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Abstract Research has established that mindfulness may be
useful to individual and dyadic well-being among both early-
stage and long-term relationships. Nonetheless, it remains un-
clear which mechanisms of mindfulness are most relevant to
relationship satisfaction among long-term married couples.
Furthermore, although previous research suggests that an in-
dividual’s total mindfulness is not related to his or her part-
ner’s relationship satisfaction, we have yet to determine
whether any specific facets of mindfulness may evidence a
significant cross-partner association with relationship satisfac-
tion. The present study seeks to address these gaps in the liter-
ature using the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ).
Data were collected from 164 long-term married couples (M
relationship length =28.30 years, SD = 8.43 years). Hierarchical
linear modeling indicated that one’s Nonjudgment of Inner
Experience uniquely predicts one’s own relationship satisfaction
above and beyond the other facets, and that an individual’s
Nonreactivity to Inner Experience uniquely predicts his or her
spouse’s relationship satisfaction above and beyond the other
facets. Implications for utilizing mindfulness aimed at both
intra-individual and cross-partner relationship enhancement will
be discussed.
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Introduction

Marital researchers have long been dedicated to investigat-
ing and developing interventions to assist couples in estab-
lishing and maintaining satisfactory levels of relationship
functioning. More recently, well-being variables have been
integrated into marital research to further the understanding
of how to propel “satisfied” relationships into optimal states
of “relationship flourishing” (Fincham and Beach 2010).
Well-being constructs such as gratitude (e.g., Emmons and
McCullough 2003; Lambert and Fincham 2011; Gordon
et al. 2011; Gordon et al. 2012), acceptance (Pakenham
and Samios 2013), and forgiveness (see Fincham and
Beach 2010 for a review), among others, have been shown
to support both individual and dyadic well-being. Therefore,
just as each individual’s psychopathology is important to
understanding relationship distress (Whitton et al. 2007;
Whitton et al. 2008; Whitton and Whisman 2010; Baucom
et al. 2012), it may be useful to examine individual strengths
in an effort to develop interventions designed to assist cou-
ples in cultivating optimal relationship functioning (Gordon
and Baucom 2009).

Mindfulness has become a construct of increasing interest
to researchers over the last few decades. Mindfulness is char-
acterized as a nonjudgmental awareness of the present mo-
ment (Kabat-Zinn 2003). Researchers have found mindful-
ness to be relevant to a wide variety of populations, including
individuals (Brown and Ryan 2003) and couples (Burpee and
Langer 2005; Wachs and Cordova 2007). For example, more
mindful individuals tend to report greater well-being, life sat-
isfaction, and creativity as well as less anxiety, depression, and
stress (Brown and Ryan 2003). Similarly, more mindful cou-
ples tend to report greater relationship satisfaction (Burpee
and Langer 2005; Carson et al. 2004) and tend to behave in
a more relationally adaptive manner (Wachs and Cordova
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2007; Barnes et al. 2007). Furthermore, mindfulness is a skill
that can be learned and strengthened with a meditation prac-
tice, making mindfulness a low-cost and effective treatment
strategy in therapeutic settings. This has motivated researchers
to develop a detailed understanding of mindfulness, and the
populations in which it is useful, in an effort to develop and
refine more effective interventions for both individuals and
couples.

Although it has been established that mindfulness is gener-
ally relevant to one’s own relationship satisfaction (Wachs and
Cordova 2007; Barnes et al. 2007; Khaddouma et al. 2015),
we have yet to determine which specific facets of mindfulness
are most relevant to one’s own marital satisfaction.
Furthermore, questions remain regarding cross-partner associ-
ations of mindfulness and relationship satisfaction. Previous
mindfulness research has not found an association between an
individual’s mindfulness and his or her partner’s relationship
satisfaction (Barnes et al. 2007). However, this research has
only been conducted using the Mindful Attention and
Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown and Ryan 2003), a single-
facet conceptualization of mindfulness. Thus, questions re-
main regarding whether specific components of mindfulness,
as measured by the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire
(Baer et al. 2006), may reveal specific aspects of mindfulness
that evidence a significant cross-partner association with rela-
tionship satisfaction. It may be the case that an individual’s
total mindfulness is not related to his or her partner’s relation-
ship satisfaction, but perhaps an association does exist be-
tween specific facets of one’s mindfulness (i.e., Acting with
Awareness, Describe, Nonjudgment of Inner Experience,
Nonreactivity to Inner Experience, and Observe) and a part-
ner’s relationship satisfaction.

In one of the first studies on mindfulness and romantic
relationships, Carson et al. (2004) measured the effects of an
8-week Mindfulness-Based Relationship Enhancement
(MBRE) program on a sample of nondistressed couples. The
intervention consisted of weekly meetings, daily formal and
informal meditations for each partner, and a 1-day mindful-
ness retreat. The control group tracked stress levels at various
intervals during the intervention and included weekly meet-
ings teaching skills development. Compared to the skills de-
velopment control group, the couples in the MBRE group
reported greater improvements in daily relationship happiness,
relationship stress, and overall stress as well as greater in-
creases in individual psychological well-being, stress coping
skills, individual relaxation, and confidence in the ability to
cope. Moreover, these results were maintained at 3-month fol-
low-up. The findings of this study are particularly noteworthy
since the population consisted of nondistressed couples where
there is a greater risk of reaching ceiling effects when studying
relationship enhancement interventions. According to these
results, the benefits of mindfulness interventions are not limit-
ed to clinical populations and suggest that mindfulness may be
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a vehicle to enable “satisfied” couples to reach more
flourishing states of both individual and dyadic well-being.

Similarly, Barnes et al. (2007) examined the role of mind-
fulness in response to relationship stress (i.e., conflict). They
found that more mindful individuals reported greater relation-
ship satisfaction and engaged in more relationally healthy re-
sponses to conflict. Specifically, more mindful individuals ev-
idenced less negative emotional expression during conflict
and had greater positive perceptions of both the partner and
the relationship following conflict. Interestingly, the effects
found for an individual’s trait mindfulness appeared to only
be relevant to his or her own satisfaction and not the partner’s
relationship satisfaction.

Furthermore, Wachs and Cordova (2007) investigated the
importance of mindful relating to marital quality. Results re-
vealed that couple-level mindfulness was positively associat-
ed with global marital quality and emotion skills including
identification and communication of emotions, empathic con-
cern, perspective taking, lack of personal distress, control of
anger expression, and self-soothing of anger. Couple-level
mindfulness was negatively correlated with less relationally
adaptive emotions and reactions including hostile anger ex-
pression, impulsivity, lack of aggression control, and acts of
aggression. Regression analyses revealed that the association
between couple-level mindfulness and global marital quality
was fully mediated by the emotion skills pertaining to one’s
anger reactivity and identification and communication of
emotions, respectively. According to these data, couple-level
mindfulness may be relevant to marital quality by enabling
spouses to utilize their greater emotional skills and respond
to conflict in a more relationally adaptive manner.

Collectively, these results help us understand why mindful-
ness may be useful to relationship satisfaction by suggesting
that more mindful couples tend to engage in more constructive
conflict and manage difficult emotions in a more relationally
adaptive manner (Barnes et al. 2007; Wachs and Cordova
2007). Although most of these studies cannot establish cau-
sality (i.e., happier couples may be more mindful as well), the
associations available in the extant literature appear to offer
promising avenues of further exploration regarding the poten-
tial relevance that mindfulness may have to relational well-
being on both individual and dyadic levels (Carson et al.
2004). Thus, recent studies provide an encouraging founda-
tion for further research aimed at advancing models of mind-
fulness within a couples context; however, it remains unclear
which facets of mindfulness are most relevant to greater rela-
tionship happiness. With the introduction of the Five Facet
Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ; Baer et al. 20006),
methods are now available to address these gaps in the
literature.

Recently, researchers have begun to conceptualize mind-
fulness as a multifaceted construct. Baer et al. (2006) sug-
gested that mindfulness is comprised of five facets: Acting
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with Awareness, Describe, Nonjudgment of Inner Experience,
Nonreactivity to Inner Experience, and Observe, each of
which can be measured with their FFMQ. The first facet,
Acting with Awareness, is defined as staying present with
actions, without distraction (e.g., “It seems I am ‘running on
automatic’ without much awareness of what [ am doing” (re-
verse scored)). The second facet, Describe, is characterized as
being able to identify and express beliefs, opinions, emotions,
feelings, and expectations (e.g., “I’'m good at finding words to
describe my feelings”). The third facet, Nonjudgment of Inner
Experience, is characterized as being open and curious to
one’s internal experience, rather than critical or wishing it
was different in some way (e.g., “I tell myself I shouldn’t be
feeling the way I’'m feeling” (reverse scored)). The fourth
facet, Nonreactivity to Inner Experience, is characterized by
being able to perceive one’s thoughts and emotions as they are
without reacting to them, becoming dysregulated by them, or
trying to change them (e.g., “In difficult situations, I can pause
without immediately reacting”). The fifth facet, Observe, is
characterized by recognizing one’s thoughts, perceptions, sen-
sations, and feelings and not trying to distract oneself even if
they are unpleasant (e.g., “I pay attention to sensations, such
as the wind in my hair or sun on my face”).

Dividing the construct of mindfulness into multiple compo-
nents has enabled researchers to develop a more specific un-
derstanding of how mindfulness exerts its effects on a variety
of psychological processes (e.g., Brown et al. 2015; psycho-
logical well-being; Cash and Whittingham 2010; substance
use; Levin et al. 2014; disgust; Reynolds et al. 2014). This
increased understanding can help researchers and therapists
develop and implement more specialized interventions for
their clients in an effort to improve therapeutic outcomes.

To date, very few studies have examined mindfulness and
relationship satisfaction using the FFMQ. In a recent study,
Khaddouma et al. (2015) found that the mindfulness facets
Acting with Awareness, Describe, Nonjudgment of Inner
Experience, and Observe were positively related to relation-
ship satisfaction among dating couples, with Observe and
Nonjudgment of Inner Experience evidencing the strongest
associations with relationship satisfaction.

Although these results offer valuable insight into the mind-
fulness and romantic relationship literature for those develop-
ing a new relationship, we have yet to understand how each
mindfulness facet associates with relationship satisfaction
among long-term married couples. Furthermore, we have yet
to identify whether any of the mindfulness facets are associ-
ated with a partner’s relationship satisfaction. It is reasonable
to speculate that the mindfulness skills identified by the
FFMQ (Baer et al. 2006) could be useful both to one’s own
and a partner’s relationship satisfaction. For example, the
mindfulness facet Acting with Awareness may help an indi-
vidual to more readily notice things to appreciate about his or
her partner and the relationship, thus enhancing his or her own

well-being. Similarly, this awareness could enable the individ-
ual to be more attentive to his or her partner’s changing needs
in various situations thereby enhancing the partner’s relation-
ship well-being. Thus, it may be important to identify the
specific mechanisms of mindfulness that are relevant to one’s
own and one’s partner’s relationship satisfaction to gain a
more complete understanding of the role of mindfulness with-
in a romantic relationship.

For the present investigation, we sought to examine how
one’s overall trait mindfulness and how each mindfulness
facet measured by the FFMQ relate to one’s own (intra-
individual) and one’s spouse’s (cross-partner) relationship sat-
isfaction among long-term married couples. We hypothesized
that total mindfulness, as measured by the FFMQ (Baer et al.
2006), would be positively associated with one’s own rela-
tionship satisfaction. On the intra-individual level, we hy-
pothesized that one’s report of each mindfulness facet
(i.e., Acting with Awareness, Describe, Nonjudgment of
Inner Experience, Nonreactivity to Inner Experience, and
Observe) would be positively associated with one’s own re-
lationship satisfaction. On the cross-partner level, we hypoth-
esized that one’s report of the more observable mindfulness
facets Acting with Awareness, Describe, and Nonreactivity to
Inner Experience would be positively associated with the
spouse’s relationship satisfaction. Finally, we sought to iden-
tify which facet(s) of mindfulness may be the strongest pre-
dictor(s) of an individual’s own relationship satisfaction as
well as his or her spouse’s relationship satisfaction in order
to identify which mechanism(s) of mindfulness may be most
useful to target in interventions aimed at relationship
enhancement.

Method
Participants

Data were collected from both husbands and wives of 164
married couples representing long-term marriages (188
wives, 173 husbands; M relationship length =28.30 years,
SD = 8.43 years; see Table 1 for sample demographics). The
participants were parents of students attending a university in
the southeastern USA and were recruited through a list of
parent contact information provided by the university’s regis-
trar. Couples were randomly selected from this list and
contacted to ask for their participation in a one-time online
survey.

Procedure
Parents of university students were randomly selected from a

list of contact information provided by the university’s regis-
trar. The randomly selected couples were mailed a letter
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Table1  Present sample’s demographic characteristics email accounts that the unique survey link could be sent to,
Demographic N (%) or mean (SD)  Range and be able to read and understand English. Upon agreeing to
participate, each spouse was emailed a unique link to the on-
Race line survey, which they were asked to complete in private to
White 96.10 prevent influenced responding. Data were collected using a
African American 0.8 secure online data collection website provided by the univer-
Hispanic 1.4 sity. Upon opening the survey, participants were informed that
Asian or Pacific Islander 0.3 participation is completely voluntary and that all responses
Other 0.6 would be kept confidential. In exchange for completing the
Education survey, each member of the couple was entered into a drawing
Did not graduate from high school 0.3 to win one of the three $50.00 Amazon gift cards and a gift
High school degree or equivalent 83 basket from a local bakery delivered to their child during final
Some college but no degree 12.7 exam week.
Associate’s degree 9.7
Bachelor’s degree 424 Measures
Graduate degree 26.6
Income Participants reported their gender, age, race, education, in-
Under $5,000 6.4 come, relationship length, and number of children. See
$5,000-89,999 14 Table 1 for sample demographics.
$10,000-514,999 3.9 Relationship satisfaction was measured using the 16-item
$15,000-524,999 47 Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-16; Funk and Rogge 2007).
$25,000-34,999 7.5 The CSI-16 is an abridged version of the original 32-item
$35,000-549,999 10.0 measure. The 16-item measure has been established as a more
$50,000-$74,999 19.1 precise and sensitive measure than other commonly used re-
$75,000-$99,999 13.0 lationship satisfaction measures (Funk and Rogge 2007). The
$100,000-$249,999 23.5 measure assesses one’s overall satisfaction with their relation-
$250,000 and over 7.2 ship using a Likert scale, with higher values representing
No response 33 greater levels of relationship satisfaction. This measure has
Children shown high internal consistency, a:=0.98 (Funk and Rogge
No children 3.6 2007). Internal consistency for the present sample was 0.98.
1 Child 12.7 Trait mindfulness was assessed using the 39-item FFMQ
2 Children 4.1 (Baer et al. 2006). The scale uses a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never
3 Children 28.5 or very rarely true of me to 5=very often or always true of
4 Children 8.0 me) to measure the five facets of mindfulness: Acting with
5 or more children 3.7 Awareness (o= 0.87), Describe (a=0.91), Nonjudgment of
No response 1.4 Inner Experience (o= 0.87), Nonreactivity to Inner Experience
Age 52.46 (5.29) 33-81 (a=0.75), and Observe (a=0.83). Internal consistency in the
Relationship length (in months) 339.55 (101.12) 6-729  present sample was good: Total Trait Mindfulness (o= 0.89),
Relationship satisfaction 62.62 (16.14) 5-81 Acting with Awareness (a =0.88), Describe (a=0.92),
Total mindfulness 132.87 (15.77) 91—177  Nonjudgment of Inner Experience (o =0.87), Nonreactivity to
Acting with Awareness 28.04 (5.18) 1540  Inner Experience (a=0.74), and Observe (ar=0.84).
Describe 27.43 (6.02) 1040
Nonjudgment of Inner Experience 28.15 (5.40) 12-39 Data Analyses
Nonreactivity to Inner Experience 22.91 (3.69) 13-34
Observe 26.10 (5.40) 9-40 The present sample of married couples represents non-

informing them about the online study and to expect a call
from a research assistant. The couples were then contacted via
phone to request their participation. Inclusion criteria for the
study required that the participants be married, have individual

@ Springer

independent data; thus, analyses were conducted using SAS
PROC MIXED to analyze our data in a hierarchical linear
modeling framework where individual participants were nested
within couples. A power analysis run with APIMPowerR
(Ackerman and Kenny 2016), a power analysis program de-
signed for Actor-Partner Interdependence Models with
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distinguishable dyads, indicates that our sample is sufficient to
examine a hierarchical linear model with five predictors.

Results

First, we examined the intra-individual association between
an individual’s total mindfulness and his or her own relation-
ship satisfaction. Results revealed that an individual’s total
mindfulness was positively related to his or her own relation-
ship satisfaction (see Table 2). Recall, we further predicted
that each mindfulness facet would be related to one’s own
relationship satisfaction. To test this, we examined the asso-
ciations between each individual facet of mindfulness and
relationship satisfaction, with each facet being analyzed in
its own separate model. Results revealed that when examin-
ing them in separate models, four of the five facets were
significantly related to relationship satisfaction: Acting with
Awareness, Describe, Nonjudgment of Inner Experience, and
Nonreactivity to Inner Experience. The facet Observe was not
significantly associated with relationship satisfaction (see
Table 2).

Next, we sought to determine which mindfulness facet(s)
are most relevant to one’s own relationship satisfaction. To
avoid capitalizing on shared variance, we examined all five
facets of mindfulness together in the same model predicting
one’s own relationship satisfaction. The facet Nonjudgment of
Inner Experience emerged as the only significant intra-
individual predictor of one’s own relationship satisfaction
when controlling for all facets, Acting with Awareness,
Describe, Nonreactivity to Inner Experience, and Observe,
which were not significant predictors (see Table 2) in this
combined model. Thus, the facet Nonjudgment of Inner
Experience contributes significantly to the variance in one’s
own relationship satisfaction above and beyond the other four
facets of mindfulness measured in this study.

Next, we wanted to examine the cross-partner associa-
tions between an individual’s mindfulness and his or her
spouse’s relationship satisfaction. Recall, based on previous
research, we expected that total mindfulness would not be
associated to a spouse’s relationship satisfaction. To test this,
we first examined the association between an individual’s
total mindfulness and his or her spouse’s relationship satis-
faction using actor-partner interdependence modeling
(APIM; Kenny et al. 2006). Results confirmed our hypoth-
esis, and replicated previous research, that an individual’s
total trait mindfulness was not related to his or her spouse’s
relationship satisfaction (see Table 3). Next, we sought to
determine which mindfulness facet(s) are most relevant to a
spouse’s relationship satisfaction. Recall, we expected the
more observable mindfulness facets, Acting with
Awareness, Describe, and Nonreactivity to Inner
Experience, to be positively associated with the spouse’s
relationship satisfaction. To test this, we examined how each
individual facet of one’s mindfulness related to one’s
spouse’s relationship satisfaction, with each facet examined
individually in separate models and, contrary to our hypoth-
eses, found no significant cross-partner associations for any
of the facets (see Table 3).

Lastly, we sought to identify whether any mindfulness
facet(s) were associated with the spouse’s relationship satis-
faction when controlling for the shared variance among
facets. Thus, we examined all five facets of mindfulness
together in the same model predicting the spouse’s relation-
ship satisfaction. The facet Nonreactivity to Inner Experience
emerged as a unique significant predictor of relationship
satisfaction, whereas Acting with Awareness, Describe,
Nonjudgment of Inner Experience, and Observe were not
significantly associated with the spouse’s relationship satis-
faction (see Table 3) in this combined model. Thus, an indi-
vidual’s Nonreactivity to Inner Experience contributes signif-
icantly to the variance in his or her spouse’s relationship
satisfaction above and beyond the other facets.

Table 2 Fixed effects for
within-individual models
predicting own relationship

Separate models of each facet Combined model of facets

satisfaction from own total Predictor B SE t p B SE t p
mindfulness and each
mindfulness facet in both Actor Total Mindfulness 0.24%# 006 433 <0.001 - - - _
separate and combined Actor Acting with Awareness 0.54%# 016 345 <0.001 029 018 159 0.1
models Actor Describe 0.28%* 013 219 003 011 0.16 071 048
Actor Nonjudgment of Inner 0.54*** (0,15 3.69 <0.001 042* 0.18 240 0.02
Experience
Actor Nonreactivity to Inner 0.53* 022 243 0.02 0.37 026 144 0.15
Experience
Actor Observe 0.09 0.15 0.61 0.54 0.05 0.18 030 0.77

#p <0.05; #%p < 0.01; *¥¥p < 0.001
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Table 3 Fixed effects for
cross-partner models predicting
partner’s relationship satisfaction

Separate models of each facet ~ Combined model of facets

B SE 1 p B SE ¢ p

from one’s own total mindfulness Predictor
and each mindfulness facet in
both separate and combined Actor Total Mindfulness

Actor Nonjudgment of Inner Experience  0.02  0.18  0.09  0.93
Actor Nonreactivity to Inner Experience ~ 0.47 025 1.85  0.07

0.07 006 112 026 - - - -
003 018 0.17 087 —0.09 022 -043 0.67
024 016 152 0.13 0.18 0.19 095 034
-0.23 021 -1.10 0.27

0.61*  0.29 2,12 0.04
011 017 062 054 0.02 0.20 0.11 091

models Actor Acting with Awareness
Actor Describe
Actor Observe
#p < 0.05; #p < 0.01; #%p < 0.001
Discussion

Overall, these data suggest that mindfulness may be beneficial
to relationship satisfaction among long-term married couples.
As hypothesized, one’s total mindfulness was positively relat-
ed to one’s own relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, the
results generally confirm our hypothesis that each individual
facet of mindfulness is related to relationship satisfaction, with
the exception of Observe. It appears that one’s ability to be
present (Acting with Awareness), put into words his or her
thoughts, feelings, and opinions (Describe), be open and curi-
ous to his or her present moment experience (Nonjudgment of
Inner Experience), and perceive his or her thoughts, feelings,
and emotions without becoming dysregulated or trying to
change them (Nonreactivity to Inner Experience) are compo-
nents of mindfulness that are significantly associated with
one’s own relationship satisfaction among long-term married
couples. Of course, we wish to be cautious not to imply cau-
sality while interpreting our findings due to the cross-sectional
nature of our study. Whereas our theory was conceptualized to
consider ways that mindfulness facets may benefit couples, it
could also be the case that greater relationship satisfaction
may cause increased mindfulness, or that a third variable
may enhance both mindfulness and relationship satisfaction.
We were surprised to find that the facet Observe, or one’s
tendency to remain present without distraction, was not corre-
lated with one’s own nor a spouse’s relationship satisfaction in
the present study. Theoretically, we would expect that if an
individual is more present and less distracted, he or she may
be more engaged and open to his or her ever-changing rela-
tionship. It is reasonable to speculate that this type of engage-
ment would enable an individual, as well as his or her partner,
to feel happier in his or her relationship. However, it is impor-
tant to note that the authors of the FFMQ caution that this facet
may only fit the model when examined among individuals
who are currently meditating on a weekly basis (Baer et al.
2006; Baer et al. 2008). Furthermore, later studies have found
that meditators in fact report high levels of Observe whereas
nonmeditators report low levels of Observe (Lilja et al. 2013).
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Perhaps, the Observe facet was not associated with relation-
ship satisfaction in the present study since our sample is not
comprised of enough participants that are currently meditating
on a weekly basis. However, in a recent study examining mind-
fulness and relationship satisfaction in relationships, Observe
was positively correlated with relationship satisfaction and actu-
ally one of the strongest predictors of relationship satisfaction
among early-stage dating relationships and frequency of medi-
tation was not discussed (Khaddouma et al. 2015). It may be that
the five facets of mindfulness associate differently with early-
stage relationships than with long-term relationships or associate
differently when considering the age of the individuals within
the dyad. Future research should carefully consider the popula-
tions and conditions under which Observe is associated with
relationship satisfaction to help clarify this discrepancy.

When examining the facets together in the same model to
statistically control for the shared variance among the facets,
Nonjudgment of Inner Experience emerged as the only signif-
icant predictor of one’s own relationship satisfaction above
and beyond the other facets. Thus, on an intra-individual level,
itappears that those who are more curious about and accepting
of their inner experience (as opposed to being judgmental or
critical of their own emotions) are happier in their relation-
ships. Nonjudgment of Inner Experience is associated with
decreases in negative affect (Schroevers and Brandsma
2010). Perhaps, more mindful individuals experience less neg-
ative affect that in turn may buffer the relationship from the
detrimental impact that an individual’s negative affectivity can
have on his or her relationship experience (Davila et al. 2003).

Overall, on an intra-individual level, it appears that mind-
fulness may benefit an individual’s relationship satisfaction by
mitigating negative processes that may be detrimental to the
relationship. Again, future research will need to build upon the
present cross-sectional study to establish causality among the
variables. Nonetheless, we suggest that it is more theoretically
likely that one’s tendency to be less judgmental of his or her
inner experience should support greater relationship happiness
rather than the inverse causal direction, although a bi-
directional association likely exists to some degree.
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Consistent with our hypotheses, the cross-partner associa-
tion between an individual’s own total mindfulness and his or
her spouse’s relationship satisfaction was nonsignificant. This
result replicates recent research examining cross-partner ef-
fects of an individual’s overall mindfulness and his or her
partner’s relationship satisfaction (Barnes et al. 2007;
Pakenham and Samios 2013), suggesting that overall mind-
fulness may be relevant to one’s own relationship experience
(Barnes et al. 2007), but not to the partner’s happiness.
Whereas we predicted this to be the case given past research
findings, we also expected to identify significant cross-partner
associations when we examined specific facets of mindfulness
as they relate to the partner’s satisfaction.

Contrary to our hypotheses, however, no significant cross-
partner associations were evident when separately examining
an individual’s mindfulness facets and his or her partner’s
relationship satisfaction. It may be possible that this trend in
the data is explained by the fact that mindfulness skills truly
have no significant dyadic relevance to a mindful individual’s
spouse. This seems hard to imagine, however, given the emo-
tion regulation, communication, and distress tolerance skills
(to name a few) that are a hallmark of mindfulness and should
theoretically prove very useful in mitigating corrosive effects
of conflict for both partners. Alternatively, although we con-
ceptualized mindfulness as a skill set that could help promote
optimal relationship functioning in this study (which seems
supported by our significant intra-individual results), perhaps
the cross-partner relevance of mindfulness skills in relation-
ships is confined to the alleviation of negative dyadic process-
es which were not well represented in our generally satisfied
community sample. Future research examining conflict as a
potential moderator in cross-partner associations between
mindfulness and relationship satisfaction is needed to clarify
this possibility.

Lastly, when examining all of the facets together in the
same model to control for overlap among the facets, results
suggested that an individual’s Nonreactivity to Inner
Experience is a unique predictor of his or her spouse’s rela-
tionship satisfaction. In other words, it appears that individ-
uals who report greater Nonreactivity to Inner Experience tend
to have happier spouses. This finding is in line with our ex-
planation that mindfulness may be relevant to an individual’s
own and his or her spouse’s relationship satisfaction by miti-
gating negative processes that are corrosive to a relationship.
Nonreactivity to Inner Experience is an observable mindful-
ness skill that, when present, may be capable of alleviating
negative relationship processes (e.g., during conflict), and
conversely when absent may exacerbate negative relationship
processes. These data are the first that we know of to provide
support for a cross-partner association between one individ-
ual’s mindfulness skill (specifically, Nonreactivity to Inner
Experience) and a spouse’s relationship satisfaction. This
may provide intervention researchers with a treatment target

to pursue in designing a mindfulness-based intervention for
couples that has increased potential to work on both individual
and dyadic levels.

Although future research is needed to establish firm con-
clusions regarding the reasons underlying this significant
cross-partner association, we suggest that Nonreactivity to
Inner Experience may be the facet most likely to buffer against
corrosive relationship behaviors and promote healthy relation-
al processes. For example, in the context of an argument, if
one engages in a nonreactive way to their own heightened
arousal, the couple is likely to have a more constructive con-
versation that creates growth in the relationship for both part-
ners. Conversely, if during conflict one engages in more reac-
tive behaviors (e.g., yelling, storming out), it is likely to gen-
erate less relationship growth (and potentially detrimental
negative reciprocity cycles or negative escalation) from the
argument which may inhibit relationship happiness.
Relationship researchers have posited that discomfort with
increased physiological arousal during conflict may trigger
withdrawal from the argument (Levenson et al. 1994).
Furthermore, this pattern of interacting, referred to as the
demand-withdraw pattern (Christensen et al. 1987), is associ-
ated with immediate and longitudinal declines in relationship
satisfaction (Heavey et al. 1995; McGinn et al. 2009). Thus,
when addressing this common relationship interaction pattern
in treatment, it may be useful to utilize mindfulness in an effort
to teach partners to tolerate the internal discomfort experi-
enced during conflict and in turn be able to engage more
effectively in the conversation rather than withdrawing to
avoid the physiological discomfort.

Furthermore, previous research examining the relation-
ship between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction has
found that more mindful couples tend to have a more skill-
ful emotional repertoire (Wachs and Cordova 2007) and
engage in more constructive conflict (Bames et al. 2007)
compared to their less mindful counterparts. Perhaps, this
Nonreactivity to Inner Experience component of mindful-
ness is the underlying mechanism most responsible for
these effective relationship skills which in turn fosters
greater relationship satisfaction for one’s partner. Lastly, a
qualitative phenomenological study examined the subjective
experience of the effects of mindfulness training on roman-
tic relationships. To do this, researchers conducted a semi-
structured interview with a mindfulness-based stress reduc-
tion (MBSR) program graduate and his or her partner, who
did not complete the program (Gillespie et al. 2015).
Partners of MBSR graduates most commonly reported no-
ticing decreased reactivity from the MBSR graduate part-
ner. The present data offer quantitative support to these
recent qualitative observations.

In eastern religious traditions, mindfulness skills are gener-
ally trained through meditation. Thus, in therapy, encouraging
individuals within the dyad to begin a mindfulness practice
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supplement to other therapeutic treatments may help promote
relational well-being both on the intra-individual (e.g., espe-
cially with Nonjudgment of Inner Experience) and cross-
partner (e.g., especially with Nonreactivity of Inner
Experience) levels. This could enable individuals within the
dyad to benefit from therapy in both their individual and dy-
adic functioning (Baucom et al. 2012) which in turn may help
motivate continued engagement in the intervention until
reaching treatment goals. Furthermore, after treatment is com-
plete, this established meditation practice can be continued as
a maintenance strategy that each individual can do indepen-
dently (i.e., without the added difficulty of coordinating
schedules, addressing differences in motivation between part-
ners) to keep both the individual and the couple at desired
levels of functioning.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the present study offers a variety of strengths, it is
important to acknowledge its limitations. As previously ac-
knowledged, it is important to note that these data are cross-
sectional; thus, causal directions between mindfulness and
relationship satisfaction cannot be inferred from the present
study. Although we suggest a theoretical conceptualization
indicating that mindfulness may contribute to more fulfilling
relationships, the inverse direction that a happier relationship
fosters greater mindfulness may also be true. In all likelihood,
we expect that a bi-directional relationship exists since con-
flict, distress, and happiness certainly can influence one’s fluc-
tuating capacity to engage in mindfulness as well.

Furthermore, data were collected from a predominantly
white, middle-class sample of well-educated couples; thus,
future studies should be designed to examine how well these
results generalize to more ethnically, educationally, and eco-
nomically diverse populations. Perhaps, the individual mind-
fulness facets relate differently to an individual’s own, as well
as his or her partner’s relationship satisfaction when examined
among different cultures or underrepresented populations. For
example, individuals from underrepresented populations may
be more likely to experience different stressors than individ-
uals in the present study and thus varying aspects of mindful-
ness may be more or less relevant in these populations
(Sobczak and West 2013).

Future research should also examine how mindfulness re-
lates to different ages and relationship stages (e.g., early-stage,
transition to parenthood). Barnes et al. (2007) did not find
cross-partner associations between mindfulness, as measured
by the MAAS (Brown and Ryan 2003), and relationship sat-
isfaction. Their samples were comprised, however, of dating
college students (M age=19.68; range 18-25 years; M rela-
tionship length = 16.04 months; range = 3—-85 months).
Although, when comparing our results to Barnes et al.
(2007), it appears that total trait mindfulness does not differ
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among early-stage dating relationships and long-term married
relationships, perhaps the mindfulness facets relate differently
to one’s own as well as one’s partner’s relationship satisfaction
across different age groups and relationship stages. Developing
a more thorough understanding of how mindfulness relates to
relationship satisfaction within these samples can enable re-
searchers to develop mindfulness-based interventions tailored
toward specific needs that exist across different developmental
stages of the relationship.

Future research may also benefit from identifying factors
that enable an individual to cultivate greater Nonjudgment of
Inner Experience and Nonreactivity to Inner Experience. In
theory, cultivating Nonjudgment or Nonreactivity may sound
simple; however, in practice, individuals may meet many ob-
stacles when trying to adopt a less judgmental or less reactive
perspective. Furthermore, designing specific interventions to
reduce judgment or reactivity may be grasped more easily
than simply telling one to be “less judgmental” or “less
reactive” of their experience, which may lead the client to
ask “How?” Perhaps, individuals are less judgmental after
spending time outside, reading, exercising, or writing in a
gratitude journal. Or perhaps, one’s nonjudgment is related to
more inherent factors such as openness to experience, self-
esteem, or humility. Identifying a variety of specific processes
(including specific meditation practices) to help cultivate non-
judgmental and nonreactive perspectives can enable relation-
ship enhancement programs to incorporate specific skills
aimed at reducing judgment and perhaps more directly im-
prove relationship functioning and overall program success.

Additionally, future research may aim to further clarify
discrepancies between the few studies currently available on
mindfulness in couples. For example, using the FFMQ,
Khaddouma et al. (2015) found that Observe was positively
associated with relationship satisfaction among early-stage re-
lationships but Nonreactivity to Inner Experience was not.
However, in the present study, we found Nonreactivity to
Inner Experience to be positively associated with one’s own
and one’s partner’s relationship satisfaction among long-term
married couples, but Observe was not related to either part-
ner’s relationship satisfaction. Two major differences between
these studies are the ages and relationship stages of the stud-
ies’ samples. Research may benefit from exploring these and
other potential moderators responsible for the discrepancies
among these findings in the couples area, as well as other
potential discrepancies in the mindfulness literature in general,
in an effort to generate a more accurate understanding of how
mindfulness relates differently among various populations.
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