three couples that were married up to
10 years were removed from the data analysis as this study is
focused on long-term marriage (inclusion criteria).

Measures

The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier 1976) is a
widely used measure of marital quality in the social and
behavioral sciences (Graham et al. 2006). The 32-items
of the DAS are measured on varying Likert-type response
scales and are summed to create a total score ranging from
0 to 151. Higher scores suggest better dyadic adjustment.
Four DAS subscales have been distinguished: dyadic con-
sensus (13 items ranged 13-78; Cronbach’s a=.90), which
assesses the degree to which both partners agree on matters
of importance in the relationship; dyadic satisfaction (10
items ranged 10-60; Cronbach’s a=.94), which measures
the degree to which the couple is satisfied with their rela-
tionship; dyadic cohesion (5 items ranged 5-30; Cronbach’s
a=.86), which assesses the degree of closeness and shared
activities experienced by the couple; and dyadic affection
(4 items ranged 2-14; Cronbach’s o =73), which cap-
tures the degree of demonstrations of affection and sexual

relationships (Spanier 1976). A meta-analysis of 91 pub-
lished studies (Graham et al. 2006) including the DAS repro-
duced acceptable to good reliabilities for the total score and
its subscales (Cronbach’s «=.71-92). Furthermore, the DAS
has been shown to have high convergent and discriminant
validity (Heyman et al. 1994; Villeneuve et al. 2015) and has
been previously used in Israeli populations (e.g., Horesh and
Fennig 2000). Husbands and wives were asked to indicate
the extent to which each item described their current mari-
tal interaction. In the current study, internal consistency of
the total score was high among both husbands and wives in
T1 (Cronbach’s a=.95, .96, respectively), T2 (Cronbach’s
a=.95, .95, respectively), and T3 (Cronbach’s «=.90, .91,
respectively).

Handling Missing Values

To diagnose the impact of missing data, Mplus was used, as
it provides estimates of covariance coverage for each pair
of variables in the analysis. In the present study, covariance
coverage for each pair of variables did not fall below 0.4,
which is above the minimum threshold of 0.10 for model
convergence. In addition, Little’s Missing Completely At
Random (MCAR) test revealed that the data were not miss-
ing completely at random, ;((2135) =330, p<.001. T tests that
compared missing to valid data in all observed variables,
marital adjustment and demographics over time, showed that
the missingness was related to the observed data. Specifi-
cally, husbands and wives that participated in earlier meas-
urement tended to participate in subsequent measurements,
compared to husband and wives who were missing. On the
other hand, husbands and wives who were missing in subse-
quent measurement reported older age in the initial measure-
ment, compared to those who had valid data. Finally, hus-
bands who had valid data in the initial measurement reported
higher affection and consensus in the last measurement. This
pattern supported the not missing at random MCAR pattern,
which rendered analyses consisting only of data which was
complete, somewhat biased.

Therefore, missing data were replaced with maximum
likelihood robust (MLR) estimations when running models
in Mplus 8 (Muthén and Muthén 2010). The main cause for
using MLR was the non-normal item distributions in the
full data set and the bias revealed in the anchored data that
included the 197 dyads. Therefore, we used the full informa-
tion maximum likelihood estimator with non-normal robust
standard errors (MLR; Yuan and Bentler 2000; also, Enders
2010).

This method uses all available data for each participant
to partially recover missing information from earlier or later
measurements. This study utilized data measured for part-
ners and across waves to increase the likelihood for optimal
estimations (Collins et al. 2001). The appropriateness of
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MLR is widely endorsed (Enders 2001; Schafer and Gra-
ham 2002).

Data Analysis

The study’s main aim was to explore trajectories over time
and to allow subgroups to emerge via an individual-centered
approach. This approach refers to the sample as comprising
of multiple classes. Specifically, we employed linear and
linear 4+ quadratic latent growth mixture model (LGMM) that
examines whether multiple growth trajectories exist within a
population (e.g., Jung and Wickrama 2008). Each trajectory
represents a subgroup (i.e., a latent class) of homogenous
individuals who follow approximately the same growth
curve over time. The analyses were performed using Mplus
(V.8; Muthén and Muthén 2010). We ran models separately
for husbands and wives, for total marital adjustment, and
its subscales.

As LGMM is flexible in modeling time (Muthén and
Muthén 2004), we used factor loadings that corresponded
directly to the time intervals (specifically, setting the first
measurement point as 0 and the last as 11 for husbands and
12 for wives). In addition to the linear slope, we included a
quadratic factor in our latent growth models, thereby ena-
bling detection of curvilinear trajectories in addition to a
linear pattern. To avoid multicollinearity between the linear
and quadratic slopes, we centered the time points around the
mean of the time scores (M =5.66 for husbands and M =6.33
for wives) and set the linear time scores to 5.66, —0.66, and
6.34 for husbands, and —6.33, 0.67, and 5.67 for wives (the
correlation between the linear and quadratic slopes was 0.95
without centering).

The number of latent classes best fitting our data were
determined by the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC),

Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), bootstrapped likeli-
hood ratio test (BLRT), entropy score, and average latent
class probabilities of group membership (e.g., Jung and
Wickrama 2008). The optimal number of classes was cho-
sen based on: (a) the lowest BIC, sample size-adjusted
BIC, and AIC scores; (b) significant BLRT test; and (c)
high-latent class membership probabilities, and entropy
values approaching 1 (Jung and Wickrama 2008). In
addition, we also compared the difference of fit indices
between linear and linear + quadratic models and selected
the optimal class according to the criteria above.

Beyond model fit indices, theoretical considerations
were taken into account when determining the number of
classes. We weighted both model fit indices and theoretical
considerations. We do know that previous literature may
support the decision to add a trajectory that is relatively
small (Anderson et al. 2010).

Results

Mean DAS values of the husbands’ total score were 107.41
(SD=23.00), 96.84 (SD=30.96), and 110.40 (SD =20.48)
for T1, T2, and T3, respectively. Mean DAS values of
the wives’ total score were 106.03 (SD =26.76), 102.32
(SD=26.17), and 120.32 (SD=23.44) for T1, T2, and T3,
respectively. The subfactors of marital adjustment across
partners and over time, and paired correlations between
partners on all factors in each time point are presented
in Tables 1 and 2. Most variables distributed normally
or approximately normally (skewness values of — .61
(SD=.20) to — 1.255 (SD=.21) with men’s marital adjust-
ment at T3 normally distributed (skewness value of —2.20
(SD=.21).

Table 1 Descriptive table of

participants Men Women t P value r P value

T1 satisfaction 37.45 (1.33) 37.09 (7.44) 0.5 0.6 AQFHE*E 0
T1 cohesion 16.04 (4.55) 15.78 (5.68) 0.5 0.6 A5 0
T1 consensus 47.03 (10.74) 47.21 (11.04) 0.2 0.9 AOHHE 0
T1 affect 8.29 (2.65) 8.34 (2.69) 0.2 0.8 Koo 0
T2 satisfaction 34.34 (10.03) 34.88 (8.39) 0.6 0.6 53k 0
T2 cohesion 15.15 (14.27) 14.29 (5.87) 0.7 0.1 L3 0
T2 consensus 42.50 (13.35) 43.49 (13.12) 0.7 0.5 AGHE 0
T2 affect 7.00 (2.89) 6.89 (3.08) 0.3 0.8 35k 0
T3 satisfaction 34.55 (5.96) 29.74 (8.07) 5.73%** 0 0.1 0.2
T3 cohesion 20.25 (3.12) 20.45 (5.78) 0.4 0.7 0.1 0.5
T3 consensus 44.07 (6.41) 59.51 (11.38) 12.71%%** 0 -.12 0.2
T3 affect 14.85 (2.81) 11.57 (3.23) 8.23%** 0 —-.10 0.3
*rEp <.001
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Trajectories of Husbands’ Marital Adjustment

For the total score, a three-class solution in a linear + quad-
ratic model was selected as optimal (see Fig. la). The
three groups were termed (1) high (n=162, 82.2%; inter-
cept=108.523, p<0.001; linear slope =—0.450, p=0.022;
quadratic slope =0.154, p=0.030), (2) increasing (n =30,
15.2%; intercept="75.960, p <0.001; linear slope=3.195,
p <0.001; quadratic slope=0.482, p=0.006), and (3)

inverse U-shaped (n=35, 2.6%; intercept=68.516, p <0.001;
linear slope =1.930, p=0.010; quadratic slope=—1.488,
p=0.002).

For the satisfaction dimension, while we found that
a three-class solution had the best fit indices in a lin-
ear + quadratic model, one class only included two partici-
pants, thus this solution was rejected. A three-class solu-
tion in a linear model showed optimal fit (see Fig. 1b). The
groups were labeled (1) slight decreasing (n=162, 82.2%;

Husbands Wives
Total Dyadic
Adjustment 190 ] 11612 5008 111.88 10 1 11128 jeusy 1214
100
116.75 100
50 S————2768.60 945
71.52 68.52 :
23 s 2025 | 0 69.78
0 37.22
2003 2008 2015 0
2003 2010 2015
—*—=Group 1= Increasing (15.2%) ——Group 2=Higher (94.4%)
" Group 2=High (82.2%) —®—Group |=Increasing (5.6%)
a —*—=Group 3=Inverse U (2.6%) f
Satisfaction :
50 50
39093705 3499 38.25 39.01 4464
40 = 3521 40 B
30 1 402 ' 39.38 29.81
22764 95
20
0 21‘..7\52\ 27.86
14.91 22
0
2003 2008 2015 13
—®—Group 1=Slight decrease (82.2%) 2003 010 2015
e . —®=Group |=Increasing (8.1%)
Group 2=Sharp decrease (3.6%) —*—Group 2=Sharp decrease (5.1%)
b —*—=Group 3: Increasing (12.2%) Group 3=Slight decrease (75.6%)
—*=Group 4=Moderate increasing (11.2%)
Cohesion 25 25 - 555
20.01 20
LN EPET » 15.63
) 15.04 15 -
15 ¥ 15.33 15.29
10 A
10 9.33
5 -
5 0 -
2003 2010 2015
0
2003 2008 2015 —®=Group 1=Decreasing (4.6%)
—A— —Tnereacing 0
¢ ——Increasing group (100.0%) h Group 2=Increasing (95.4%)

Fig. 1 Marital adjustment trajectories for husbands and wives
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Fig.1 (continued)

intercept =39.067, p <0.001; slope=—10.338, p=0.006),
(2) sharper decrease (n=11, 5.6%; intercept=38.104,
p<0.001; slope=—1.942, p<0.001), and (3) increasing
(n=24,12.2%; intercept=24.502, p < 0.001; slope =0.850,
p=0.002).

For the cohesion dimension, the three-class solution
had the best fit indices in a linear + quadratic model but
one class included only two participants and was therefore
excluded. However, considering the two-classsolution in lin-
ear and linear + quadratic models resulted in lower entropy

(<0.6), these classes were not selected. Additionally, as the
one-class solution in the linear 4+ quadratic model did not
fit the data, we determined the one class in a linear model
as the optimal solution. This group was termed increasing
(n=197, 100%; intercept=15.806, p < 0.001; slope =0.330,
p=0.002; see Fig. 1c).

For the consensus dimension, three classes had a better fit
indices in the linear and linear + quadratic models but one of
them included only three participants in the linear + quad-
ratic model and only two participants in the linear model,
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thus this class was excluded. Therefore, we selected two
classes in a linear + quadratic model as optimal. As seen
in Fig. 1d, the two classes were labeled as the (1) U-curve
group (n=15, 7.6%; intercept=14.234, p <0.001; linear
slope=—10.510, p=0.378; quadratic slope =0.681, p <0.001)
and (2) the slight-decreasing group (n=182, 92.4%; inter-
cept=46.835, p <0.001; linear slope =—0.206, p =0.035;
quadratic slope =—0.040, p=0.131).

For the affection dimension, four groups in a lin-
ear + quadratic model were selected as the optimal solution
(see Fig. le). They were termed (1) inverse U-shape (n =6,
3.0%; intercept=9.388, p <0.001; linear slope=0.521,
p=0.042; quadratic slope=—0.137, p<0.001), (2) U-shaped
increasing (n=15, 7.6%; intercept=2.505, p <0.001; linear
slope =0.138, p=0.072; quadratic slope =0.230, p < 0.001),
increasing (n=144, 73.1%; intercept=8.937, p <0.001;
linear slope=0.418, p <0.001; quadratic slope =0.080,
p <0.001), and (3) moderate increasing (n=32, 16.2%;
intercept =5.298, p <0.001; linear slope=0.896, p <0.001;
quadratic slope=0.118, p <0.001) (Table 3).

Trajectories of Wives’ Marital Adjustment Over Time

For the total score, three classes in linear and linear + quad-
ratic models were considered, however, as one class con-
sisted of only two participants, this solution was rejected.
We selected the two-class solution in the linear + quadratic
model as optimal (see Fig. 1f). The groups were termed (1)
increasing (n=11, 5.6%; intercept =72.357, p <0.001; linear
slope=4.513, p <0.001; quadratic slope=—0.105, p=0.787)
and (2) higher (n=186, 94.4%; intercept=103.791,
p <0.001; linear slope=1.070, p <0.001; quadratic
slope =0.364, p <0.001).

For the satisfaction dimension, while we found increasing
fit indices from 2- to 6- classes in a linear + quadratic model,
one of the groups in the 5- and 6-class solutions included
only three participants, and thus they were rejected. A four-
class solution in the linear + quadratic model was chosen (see
Fig. 1g). The four groups were named (1) increasing (n =16,
8.1%; intercept=29.097, p <0.001; slope =0.591, p=0.008;
quadratic slope =0.360, p=0.032), (2) sharp decreasing
(n=10, 5.1%; intercept=39.807, p <0.001; slope =—2.454,
p <0.001; quadratic slope =—-0.404, p <0.001), (3) slight
decreasing (n=149, 75.6%; intercept =39.542, p <0.001;
slope=—-0.814, p<0.001; quadratic slope=—-0.161,
p<0.001), and (4) moderate increasing (n=22, 11.2%; inter-
cept=21.958, p<0.001; slope=0.353, p=0.141; quadratic
slope =0.093, p=0.021).

For the cohesion dimension, the two-classsolution had
the best fit indices in the linear + quadratic model and were,
therefore, selected (see Fig. 1h). The first group was labeled
(1) decreasing (n=9, 4.6%; intercept=15.431, p <0.001;
linear slope=—0.439, p <0.001; quadratic slope=—-0.113,
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p=0.278) and the (2) second group was labeled increas-
ing (n=188, 95.4%; intercept=14.242, p <0.001; linear
slope =0.535, p <0.001; quadratic slope=0.118, p <0.001).

For the consensus dimension, while we found that fit indi-
ces improved from 4- to 5- classes in a linear 4+ quadratic
model, one group of the 4- and 5-class solutions consisted
of two or less participants, respectively, and thus they were
excluded. We selected three classes in the linear + quad-
ratic model as optimal (see Fig. 1i). The groups were
named (1) slight increase (n=4, 2.0%; intercept =46.389,
p <0.001; linear slope=3.763, p <0.001; quadratic
slope=—0.175, p=0.086), (2) increasing (n=163, 83.2%;
intercept=49.056, p <0.001; linear slope =1.088, p <0.001;
quadratic slope=0.198, p <0.001), and (3) moderate increas-
ing (n=29, 14.8%; intercept=24.387, p <0.001; linear
slope=1.266, p <0.01; quadratic slope =0.491, p <0.001).

For the affection dimension, four classes in a lin-
ear + quadratic model were selected as the optimal solution
(see Fig. 1j). They were termed (1) stable (n=42, 21.3%;
intercept =6.840, p <0.001; linear slope=0.039, p=0.415;
quadratic slope =0.028, p=0.179), (2) increasing (n =129,
65.5%; intercept=8.646, p <0.001; linear slope =0.406,
p <0.001; quadratic slope =0.079, p <0.001), (3) U-shaped
increasing (n=12, 6.1%; intercept=2.219, p <0.01; lin-
ear slope =—0.048, p=0.265; quadratic slope=0.168,
p <0.001), and (4) slight increasing (n=14, 7.1%; inter-
cept=3.545, p=0.335; linear slope =0.837, p <0.001; quad-
ratic slope =0.117, p=0.308) (Table 4).

Discussion

This study had two aims. The first was to explore the follow-
ing trajectories of marital adjustment in middle-aged cou-
ples: overall adjustment, affection, satisfaction, cohesion,
and consensus. The second aim was to assess and compare
the trajectories of marital adjustment for husbands and wives
across the three time points of data collection.

Overall Adjustment

In line with several previous longitudinal studies of mari-
tal adjustment (e.g. Vanlaningham et al. 2001; Beach
et al. 2005; Kamp Dush et al. 2008; Anderson et al. 2010;
Lavner and Bradbury 2012), in the current study both
husbands and wives reported being generally satisfied in
their marriages. This is of note due to the length of our
study, measuring marital adjustment over 12 years, which
is longer than previous studies. Eighty-two percent of the
husbands and 94% of the wives reported high adjustment
at all measurements, albeit at varying levels of intensity.
The husbands initially reported higher overall adjustment
than their wives, with more variability in their assessment
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of adjustment over time. A small minority (2.6%) of hus-
bands reported a sharp decrease in marital adjustment
in T3. Of the wives, those who reported higher levels of
overall adjustment consistently reported higher levels over
time.

Furthermore, the mean DAS scores found in this study
are on par with the results of other studies, which demon-
strated that couples presented as being overall satisfied in
their relationships. Mean DAS values found in this study
were comparable to couples who had been married for an
average of 13 years (Fisiloglu and Demir 2000), as well
as to couples in a study of long-term relationships (South
et al. 2009). As participants in our study have been mar-
ried for an average of three decades, they have made the
choice to remain in their marriages. Thus, it is likely that
the couples were in particularly resilient marriages, which
was reflected in their overall ability to overcome hardship
and life challenges (Waldinger and Schulz 2010). Second,
in line with the “honeymoon-as-ceiling-effect” as previ-
ously discussed, it is likely that these marriages main-
tained previous overall high levels of adjustment (Proulx
et al. 2017). Therefore, the couples in this study have been
in relationships that, overall, have been shown to remain
positive with time.

The results further revealed that the majority of hus-
bands and wives reported an increase of general marital
satisfaction from T2 to T3 as they made the transition
into older age. There are several possible explanations
for this development. In line with the SST, it is possible
that the participants prioritized their marriages and part-
ners, and opted to invest more time and energy in regards
to their loved one and their marriage (Carstensen 1995;
Carstensen et al. 1999). Indeed, “theoretically, selectiv-
ity should be greatest in old age because this is the time
in life when endings are most salient” (Carstensen et al.
1999, p. 173). Therefore, as the couples have grown older,
they may have experienced a renewed sense of commit-
ment to one another (Orbuch et al. 1996), or, on the other
hand, an increased interdependency as family, finances,
and property become ever more intertwined (Nock 1995).
As spouses age, they can become even more central in
each other’s social support networks and might be further
unified as they share children and grandchildren. Addition-
ally, with each passing year, the couple may learn to suc-
cessfully manage conflict, coordinate their goals, establish
an emotional climate and create a sense of meaning that is
optimal for both partners (Hoppmann and Gerstorf 2009).

Despite similarities in the overall adjustment scores
of both partners, variations in the trajectories of marital
adjustment between the genders were found in their reports
of satisfaction, cohesion, consensus, and affection across
the 12 years of this study.

Satisfaction

Overall, the partners reported similar initial levels of satis-
faction with a decline over time. The majority of the wives
reported a sharper decline in satisfaction over time than
the majority of the husbands. This finding dovetails with
previous studies. For example, in an international study of
over 1000 couples, longer relationship duration was found
to predict greater sexual as well as relationship happiness
for men (Heiman et al. 2011). Several explanations may
account for this finding. It has been suggested that husbands
may be more satisfied in their marriage than their wives
due to factors such as inequalities in both power and task-
related chores (Jackson et al. 2014). For instance, it may
be the wife’s responsibility to work a “second shift” after
she returns home each day from work (Hochschild 1989).
In Israeli society, wherein traditional gender roles are pre-
dominantly endorsed, the wife is often the main caretaker
of the household (Moore and Gobi 1995). In addition, as a
wife ages, she may find herself “sandwiched” between the
responsibility of caring for the couple’s young adult children
and grandchildren as well as for her and her husband’s aging
parents. This may increase her caregiving burden (Fowers
1991; Ward and Spitze 1998; Dekel et al. 2005; Parker and
Patten 2013; Boerner et al. 2014). Furthermore, the part-
ners may be dealing with “empty nest syndrome” as their
children leave home, leading to a shift in their role as par-
ents (Bouchard 2014) and the responsibilities of parenthood
(Hirschberger et al. 2009). Moreover, the partners’ decline
in marital satisfaction may be impacted by such factors as a
decline in health (Badr and Acitelli 2005; Umberson et al.
2006). At the same time, wives in middle age may also be
grappling with depression or emotional changes that occur
in the aftermath of menopause (Schmidt et al. 2004). Over-
all, an accumulation of stressors may potentially negatively
impact marital satisfaction at this stage in life.

Cohesion

Unlike the other domains, all husbands reported a single sta-
ble linear increase in cohesion across the three time points.
The majority of wives reported a sharp increase in cohe-
sion between the second and third time points, with only a
small group of women (5%) reporting a sharp decrease in
cohesion. These findings suggest that the couples’ high level
of cohesion particularly contributed to their high levels of
overall marital adjustment.

A possible explanation for the rise in cohesion may be
related to retirement. As the age of retirement in Israel is 62
for women and 67 for men (The National Insurance Institute
of Israel 2017), by the later waves of this study it is pos-
sible that the partners had left the workforce and had more
time to spend together and focus on their dyad. Retirement
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within the previous two years has been associated with an
increase in morale for the majority of husbands (Kim and
Moen 2002). Although under certain circumstances it can
lead to distress (Vo et al. 2014) or tension (Szinovacz and
Davey 2005) within the relationship, this new period in life
can also lead to more time to pursue interests and share time
with loved ones. Just as there were few differences between
the genders found here, so too has the research on retirement
found few differences between the genders. Rather, it was
found that differences between the partners could be attrib-
uted to factors such as health, finances, social support, and
whether one spouse was retired while the other remained in
the workforce (Talaga and Beerh 1995; Kulik 2001; Kubicek
et al. 2011; Vo et al. 2014).

Consensus

The majority of husbands reported high, though slightly
decreasing, levels of consensus over time. A small percent-
age of the husbands (7.6%) reported a sharp decrease, fol-
lowed by a steep increase across the three waves. The wives
reported more variability as well as higher and increasing
levels of consensus than their husbands. Given the paucity
of studies on the role of consensus in long-term marriages,
the findings of this study make an important contribution to
the existing literature.

Generally, high levels of consensus have been found to be
positively correlated with relationship satisfaction and nega-
tively correlated with conflict, as consensus plays an impor-
tant role in resolving conflicts (Cramer 2001). Scholars have
argued that couples in an egalitarian marriage have higher
marital quality, otherwise referred to as the companionate
model of marriage (e.g., Wilcox and Nock 2006; Amato
et al. 2007). This model posits that marriages are higher in
quality (and lower in conflict) when partners share equally
in the decision-making and labor within the household. A
defining characteristic of egalitarian marriages is shared
decision-making, which is arguably a form of consensus
(Kamp Dush and Taylor 2012). Given the high levels of
overall marital adjustment that the partners reported in this
study, it is unsurprising that they would also report high lev-
els of consensus. In long-term marriages, partners may come
to agree on a variety of factors (Gonzaga et al. 2010) and
have even been found to exhibit similarities to one another
(Gaunt 2006).

Affection

Overall, husbands reported more changes in affection and
all husbands reported an increase in affection over time. The
wives displayed different results. One-fifth reported stable
levels of affection, while almost three-quarters of the wives
reported an increase in affection between the second and
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third waves. In contrast to their husbands, the wives’ levels
of affection increased by the third wave but remained lower
than their initial rating.

There are several possibilities as to why, for a small but
significant number of the husbands and wives, the rating
of affection dipped in the second wave yet improved by the
third wave. It is possible that physical or sexual changes
occurring mid-life impacted affection. Indeed, the differ-
ences in affection between the genders found in our study
dovetail with a 12-year study of elderly German men and
women in long-term relationships (Miiller et al. 2014).
Affection and sexual activity were found to be more impor-
tant for men than for women; overall, affection was found to
be more important than sex for both genders as the partici-
pants aged (Miiller et al. 2014). Thus, as partners age they
may experience physical, sexual and emotional changes,
which could negatively affect sexual intimacy; at the same
time, these changes may provide the opportunity to discover
other positive means of expressing affection (Calasanti and
Slevin 2001; Lodge and Umberson 2012). Therefore, they
may find new ways of engaging with one another, whether
via a “second honeymoon”, or by finding new ways to dem-
onstrate sexual interest or affection. Furthermore, it is pos-
sible that the couple has more quality time and energy to
devote to one another—whether sexually or in leisure activi-
ties—in the aftermath of retirement, and this is manifested
in an upswing of affection.

Possible limitations of this study include sample size con-
straints and the fact that the data analyses do not statistically
link or account for partners. Limitations also include the use
of self-report measures and the lack of qualitative or third
party observational data; therefore, the responses may be
impacted by self-report bias. A consequence of self-report-
ing may be reflected in the high reports of marital adjust-
ment as the participants may not wish to disclose the unhap-
piness they feel in their relationships. As the family unit
has a central role in Israeli society, the couple may wish to
keep their marriage and family intact. Furthermore, a part-
ner’s assessment of marital adjustment may be impacted by
the cultural expectations regarding marriage. For example,
of the individuals born in Israel between 1948 and 1957,
over 95% are married (Okun 2013) and are significantly less
likely to divorce compared to couples aged 30-50 (Israel’s
Central Bureau of Statistics 2016). Therefore, the cohort
examined here may maintain traditional, collectivist views
of marriage and choose not to divorce (Kulik 2004). This
sample’s traditional view of marriage could also be due in
part to cohort effects (Lucier-Greer and Adler-Baeder 2011)
and the expectations of how to behave in line with socially
constructed gender roles, thereby affecting their reports.

A further limitation may be that participants were former
military combatants and their spouses, which is the norm in
Israel where the vast majority of the population participates in
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compulsory army service. Nevertheless, future studies should
explore whether the different aspects of marital adjustment
develop similarly over time in different cultural contexts. Addi-
tionally, another limitation is that some of the classes are small
even though we have considered them theoretically meaning-
ful. Finally, while this study examined the data dyadically, we
did not explore the marital adjustment within each couple.
The focus was on each gender as a whole, rather than on the
specific adjustment within each couple. Further longitudinal
studies are required to better understand marital adjustment
within a couple.

Despite these limitations, the findings here have several
clinical and research implications. In the current study, the dif-
ferent aspects of marital adjustment presented a complex and
heterogeneous picture of stability and change over time. This
finding highlights the multifaceted nature of marital relation-
ships and suggests that therapists are advised to make domain-
specific assessments of their clients’ marital adjustment, as it
may be high in some domains yet low in others. A detailed
assessment of the different aspects of the marital relationship
would allow for interventions to be specifically tailored to each
couples’ relationship needs. Moreover, in times of relation-
ship challenges, the therapist can assure their clients that even
when there is a period of decline, relationships are dynamic
and naturally change and evolve. For example, as seen in this
study, some participants experienced declines in consensus
and affection in the second wave, only to improve by the third
wave. Such an illustration may help the couples in gaining a
hopeful perspective on possible relationship changes.

As life expectancy increases, it would be increasingly rel-
evant for future studies to examine couples as they further
advance in the aging process. Furthermore, it would be of
great interest to explore whether marital adjustment contin-
ues to increase as the partners age, a trend which would be
in-line with the assumptions of the SST. On the other hand, it
would be interesting to explore the trajectories of the various
aspects of marital adjustment in young couples in their first
decade of marriage. Gender-specific trajectories could then
be compared to those of partners who have remained together
for decades. Finally, the intra- and interpersonal predictors of
the different trajectories should be evaluated to determine what
causes some marriages to have higher adjustment than others
in older adulthood. This would increase our understanding of
the predictors of the disadvantageous trajectories, allowing for
the development of appropriate psychoeducation and therapy
interventions.
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