
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Happiness Studies (2022) 23:195–210
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-021-00394-1

1 3

RESEARCH PAPER

Is it me or you? An Actor‑partner Examination 
of the Relationship between Partners’ Character Strengths 
and Marital Quality

Maayan Boiman‑Meshita1,2  · Hadassah Littman‑Ovadia1

Accepted: 7 April 2021 / Published online: 13 April 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. 2021

Abstract
Numerous studies examined the association between character strengths—positive traits 
that comprise a good personality—and satisfaction with different aspects of life. However, 
few studies explored the connection between character strengths and marital satisfaction. 
The present study, conducted on a sample of 177 married couples, aims to examine this 
connection. Given the findings of previous studies, showing that both spouses’ personality 
traits contribute to relationship quality, we expect to find a connection between the spouses’ 
strengths and their marital quality. Using actor-partner interdependence model analyses, 
we examined the effects of three strengths factors (caring, self-control, and inquisitiveness) 
of both the individual and the partner on marital quality, evaluated by indices measuring 
marital satisfaction, intimacy, and burnout. Our findings revealed that the individual’s three 
strengths factors were related to all of his or her marital quality indices (actor effects). 
Moreover, women’s caring, inquisitiveness and self-control factors were associated with 
men’s marital quality, and men’s inquisitiveness and self-control factors were associated 
with women’s marital quality (partner effects). Our findings join the efforts of previous 
studies to understand the association between character strengths and the various elements 
of mental well-being, especially romantic relationships.
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1 Introduction

The Flourish model, one of the most famous theoretical models in the field of positive 
psychology, describes well-being as a structure comprising five factors: positive emotions, 
engagement, positive relationships, meaning, and accomplishments (PERMA). Each of the 
five factors independently contributes to well-being, and all are supported by 24 morally 
positively valued traits called “character strengths” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Selig-
man, 2012). The Flourish model expands on a previous theoretical model put forward by 
Seligman (2002), Authentic Happiness, offering several innovations, including the addi-
tion of accomplishments and positive relationships as necessary elements of well-being, 
and understanding character strengths as a mechanism that increases all of the PERMA 
factors—using character strengths will lead to more positive emotions, more engagement, 
better positive relationships, more meaning, and more accomplishments.

Many studies provide empirical support to the association between character strengths 
and well-being, linking character strengths with various positive indices such as resilience, 
academic success, work satisfaction, and life satisfaction (e.g., Littman-Ovadia et al., 2016; 
Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2017; Park et al., 2004; Wagner et al., 2019). However, research 
examining the role of character strengths in positive relationships, especially marriage, 
remains limited.

Over the past several decades, the marital institution has undergone numerous changes. 
Following a rise in life expectancy and legislative, gender, and social changes, marriage 
was revolutionized when, for the first time in human history, the most common reason for 
its termination was no longer the death of one of the spouses, but divorce (Pinsof, 2002). 
These changes, which turned divorce into a simple and viable option, created circum-
stances in which ‘being married’ was no longer a satisfactory reason to stay married (Sker-
rett & Fergus, 2015). Since divorce has numerous negative implications for the couple and 
their children (Amato & Keith, 1991), we must search for and discover the qualities of an 
optimal marriage. A good relationship, in contrast to the negative effects of a bad relation-
ship, is positively correlated with many indices, such as life satisfaction and self-esteem 
(Hawkins & Booth, 2005; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001). Despite its benefits, much of 
the research and theoretical literature focuses more on the factors harming marriage than 
on what causes it to succeed (Fincham & Beach, 2010; Maisel & Gable, 2009; Skerrett 
& Fergus, 2015). In recent years, however, there has been a shift in this trend, with the 
publication of more and more studies concentrating on the positive elements of romantic 
relationships (Boiman-Meshita & Littman-Ovadia, 2020; Kashdan et al. 2018; Lavy et al. 
2014; Maisel & Gable, 2009).

There is no single answer to the question what the contributing factors to marital quality 
are, but there is evidence suggesting that marital satisfaction is correlated with the per-
sonalities of the two spouses (Brau & Proyer, 2018; Dyrenforth et al., 2010; Javanmard & 
Garegozlo, 2013; Luo et al., 2008; Proyer et al. 2019; Robins et al. 2000; Shackelford et al., 
2008; Watson et al. 2000; Weidmann et al. 2016). Character strengths are trait-like person-
ality features that ‘exist in degrees and can be measured as individual differences’ (Park 
et al. 2004, p. 603). Indeed, since the character strengths model was developed almost two 
decades ago, there is a consensus among scholars on character strengths serving as per-
sonal assets and promoting various aspects of intrapersonal and interpersonal well-being 
(Freidlin & Littman-Ovadia, 2020; Russo-Netzer & Littman-Ovadia, 2019).

The character strengths model—which has been used in hundreds of theoretical and 
empirical studies—is expounded in the book Character Strengths and Virtues (Peterson 
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& Seligman, 2004), which details 24 positive traits that are reflected or conveyed in the 
individual’s thoughts, emotions, and behavior (Park et al., 2004). These positive traits were 
selected from the variety of existing traits according to a number of criteria. A character 
strength, for example, is a trait that contributes to a person’s well-being and satisfaction, is 
valued in different cultures, and does not harm other people (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
In the original model, Peterson and Seligman (2004) proposed that the 24 strengths reflect 
six higher virtues: wisdom and knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and 
transcendence.

While this division is grounded in theory, empirical advances present a more complex 
picture. Researchers examining the factorial structure of the VIA-IS have consistently 
found only 3–5 factors (Brdar & Kashdan, 2010; Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012; Macdon-
ald et al. 2008; McGrath, 2014; Singh & Chousbisa, 2010). It has been suggested that a 
factor analysis would not reflect the theoretical structure of the character strengths and vir-
tues model, as it is not factorial to begin with (Ruch & Proyer, 2015). However, alternative 
methods, such as expert evaluations, have been shown to reconstruct the model almost in 
its entirety. While different validation methods yield different results, the most prevalent 
method in the literature is that of factor analysis.

The most comprehensive study utilizing factor analysis was conducted by McGrath 
(2015), who used data collected from more than a million subjects in four different sam-
ples. All samples replicated the three-component solution proposing that character 
strengths can be divided into three factors: caring, associated with strengths reflecting emo-
tional and interpersonal issues, such as gratitude, kindness, love, teamwork, social intel-
ligence, and leadership; self-control, associated with strengths that reflect the regulation 
and adoption ability in achieving values and goals, such as prudence, perseverance, self-
regulation, honesty, and modesty; and inquisitiveness, associated with intellectual strengths 
driving inquiry and innovation, such as curiosity, creativity, zest, bravery, love of learning, 
and hope. Since its initial use, this three-component model has been replicated in numer-
ous other samples (Duan & Bu, 2017; McGrath et al. 2017). Using these three higher-order 
factors instead of the 24 specific strengths, which has become more and more accepted in 
recent years (Cheng et al. 2020; Kashdan et al. 2018; Li et al. 2017), allows to cut down the 
number of statistical analyses, thus reducing the risk of errors. Consequently, these three 
factors were also used in the present study.

According to the PERMA model (Seligman, 2012), using character strengths leads to 
better relationships. When discussing marriage, Seligman spotlighted specific character 
strengths as having special significance. He listed several strengths associated with the 
self-control factor, such as prudence, self-regulation, modesty, and honesty; a number of 
strengths from the caring factor, like gratitude, forgiveness, and kindness; and the character 
strength of zest from the inquisitiveness factor as character strengths whose nurture and use 
in the marriage framework will improve marital quality (Seligman, 2002).

Indeed, a review of the literature points to a possible correlation between marital 
quality and any one of the three factors. For example, the caring factor is predicted to 
be related to marital quality of both spouses because it includes character strengths 
involving interactions with others, which have a strong theoretical and empirical link 
to relationships. The strength of love, for instance, characterizes people who can main-
tain and value relationships with others (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). A person with 
high expressions in this character strength is likely to take care, protect, and support 
his or her spouse and their joint children (Steen, 2003). In many respects, love rep-
resents commitment (Steen, 2003), an integral part of any relationship. Similarly, the 
kindness strength describes people who tend to help and take care of others (Peterson & 
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Seligman, 2004). It is a form of altruism, involving concern for the welfare and feelings 
of the other (Reis et al., 2014), and helps contain differences between spouses in tem-
perament, beliefs, values, and hobbies (Stosny, 2004). Studies conducted in recent years 
found that kindness is positively correlated with marital satisfaction in both spouses, 
and negatively correlated with marital conflicts and risk of separation (Dew & Brad-
ford-Wilcox, 2013; Veldorale-Brogan et al., 2010; Wallace-Goddard et al., 2016). The 
forgiveness and gratitude strengths belonging to the caring factor are also important to 
maintaining the relationship and were found in numerous studies to correlate with mari-
tal quality in both spouses (Algoe et al., 2010; Braithwaite et al., 2011; Fincham et al., 
2004; Gordon & Baucom, 2003; Gordon et  al., 2011; Joel et  al., 2013; Paleari et  al., 
2005; Wallace-Goddard et al., 2016).

Self-control is another factor with theoretical and empirical connections to marital 
quality. This factor includes strengths, like perseverance, prudence, and self-regulation, 
that urge one to carry on despite obstacles along the way, strengths that lead one to resist 
momentary gratification in order to achieve long-term goals and carefully consider the pros 
and cons of every situation before making a decision. The level-headed person looks ahead, 
being target-oriented and responsible (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). People with high self-
control are perceived as more reliable (Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011), and they are better 
at managing their anger (DeWall et al., 2007). Indeed, a study by Vohs et al. (2011) found 
that as the sum of both partners’ self-control increases, so does their relationship quality.

The third factor, inquisitiveness, associated with intellectual strengths that spur inquiry 
and innovation, is also predicted to correlate with marital quality. The strengths encom-
passed by this factor emphasize mental abilities, like curiosity, love of learning, and cre-
ativity, that are important to the relationship. Curiosity, for example, could increase the 
attention paid to the interlocutor and to the topics of conversation during an interpersonal 
interaction (Kashdan & Roberts, 2004). A person characterized by curiosity is likely to 
be more responsive, showing interest and asking questions, than a person with low lev-
els of curiosity, thus making the interlocutor feel understood, important, and valued. Con-
sequently, as studies show, the feeling of closeness between the two interlocutors will 
increase (Kashdan & Roberts, 2004; Kashdan et  al., 2012). Moreover, it is possible that 
a person with intellectual strengths like creativity could find new ways to reinvigorate 
the relationship, preserve the passion, and settle conflicts. The inquisitiveness factor also 
includes bravery and hope, characterizing people unafraid of challenges (Peterson & Selig-
man, 2004), which is important considering the many challenges involved in marital life.

Despite theoretical connections between the strengths factors and marital quality, only 
little empirical support has been provided. An exception is the study by Kashdan et  al. 
(2018), which examined participants’ perceptions of the benefits and costs of their roman-
tic partner’s strengths, and their associations with the quality of the relationship. In this 
study, participants’ strengths factors were treated as covariates, and it found that both 
appreciation and perceived cost of a partner’s strengths are correlated with several relation-
ship outcomes, beyond the partner’s strengths factors. While this study examined a num-
ber of outcomes and provided an important assessment tool, it left unanswered the ques-
tion of the relationship between both partners’ character strengths factors and their marital 
quality. Another study on the association between character strengths and the quality of 
the romantic relationships has been conducted by Lavy et al. (2014), studying the associa-
tions between both partners’ character strengths (endorsement) and the opportunities they 
have to use these strengths in the relationship (deployment), with the partners’ relation-
ship satisfaction. Their findings showed that both the partners’ strengths endorsement and 
their strengths deployment are associated with their relationship satisfaction. However, in 
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that study, the researchers chose to treat all strengths as a single unit, leaving a gap in our 
knowledge of the link between specific character strengths factors and relationship quality.

Considering these gaps in the literature, the following questions arise: Do the partner’s 
strengths contribute to marital quality (partner effect) beyond the contribution of the indi-
vidual’s own strengths (actor effect)? Would there be different effects in men and women? 
In order to answer these queries, we conducted the present study. In our study, we used the 
Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM, Cook & Kenny, 2005). This method takes 
into account the interdependency between the two partners, both in predictor and outcome 
variables, and simultaneously calculates the within-person (actor) and between-person 
(partner) effects. Studies that utilized the APIM model demonstrated that despite the part-
ners’ effects being generally smaller than those of the actors, they have a unique contribu-
tion in explaining relationship quality, for both partners (Kashdan et al., 2018; Lavy et al., 
2014).

In the current study we used the APIM to simultaneously examine the effect of one’s 
individual strengths (actor effect) and the effects of their partner’s strengths (partner effect) 
on marital quality. Marital quality was examined through three different aspects: satisfac-
tion, intimacy, and burnout.

2  Method

2.1  Participants

The study sample comprised 177 heterosexual married couples. All 354 participants were 
in their first marriage and reported that they did not have children from previous relation-
ships. 93% of couples completed the demographic questionnaire, providing the information 
below. The duration of the relationship ranged from 1 to 48 years (M = 8.35, SD = 8.54), 
and that of the marriage ranged between 0.5 and 45 years (M = 4.85, SD = 8.41). The num-
ber of children ranged between 0 and 5 (M = 0.76, SD = 1.08), with 56.1% of couples not 
having children while completing the questionnaire, 24.4% had one child, 9.8% had two 
children, and the rest (9.7%) had three children or more.

With regards to income, 17.5% of couples reported very high income compared to the 
national average, 28.1% slightly higher income than average, 10.0% average income, 13.8% 
slightly lower income than average, and 30.6% reported very low income compared to the 
national average. All couples resided in Israel.

The age range of the men in the sample was 20–72 (M = 32.25, SD = 8.83) and that of 
the women was 20–67 (M = 30.18, SD = 8.15). Most participants (70.9%) had an academic 
degree, 15.3% had tertiary education, 13.0% had secondary education, and 0.8% had partial 
secondary education or primary education.

2.2  Instruments

2.2.1  The VIA Inventory of Strengths (VIA‑120)

Character strengths were assessed using the Hebrew version of the VIA-120 inventory 
(Littman-Ovadia, 2015), a shorter version of the VIA-IS self-report questionnaire devel-
oped by Peterson and Seligman (2004). This version comprised 120 items, with each of 
the 24 strengths assessed by five items. Creativity, for example, was evaluated by items 
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such as ‘I like to think of new ways to do things,’ and perseverance by items like ‘I never 
leave a task before it is completed.’ Participants were asked to rate on a five-point Likert 
scale how accurately did each item describe them, with 1 standing for ‘very much unlike 
me’ and 5 for ‘very much like me.’ The inventory yielded 24 scores for each participant, 
with each score being the mean rating of the five items comprising a character strength. In 
order to avoid the large number of statistical analyses necessary to assess all 24 strengths, 
we grouped the strengths into three factors, as is accepted in recent literature (Kashdan 
et al., 2018; McGrath, 2015; McGrath et al., 2017). The first, labeled Caring, includes the 
strengths of gratitude, kindness, love, teamwork, forgiveness, and leadership. The second, 
labeled Self-control, includes the strengths of prudence, perseverance, self-regulation, 
modesty, and honesty. The third, labeled Inquisitiveness, includes the strengths of curios-
ity, creativity, zest, bravery, love of learning, and hope. The grouping has been done by 
averaging strengths belonging to the same factor, according to the factor division suggested 
by McGrath et al., (2017).

The internal consistency of all three factors was satisfactory (caring: α = 0.80 for men, 
α = 0.77 for women; self-control: α = 0.71 for both men and women; and inquisitiveness: 
α = 0.79 for men, α = 0.77 for women).

2.2.2  Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS)

Marital satisfaction was assessed through the Hebrew version of the self-report DAS 
(Spanier, 1976), a questionnaire extensively used around the world (Christensen et  al., 
2010; Solomon et al., 2011). Despite being originally developed to evaluate marital adjust-
ment, its central use in the literature has been to assess marital satisfaction (Christensen 
et al., 2010), as was done in the present study. The questionnaire included 32 items, asking 
participants to rate the level in which each item described their marriage (an example item: 
‘How often do you and your partner quarrel?’). Due to the varying response scales of the 
questionnaire’s items, the total score was calculated by summing the 32 items (possible 
scores ranged between 0 and 151), with higher scores representing positive marital satis-
faction. The DAS has been previously found to have good psychometric properties (Hey-
man et al., 1994; Montesino et al., 2013), as was the case in the present study (α = 0.92 for 
men and α = 0.90 for women).

2.2.3  The Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships Inventory (PAIR)

We assessed intimacy between partners using four subscales—emotional intimacy, social 
intimacy, intellectual intimacy, and recreational intimacy—of the self-report PAIR inven-
tory (Schaefer & Olson, 1981). Each subscale comprised six items (including three reverse 
scoring items), asking participants to rate their level of agreement on a scale ranging from 
0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The total score was the mean rating of all the 
items, with higher scores representing higher intimacy. Internal consistency was high and 
equal for men and women (α = 0.83).

2.2.4  Burnout Measure (BM)

The participants’ burnout was evaluated using the Hebrew version of the self-report 
Burnout Measure (Pines & Aronson, 1988). This measure comprised 21 items describ-
ing different feelings in three dimensions of exhaustion: emotional, physical, and mental. 
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Participants were asked to rate the frequency in which they experienced these feelings on a 
7-point Likert scale with 0 standing for ‘never’ and 6 for ‘always.’ The score was the mean 
rating of all 21 items, with a higher score representing higher burnout. The reliability of 
the measure in the current study was high (α = 0.91 for men and α = 0.92 for women).

2.3  Procedure

After receiving approval for the study from the Ariel University Ethics committee, we pro-
ceeded with participant recruitment. Participants were recruited in two ways: most par-
ticipants (139 couples) were recruited using advertisements on notice boards and social 
media; the rest (38 couples) participated as part of the requirements for completing a B.A. 
degree in behavioral sciences and psychology. After participants signed an informed con-
sent form, they received an email with links to the questionnaires and explanations on how 
to complete them. Each subject completed the questionnaires anonymously and individu-
ally, with identification done using two subject numbers: the personal subject number and 
the partner’s number. The subject numbers were the last four digits of each participant’s 
I.D. number, the full I.D. number remaining unknown to the experimenters. This method 
of identification allowed us to match spouses’ questionnaires while maintaining the sub-
jects’ anonymity and preventing exposure of personal information.

2.4  Data Analysis

The Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM; Cook & Kenny, 2005) is a model of 
dyadic relationships that considers the interdependence between the dyad’s members and 
employs a statistical method for evaluating predictors and outcomes for both partners 
simultaneously. The effect of one’s own strengths on one’s marital quality is termed actor 
effect, while the effect of the partner’s strengths on one’s marital quality indices is termed 
partner effect (see Fig. 1). In the present study we conducted nine APIMs (Kenny et al., 
2006), in which each of the three strengths factors separately predicted marital satisfac-
tion, intimacy, and burnout. In the first stage, we examined all models twice—once treating 
dyad members as distinguishable by gender, and once treating them as indistinguishable. 
We compared the two methods by using chi-square difference tests, which were significant 
in all comparisons (i.e., p < 0.20; Kenny & Ledermann, 2010). Therefore, we concluded 
that gender makes a statistically meaningful difference. In the second step, we explored this 
gender difference in each of the effects (actor and partner). When no significant gender dif-
ferences were detected, we reported the general effects; when significant gender differences 
were detected, we reported each spouse’s effect separately. In all analyses we computed 

Fig. 1  The actor and partner 
effects examined in this study
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coefficient Δ, which describes the changes in the outcome measure in units of SD when 
the predictor variable is changed by one point (see Brauer & Proyer, 2018). The coefficient 
Δ was computed separately for each gender to account for their difference variance. In all 
models, years of marriage were included as a between-dyad covariate. We performed these 
analyses using the APIM_SEM free application (Stas et al., 2018).

3  Results

Table 1 presents mean averages, standard deviations, and paired samples t-test scores of 
study variables by gender. As seen in Table 1, and in line with the findings of previous 
studies (Maslach et al., 2001), a significant difference was found between women and men 
in burnout, according to which women had higher levels of burnout than men had. Addi-
tionally, a significant effect was found for inquisitiveness, according to which men had 
higher levels of inquisitiveness than women had. No significant differences between men 
and women were found in the other study variables.

Table  2 presents correlations between spouses’ strengths factors. As demonstrated in 
Table 2, all correlations between the different strengths factors are significant, except for 
the correlation between inquisitiveness among men and self-control among women.

Prior to exploring the research questions, we assessed the couples’ interdependence 
in the outcome variables using Pearson correlations. All correlations were significant 
(r(176) = 0.69, p < 0.001 for marital satisfaction; r(176) = 0.62, p < 0.001 for intimacy; 
and r(176) = 0.34, p < 0.001 for burnout), representing statistical interdependence between 
partners.

To test our research questions, we conducted nine APIMs (Kenny et al., 2006), using the 
APIM_SEM free application (Stas et al., 2018). Results are presented in Table 3, demon-
strating that all actor effects were significant for both men and women. The three strengths 
factors were positively correlated with marital satisfaction and intimacy and negatively 
correlated with burnout. Gender differences were found for three paths: caring and marital 
satisfaction, caring and intimacy, and inquisitiveness and intimacy.

In addition, we found four significant partner effects: two for women, and two in com-
mon. Specifically, we found positive significant paths between women’s caring factor 
and men’s marital satisfactions and intimacy, and a positive common path for both men 

Table 1  Means, standard deviations, Cohen’s d and paired sample t-test of study variables by gender 
(N = 177)

***p < 0.001

Variable Male Female t d

M SD M SD

Marital satisfaction (DAS) 120.43 13.95 120.43 12.68 0.00 0.00
Intimacy (PAIR) 3.05 0.49 3.11 0.48  − 1.75 0.14
Burnout (BM) 1.36 0.69 1.71 0.73  − 5.71*** 0.43
Caring 3.89 0.44 3.88 0.39 0.38 0.02
Self-control 3.78 0.45 3.76 0.41 0.69 0.04
Inquisitiveness 3.72 0.46 3.47 0.47 5.76*** 0.43
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and women between inquisitiveness and self-control factors and the partner’s marital 
satisfaction.

APIM analyses for each of the 24 strengths are presented in the Supplementary Infor-
mation As seen in the Supplementary Information, most actor and partner effects for mari-
tal satisfaction were significant for both men and women. Examination of the actor effects 
showed that women’s marital satisfaction was most highly related to love, gratitude, zest, 
honesty, and social-intelligence; and men’s marital satisfaction was most highly related to 
love, honesty, social-intelligence, prudence, and hope. The analysis of the partner effects 
revealed that women’s marital satisfaction was most highly related to men’s honesty, 
social-intelligence, prudence, perseverance, and judgment; and men’s marital satisfaction 
was most highly related to women’s love, kindness, gratitude, forgiveness, and honesty. For 
intimacy and burnout analyses, please see the Supplementary Information.

4  Discussion

The goal of the present study was to empirically examine the relationship between charac-
ter strengths and marital quality among married heterosexual couples. Our findings sug-
gest that the individual’s strengths factors correlate with marital quality for both men and 
women. The strengths factors were positively correlated with marital satisfaction and inti-
macy and negatively correlated with burnout.

Especially interesting are the findings concerning the dyadic level—the associations 
between the partner’s strengths and the individual’s marital quality (partner effect). Our 
findings suggest that the partner’s strengths factors were associated with the individual’s 
marital quality beyond the individual’s own strengths, and that this effect, in some out-
comes, is different in men and women. Specifically, women’s caring was associated with 
men’s satisfaction and intimacy: the higher the woman’s level of caring is, the higher her 
spouse’s levels of intimacy and marital satisfaction are. In addition, partner effects were 
found for self-control and marital satisfaction, as well as for inquisitiveness and marital 
satisfaction, for both partners: the higher the partner’s inquisitiveness and self-control are, 
the higher their spouse’s marital satisfaction is. The association between men’s caring and 
women’s marital satisfaction, as well as the association between one’s self-control and his 

Table 2  Pearson correlations among spouses’ strengths factors (N = 177)

*p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001

Caring men Caring women Self-control men Self-control 
women

Inquisitiveness 
men

Caring women 0.27***
Self-control men 0.56*** 0.24**
Self-control 

women
0.17* 0.54*** 0.21**

Inquisitiveness 
men

0.55*** 0.17* 0.50*** 0.05

Inquisitiveness 
women

0.28*** 0.49*** 0.29*** 0.30*** 0.21***
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or her partner’s burnout, had a robust size (Δ > 0.20), but they did not reach the threshold 
for significance.

The actor effects we found adhere to the primary criterion for defining a personal trait 
as a character strength: traits that contribute to satisfaction and to a better and more fulfill-
ing life. Consequently, these effects provide some support for Seligman’s PERMA model 
(Seligman, 2012), according to which using character strengths will contribute to better 
relationships.

The PERMA model is further supported by our findings displaying the contribution 
of the partner’s strengths to the individual’s marital quality, beyond the individual’s own 
strengths. These findings highlight the importance of these strengths not only to the person 
who endorses them, but also to that person’s significant other (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
These effects expand previous findings that point to the link between the partner’s strengths 
and the individual’s life satisfaction and marital satisfaction (Kashdan et al., 2018; Lavy 
et al., 2014; Weber & Ruch, 2012).

Interestingly, the partner effects of inquisitiveness and self-control on marital satisfac-
tion were similar in both spouses, despite the slight difference in the sizes of the effects. 
A possible explanation for the relation between self-control and marital satisfaction comes 
from Gottman and Gottman’s theory (2008), whereby there are several behaviors that could 
harm the marriage when displayed during a conversation between spouses about a loaded 
topic in the relationship. A partner characterized by self-control, capable of not doing or 
saying things that he or she will later regret, would be able to avoid destructive responses, 
thus preventing damaging the relationship and contributing to its quality.

In addition, a person with better self-control is perceived as more reliable (Righetti & 
Finkenauer, 2011), making it easier for others to trust him or her. Trust is one of the most 
important components in a relationship and is correlated with relationship satisfaction 
(Atta et al., 2013). Therefore, trust may be a mediating variable between self-control and 
marital satisfaction; future studies are advised to examine this possibility.

The relation between both partners’ inquisitiveness and their marital satisfaction could 
be explained in several ways: first, partners with high inquisitiveness factor may have more 
flexible thinking compared to partners with low inquisitiveness. This could allow them to 
think about more effective ways to manage conflicts, come up with new ways to ‘spice up’ 
the relationship, thereby leaving their partner more satisfied with the relationship. In addi-
tion, according to the self-expansion model (Aron & Aron, 1997), relationships that offer 
their members opportunities for self-expansion are satisfying, because people often achieve 
self-expansion through the inclusion of the other in the self. Therefore, compared to a part-
ner with low inquisitiveness, one with high levels of this factor would have more opportu-
nities to expand the self, allowing them to feel better about their relationship.

In line with the findings of other studies (e.g., Algoe et  al., 2010; Braithwaite et  al., 
2011; Fincham et al., 2004; Gordon et al., 2011; Joel et al., 2013; Reis et al., 2014), our 
findings emphasize the relation between the caring factor and marital quality, for both 
partners, through actor effects. However, the partner effect for caring was found only for 
women, showing that men’s marital quality is related to both partners’ interpersonal and 
emotional qualities.

Gender differences were also found in inquisitiveness, a factor expressing curiosity and 
creativity, with women found to have lower levels of this factor than men. It is important 
to mention that despite differences in averages between men and women were found in 
this factor, its association to relationship quality does not change as dependent on gen-
der (apart from differences in size, but not in direction, in actor effects of inquisitiveness 
and intimacy). Several studies examined gender differences in the 24 character strengths 
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(Heintz et  al., 2019; Linley et  al., 2007; Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012), and they have 
indeed found that women have higher levels than men in most strengths, apart from crea-
tivity. Yet as far as we know, gender differences in the three strengths factors have yet to be 
researched. Follow-up studies should examine whether this is a difference characterizing 
the population as a whole or unique to married couples.

Our findings also provided initial evidence that partners show similarity in the three 
strength factors. This finding is in line with previous findings in relationship research 
which found similarities between partners’ personality traits (e.g., Brauer & Proyer, 2018; 
Luo, 2017), and even similarities between partners’ specific character strengths (like hon-
esty, hope, spirituality, and fairness in Weber & Ruch, 2012). Our findings are embedded 
within previous studies in this important topic in relationship research and suggest that 
in strengths factors, too, there is a similarity between partners. Future studies are recom-
mended to examine whether this similarity has a unique contribution to predicting relation-
ship quality, beyond the contributions of the strengths themselves.

The current study has important theoretical and practical implications. As far as we 
know, this is the first study to examine the link between the three strengths factors and mar-
ital quality, thus joining previous research efforts to understand the importance of character 
strengths to marriage (e.g., Kashdan et al., 2018; Lavy et al., 2014; Steen, 2003; Weber & 
Ruch, 2012) and expanding the theoretical body of knowledge on this subject.

From a practical perspective, identifying the strengths factors relevant to marital quality 
is essential for advancing strengths-based couples therapy, and for understanding which 
strengths should be nurtured in order to improve the relationship. However, since ours was 
a correlative research, its findings should be treated with caution.

4.1  Study Limitations and Proposals for Future Research

This study had several limitations. First, our sample was comprised mostly of couples in 
which both spouses volunteered for the study. This may point to certain personality traits, 
such as higher than average altruism, that may limit the ability to draw general conclusions 
from our findings.

Second, we only used self-report measures in this study. In self-report questionnaires, 
the subjects’ responses could have a possible deviation due to social desirability (Mac-
donald et al., 2008). In order to avoid such a deviation, we maintained the anonymity of 
participants, thinking that a subject whose details are unknown will not feel the need to 
embellish existing reality. Another possible criticism of these questionnaires concerns their 
subjective nature and the lack of objective scales with which to measure the dependent 
variables and marital quality. In this regard, it is important to note that marital satisfaction, 
intimacy, and burnout are all subjective variables, so this was the most natural, and there-
fore most common, way to measure them.

Third, this was a correlative study, which examined the link between variables at one 
time point, and therefore does not allow to draw conclusions about causality. Hence, it 
is recommended that future studies will conduct longitudinal research that will allow to 
draw conclusions about the direction of the link. Furthermore, this study examined the 
relationship between marital quality and endorsement of strengths, but not the opportu-
nity to actively use them. We suggest that follow-up studies examine if and how using 
the strengths found in the current study relates to the relationship, and whether it is pos-
sible to over- or under-use these strengths within the marital framework (Niemiec, 2013). 
Moreover, we did not examine whether couples’ strengths change in different stages of the 
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relationship, in same-sex couples, or following shifts in marital quality (as suggested by 
McNulty & Fincham, 2012). We recommend that future studies will examine these points.
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