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ABSTRACT
Aims: In the field of family research, previous studies have made great strides toward 
understanding the relationship between marital conflict and quality. However, they have 
only studied couples in short‑term marriages. Therefore, much remains to be unraveled with 
regard to long‑term marriages. We aimed investigate the comparative contribution of aspects 
of marital conflict to marital quality in short‑and long‑term marriages in Iranian families. 
Materials and Methods: Using random clustered sampling, 400 dyads in intact first marriages 
were surveyed across eight provinces of Iran. Complete surveys for both husbands and wives 
were returned for 162 households (couple’s response rate: 40.5%). Survey measures included 
demographics questionnaire, Barati and Sanai’s Marital Conflict Questionnaire and Blum 
and Mehrabian’s Comprehensive Marital Satisfaction Scale. Structural equation modeling 
was used to test the actor‑partner interdependence model of marital conflict‑marital quality. 
Results: Generalized additive models were incorporated to define what constitutes short‑and 
long‑term marriages. Based on the models regressed, duration ≤ 10 years was defined as 
short‑term, whereas duration ≥ 25 years was labeled long‑term. In short‑term marriages (n = 44), 
decreased sexual relations, increased daily hassles and sidedness in relations with parents were 
negatively associated with marital quality in both actor and actor‑to‑partner paths. In long‑term 
married couples (n = 46), only increased daily hassles (P < 0.001) and disagreement over 
financial affairs (P = 0.005) contributed to actor paths and only sidedness in relationships with 
parents showed significant negative association to marital quality in actor‑to‑partner paths. 
Conclusions: Different themes of conflict contribute to the diminished level of marital quality 
in early and late stages of the marriage. Conflicts over sex, relationship with extended family 

and daily hassles are emphasized in the early 
years of marriage, while in later years; dispute 
over money and daily hassles dominate.
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INTRODUCTION

Early research in the field of marriage and family structure 
highlights the role of marital quality on an individual’s 
global happiness and provides support to the notion that an 
unsatisfactory marital relationship adversely influences both 
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physical and mental health of the individual.[1‑4] Kiecolt‑Glaser 
and Newton, in their meta‑analysis of 64 articles, concluded 
that diminished marital quality is not only associated with a 
diverse range of physical and mental health problems, but is 
probably the most important indicator of global happiness as 
well, often surpass the effect sizes reported for work and social 
network‑related satisfaction.[5]

Although previous studies have made great strides toward 
understanding the interrelationship between marital conflict 
and quality, they have often included couples in the early 
stages of the marriage. Therefore, much remains to be 
unraveled with regard to long‑term marriages. For instance, 
it is not known whether similar themes of marital conflict 
contribute to diminished marital satisfaction, or they tend 
to change as marriage advances over time. Answering such 
questions has significant implications for our perception of 
how long‑term marriages function and what supporting/
interfering forces to this dynamic are.

Gottman,[6] based on the trajectory derived from experimental 
data, suggests that couples are especially prone to divorce 
in the first 0‑7 years and then 16‑24 years of marriage. An 
enduring marriage therefore could be defined as an intact 
marriage that has lasted more than 24 years; the probability 
of divorce in such relationship is low. It should be noted 
however, the curvilinear path of marital quality does not ensue 
an identical pattern across populations and might indeed be 
dependent upon the sample under study. Only few authors 
have cast doubt on the very existence a curvilinear pattern 
between marital duration and marital quality;[7,8] yet the shape 
of the curve has been an area of heated debate. The majority 
of previous research has argued that marital quality assumes 
a U‑shaped pattern with decrements in the first half, followed 
by increments in the second half of the married life.[9‑11] More 
recently, VanLaningham, et al., using the US national data 
of married couples under 55 years collected over five waves 
in 1980, 1983, 1988, 1992 and 1997 observed that although 
the association of marital duration with marital quality is 
curvilinear, its shape more likely resembles a declining spline 
rather than the commonly narrated U‑shape.[12] When only 
the last three waves were included in the analysis, the results 
yielded a consistent declining pattern with apparent flattening 
of the trajectory in the middle years of married life.[12]

Given the paucity of available data on the contribution of 
marital conflict to marital quality in long‑term marriages, 
especially in the context of a collectivist background, we 
aimed to conduct the present study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Methods
Participants and application
For the purpose of this study, a sample size of 160 couples 
in intact marriages with marital duration between 2 and 
38 years was used to draw the trajectory of marital quality 
over marital duration. Cut‑points for marital duration were 

extracted from critical time points and dyads were categorized 
as being in short‑ or long‑term marriages accordingly. Then, 
using structural equation modeling, the relative contribution 
of four essential themes in marital conflict to marital quality 
was investigated and compared between short‑ and long‑term 
married couples. We hypothesized that although similar 
declining pattern of marital quality might be in effect in both 
short‑ and long‑term marriages, the relative contribution 
of different areas of conflict to marital quality is likely to 
be distinct for each period. Four major areas of conflict 
including money, relationship with parents and in‑laws, daily 
hassles and sexual relations were evaluated. These four areas, 
although do not capture the entirety of marital conflict, 
are nevertheless significant areas of distress for the married 
individual and each has been shown to significantly affect 
marital quality in the published literature.[13‑17]

A cluster sampling scheme was developed to randomly 
select households across seven provinces in Iran. These 
seven provinces were chosen to reflect the economic, social 
and cultural diversity of the Iranian society. The survey was 
conducted between February and May 2011 and included 
400 households. In the first step, the range of postal codes 
in urban areas of selected provinces was fed into a software 
program (MATLAB 6.1, The MathWorks Inc., Natick, MA). 
Except for Tehran ‑ the capital of Iran‑where two clusters were 
assigned, one cluster of 50 households was assigned for each 
province. In the second step of sampling, households within 
each cluster were visited and a sealed package containing 
survey questionnaires, a brief guideline on how to fill each 
form and a consent form describing the purpose and nature of 
the study were delivered. Neighboring households to the right 
of the index household were then approached and research 
team delivered the packages. Sampling was continued until 
each cluster consisted of 50 households. Households were 
not enrolled if no one was available at the time of the visit, 
the primary household resident was not married, was under 
18 years of age, had been divorced, or his/her spouse was 
deceased. Each package included two sets of questionnaires, 
one for the wife and one for the husband. The accompanying 
guideline specifically asked the participants to complete the 
forms at the comfort of their homes, but independently of each 
other. Delivered packages were collected the next day at a 
time convenient for the household residents. 342 households 
returned the completed questionnaires for at least one spouse 
indicating individual response rate of 84%. Complete forms 
for both husbands and wives accompanied by signed consent 
forms were available for 162 couples, indicating couple 
response rate of 40.5%. Ethics committee of the Behavioral 
Sciences Research Center of the Baqiyatallah University of 
Medical Sciences approved the study protocol.

Materials
Surveys used in the present research include an information 
form collecting data regarding demographic characteristics 
of the participants, Barati and Sanai’s marital conflict 
questionnaire (MCQ) and Blum and Mehrabian’s 
Comprehensive Marital Satisfaction Scale (CMSS).
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Information form
In this portion of the survey, participant’s date of birth, age 
at getting married, duration of marriage, number of children, 
highest level of education attained, perceived level of 
socio‑economic status and current job status were recorded. 
Duration of marriage was averaged if the response provided 
by husband and wife differed by up to 3 years. If the difference 
was larger than 3 years, the response deemed unreliable and 
was recorded as missing. Participants were asked to categorize 
their socio‑economic status as low, middle, or high. If each 
spouse provided different answers, the highest given level was 
recorded for the couple. Participants classified themselves 
in one of the four categories of job status: Employed (either 
part‑time or full‑time), retired, unemployed and 
homemaker (in which the participant identified her principal 
duty as keeping the house and taking care of children).

MCQ
Based on their experience on marital discord among 
Iranian couples, Barati and Sanai developed a 42‑item 
self‑administered questionnaire.[18] MCQ is specifically 
tailored to capture areas of conflict that are overlooked 
in western models of marital conflict. Domains used for 
the purpose of the present study include decreased sexual 
relations (items 4, 10, 15, 28, 33), increased daily hassles 
(items 5, 11, 16, 22, 29, 34, 39, 41), sidedness in relations with 
extended family (items 1, 6, 12, 17, 19, 23, 25, 30, 35, 37, 40, 
42) and disagreements over financial affairs (items 2, 8, 13, 
20, 26, 32, 38). Increased frequency of daily hassles includes 
items that inquire about the frequency of disagreements 
and struggles about daily activities and events as well as 
the frequency of engaging in negative methods for solving 
them (i.e. withdrawal and heightened emotional response). 
Sidedness in relations with extended family members involves 
increased relationship with mother and father and at the 
same time decreased relationship with in‑laws.

Each statement on the 42‑item list is rated using a five‑item 
likert‑type response scale and respondent’s score can range 
from a minimum of 42 to the maximum of 210. Greater 
scores indicate a higher level of marital conflict. A good 
level of internal reliability for the questionnaire has been 
reported (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.74).[19] Cronbach’s alpha for 
the domains were: 0.71 for decreased sexual relations, 0.76 
for increased daily hassles, 0.78 for sidedness in relations with 
extended family and 0.71 for disagreements over financial 
affairs.[19]

CMSS
CMSS, developed by Blum and Mehrabian (1999), is a 35‑item 
self‑administered questionnaire that records self‑perception 
of each partner regarding the intimate interaction and general 
satisfaction in the married life.[20] Respondents declare their 
level of agreement to each statement using a nine‑level 
scale that ranges from −4 (very strong disagreement), to 
0 (neutral), to +4 (very strong agreement). Scores from 
individual statements are then added up to calculate a 
final score. In the present study, a translated version of 

the questionnaire was used.[21] The Persian version of the 
CMSS was validated in a sample of 200 married individuals 
and an excellent level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.90) has been documented.[21] In addition, validity of 
a two‑factor (marriage satisfaction, marriage dissatisfaction) 
structure model with χ2 = 77.94, degrees of freedom (Df) 
=61, P = 0.071, comparative fit index (CFI) =0.98 and root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) =0.05 has 
been demonstrated.[21]

Statistical analysis
Descriptive analyses for dyads in short‑and long‑term 
marriages were generated using Statistical Package for 
Social Sciences version 17.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, Illinois). 
Generalized additive models (GAM) for describing trajectory 
of marital quality over marital duration were constructed using 
STATISTICA version 8.0 (StatSoft Inc., Tulsa, Oklahoma). 
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was performed using 
Amos version 18.0 (Amos Development Corporation, 
Crawfordville, Florida).

GAM
GAMs are an extension of generalized linear models that allow 
semi‑parametric smooth functions to be fitted on data using 
splines.[22] These data‑driven models produce curves that in 
comparison with linear approaches, better capture the true 
non‑linear structure of the sampled data.[22] For the purpose of 
this study, possible contribution of marital duration to marital 
quality (assessed by CMSS) was investigated using generalized 
additive regression splines, separately for husbands and wives. 
Normal distribution was assumed for marital quality and the 
log function was considered as the link. Df for each model 
were automatically calculated according to the generalized 
cross validation rule.

Actor‑partner interdependence model
The actor‑partner interdependence model is a model used for 
analysis of dyadic data where observations in one individual 
are dependent upon and correlate with the other.[23] The 
interdependence model provides an alternative to the 
traditional approaches where codependence of data is usually 
overlooked.[23] In fact, the premise of interdependence 
contrasts with the assumption of parametric statistical 
techniques (e.g. regression and analysis of variance) where 
independence of data is indivisible.[24]

Using the actor‑partner interdependence model, we aimed to 
investigate whether different domains of marital conflict in 
husbands and wives affect marital quality in both. Accordingly, 
domains of marital conflict were directed toward marital 
quality for both actor and partner. Equality constraints were 
placed for actor and partner paths. Residual variances were 
assumed for dependent variables and were constrained to be 
equal.

For each model, fit indices including χ2, P value for χ2, Df, 
CFI and RMSEA (90% confidence interval) were calculated. 
In addition, for actor and actor‑to‑partner paths, standardized 
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regression coefficients were calculated and t‑test for statistical 
significance was performed. χ2 tests whether the fitted model 
is significantly different from the perfect fit; hence greater 
values indicate more prominent deviation. For CFI and 
RMSEA acceptable fit was delineated using the cut‑off points 
provided by Kline.[25] According to Kline’s recommendations, 
CFI > 0.90 and RMSEA ≤ 0.08 indicate acceptable fit for 
the model.[25]

RESULTS

Marital duration and marital quality
Data for the enrolled 162 couples was fitted on GAM for 
husbands and wives, separately and the derived graphs are 
illustrated in Figure 1. For husbands, the fitted spline clearly 
demonstrated a curvilinear pattern (non‑linear P = 0.008, 
calculated Df = 4.01, GAM coefficient = 0.0004). As 
evident in Figure 1 (top panel), for husbands, marital quality 
declined over first 8‑10 years of marriage. The middle 
years (10‑25 years) enjoyed a reversal pattern, while in the 
later years (25‑38 years) a sudden decline in the marital 
quality was observed. A similar pattern was identified in 
wives (non‑linear P = 0.013, calculated Df = 4.02, GAM 
coefficient = 0.0004). As demonstrated in Figure 1 (bottom 
panel), wives experience a descend in marital quality during 
the initial years of marriage, then the quality remains 
relatively stagnant with a slow tendency toward improvement 
until 22‑25 years and finally starts to sharply decline towards 
the end. However, the overall gradient of change is less 
pronounced in wives compared with husbands. It appears 
that marital quality of wives is less influenced by marital 
duration and remains more stable over time. The cut‑offs 
for definition of short‑and long‑term marriages were inferred 
from splines. In both sexes, the curvilinear pattern showed 
two distinct critical time periods when the direction of the 
marital quality trajectory alternates. These two critical 
points (first at 10 years and second at 25 years) partition the 
observed trajectories into three different periods of decline/
rise‑stability/decline. According to this devised model, 

short‑term marriage is defined marital duration ≤10 years 
and long‑term as marital duration ≥25 years.

Description of analyzed dyads
Baseline characteristics of couples in short‑and long‑term 
marriages are presented in Table 1. Short‑ and long‑term 
marriage groups encompassed of 44 and 46 couples, 
respectively. Couples in short‑term marriages were married 
for an average of 7.5 years and had at least one child. More 
than 90% perceived themselves as being middle or high on 
the socio‑economic status scale. In short‑term marriages, 
husbands were on average 5 years older than wives. 
49% of couples had university degrees and another 43% 
completed high‑school. Husbands were categorized as either 
employed (93%), or unemployed (7%). About 47% of wives 
were in the labor force, another 47% were homemakers and 
the remaining 6% regarded themselves as unemployed.

Couples in long‑term marriages were in an enduring 
relationship for an average of 26.5 years. Except for one couple 
who had only one child, others had at least two children. In 
addition, all but one couple perceived themselves as being 
middle or high in the socio‑economic status spectrum. 
Husbands were on average 4.5 years older and more than 
90% at least had completed high school. Two‑thirds of the 
husbands were still in the labor force, less than one‑third 
were retired and the remaining 6% were categorized as 
unemployed. Wives on the other hand, were less likely to 
have a university education and only 24% were in the paid 
labor force [Table 1].

Marital conflict and marital quality
The results of actor‑partner interdependence model for 
short‑and long‑term marriages are depicted in Tables 2 and 3. 
The corresponding SEM model is also demonstrated in 
Figure 2. Goodness of fit indices, generated for each group 
separately, showed excellent fit of the model. Of note, 
despite acceptable fit indices in both groups, the generated 
parameters for short‑term marriages were slightly more 

Figure 1: Generalized additive models for marriage duration and marital quality in husbands (top panel), and wives (bottom panel). 
A complex and significant curvilinear pattern in both models is identifiable
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domains significantly linked to diminished marital quality 
were increased daily hassles and disagreement over financial 
affairs. However, actor‑to‑partner path indicated that only 
sidedness in relations with parents contributes to partner’s 
decreased marital quality.

DISCUSSION

Two limitations of the present study deserve mention. First, 
the cross sectional nature of our study precludes inferring 
causal relationships between marital duration and marital 
quality. Delineating trajectory of marital quality over the life 
course requires that couples are followed from the beginning 
of married life until the end. These follow‑ups usually 
necessitate collecting information via structured interviews 
conducted at multiple points in time. Snapshots taken at 
different times over the life course could be brought together 
to form an integrated path capable of demonstrating the 
extent of change over the married life. However, collection 
of these data is not possible unless an extraordinary amount 
of resources is available. Moreover, conduct of such studies is 
extremely time‑consuming often exceeding the time allocated 
for a specific research project and the research life of the 
scientist itself. In developing countries, such as the country 
we live in (Iran), these predicaments are further intensified. 
In the absence of such cohorts, cross‑sectional data provide 
invaluable insights into the complex dynamics of marital 
quality and the forces shaping it.

The second limitation relates to the shortcomings in 
the enrollment of divorced/separated couples. Studies 
investigating marital conflict and satisfaction are to include 
couples who have broken marital ties since these individuals 
are often the ones with the least satisfaction in married life.[26] 
In individualist cultures, about two‑thirds of all first marriages 

Table 1: Baseline characteristics of couples and 
individuals in short‑term and enduring marriages
Item Short‑term 

marriages
Enduring 
marriages

Couples (N) 44 46
Age difference 
(husband‑wife in years)

5.4±4.6 4.5±3.4

Duration of marriage 
(years)

7.4±2.1 26.5±3.9

Number of children 
(n, %)

One 1 (2.3) 1 (2.2)
Two 34 (77.3) 9 (19.6)
Three 9 (20.4) 16 (34.8)
Four 0 (0.0) 10 (21.7)
Five or more 0 (0.0) 10 (21.7)

Socio‑economic status 
(n, %)

Low 4 (9.1) 1 (2.2)
Middle 22 (50.0) 26 (56.5)
High 18 (40.9) 19 (41.3)

Husband Wife Husband Wife
Age (years) 34.2±5.1 29.0±3.6 49.8±5.1 45.5±6.1
Age at getting married 26.8±4.0 21.6±3.2 23.2±3.2 19.0±4.1
Education, n (%)

Elementary or 
middle school

4 (9.1) 3 (6.8) 4 (8.7) 13 (28.3)

High school 17 (38.6) 21 (47.7) 17 (37.0) 25 (54.3)
University 23 (52.3) 20 (45.5) 25 (54.3) 8 (17.4)

Job status, n (%)
Employed 41 (93.2) 21 (47.7) 29 (63.0) 11 (23.9)
Retired 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 14 (30.4) 2 (4.3)
Unemployed/other 3 (6.8) 2 (4.6) 3 (6.6) 1 (2.2)
Homemaker 0 (0.0) 21 (47.7) 0 (0.0) 32 (69.5)

Table 2: Goodness‑of‑fit indices for actor‑partner 
interdependence models in short‑and long‑term 
marriages
Item Short‑term marriages Long‑term marriages
χ2 9.884 16.386
Df 10 10
P value 0.451 0.089
CFI 1.000 0.986
RMSEA 0.036 0.055
RMSEA 90% CI 0.001‑0.076 0.001‑0.094
Df=Degree of freedom, CFI=Comparative fit index, RMSEA=Root mean 
square error of approximation, CI=Confidence interval, n/a=Not applicable

Table 3: Standardized path coefficients for actor‑partner 
interdependence models in short‑and long‑term 
marriages
Path Short‑term 

marriages
Long‑term 
marriages

Coefficient P value Coefficient P value
Actor path

Decreased sexual 
relations

−0.167 0.002 −0.101 0.327

Increased daily hassles −0.220 0.013 −0.405 <0.001
Sidedness in relations 
with parents

−0.239 0.006 −0.004 0.977

Disagreement over 
financial affairs

−0.002 0.977 −0.172 0.005

Actor to partner path
Decreased sexual 
relations

−0.186 <0.001 −0.072 0.472

Increased daily hassles −0.240 0.013 −0.069 0.445
Sidedness in relations 
with parents

−0.309 <0.001 −0.359 0.002

Disagreement over 
financial affairs

−0.005 0.925 0.014 0.812

desirable. Regarding actor paths in short‑term marriages, 
regression coefficients for three areas of conflict, namely 
decreased sexual relations, increased daily hassles and 
sidedness in relationship with parents significantly and 
negatively associated with marital quality. Actor‑to‑partner 
paths also showed that the same three indicators in actors 
contribute to decreased satisfaction in partners. In both series 
of coefficients, the largest observed value was for sidedness in 
relationship with parents (−0.239 for actor path and − 0.309 
for an actor to partner path). In long‑term marriages, two 
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end in separation or divorce.[27] Failure to include unhappy 
couples would possibly skew the results towards a diluted 
level of marital conflict and at the same time an augmented 
level of marital quality. In the present study, our sampling 
scheme was tailored to include only couples in intact first 
marriages and no divorced couples were included. It should 
be noted however, the percentage of couples getting divorced 
in Iran is significantly lower than the observed numbers in 
western societies where individualism dominates. In 2010, 
marriage‑to‑divorce‑ratio in Iran has been reported to be 
6.1/1000; about 3 times higher than the reports generated 
from 44 US states (1.9/1000).[28,29] Despite significant 
transformation over the past decades, the collectivist tradition 
of Iranian culture still strongly values marriage over divorce 
and as a result the marriage to divorce ratio of the country is 
more than 3 times higher than the United States.[29,30] Hence, 
although lack of divorced individuals in the studied sample 
poses and important limitation with regard to interpretation 
of the results, we believe that the magnitude of the imposed 
bias is indeed quite finite.

Notwithstanding the mentioned limitations, our results were 
able to closely resemble the curvilinear pattern identified in the 
longitudinal study of US married couples (1988‑1997 waves).[12] 
VanLaningham, et al. presented solid evidence that marital 
quality consistently declines over the life course, although 
flattens after about 18‑20 years into the married life.[12]

Our findings demonstrate that in both husbands and wives 
three splines can be distinguished over the marital course. The 

first spline corresponding to the first 8‑10 years of marriage 
is characterized by a rapid decline in marital quality. After 
reaching a nadir at this critical point, the curve takes an upturn 
that is more evident among husbands. The third critical point 
occurs at around 23‑25 years where marital quality again, 
begins to decline and falls to levels lower than ever. Our 
study was not specifically designed to determine the relative 
contribution of forces shaping the trajectory of marital quality 
over time. However, using the breadth of available research 
in the area, a number of inferences could be drawn describing 
why the curvilinear pattern is the way it is. A number of studies 
have highlighted the effect of having children on the initial 
decline in marital quality and reasoned that parenting is a 
stressful experience demanding an enormous amount of time 
and energy from the dyad.[31‑33] Resources previously available 
for mutual caring and reciprocity are directed towards the 
newborn, which causes turbulence in the otherwise stable 
married bond.[11,32] Although the effect of advent of children 
on the first wave of decline observed in short‑term marriages 
is understandable, it is not clear if and why subtraction of 
children from home is associated with a further decline 
about 15‑18 years later. Based on their experience with US 
couples, VanLaningham, et al. suggested that departures of 
children from home produces an ignorable effect on marital 
quality and is transient at best.[12] We add to this argument 
that family bonds in the collectivist cultures are stronger than 
those in individualist ones and hence departure of children 
might in fact be a detrimental event to the family structure.[34]

It is conceivable that external factors namely retirement and 
leaving the labor force also contribute to the second wave 
of decline.[11,35,36] In our study, about 30% of husbands in 
enduring relationships have had entered retirement, whereas 
the rate for wives was only 4%. Indeed the second wave of 
quality decline was more precipitous in husbands compared 
with wives. It remains open to question however, why an event 
like retirement would propel marital quality downward and 
exerts negative effects on the married life. Previous research 
has suggested that retiring, especially from high‑stress jobs is 
associated with improved marital quality.[36] It has also been 
proposed that the retirement of one spouse while the other 
is still considered working might be detrimental to marital 
quality.[37] When both husband and wife enter retirement 
concurrently, the effect is inverse and the marital satisfaction 
benefits.[37]

Using the actor‑partner interdependence model, we have 
shown that various domains of conflict negatively affect the 
quality of married life of not only self, but also the partner. 
This is particularly important since it reveals that conflicting 
experiences are unquestionably shared and even if exert 
limited effects on the actor, may inadvertently be conceived 
hurtful by the partner. For instance, in short‑term married 
couples sidedness in relationship with parents negatively 
associates with marital quality in both actors and partners. 
Nonetheless, the regression coefficient for actor‑to‑partner 
path is relatively larger, suggesting the partner is more 
disturbed by the act, than the actor him/herself.

Figure 2: Actor‑partner interdependence model for dyads in short‑
and long‑term marriages
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Daily hassle was the only theme that affected both short‑ and 
long‑term married couples. The path coefficient grew 
larger in enduring relationships, albeit at the same time 
actor‑to‑partner effect rendered non‑significant. Congruent 
with our findings, in a sample of elderly couples aged 
55‑75 years, daily hassles has been implicated in decreased 
marital quality and that this association is mediated through 
intimacy level of the couple.[13] Daily arguments over in 
and out of the house chores tend to be repetitive, stressful 
and in the long run, significantly frustrating.[13,38] The fact 
that hassles continued to negatively affect both short‑and 
long‑term marriages supports the notion that these struggles 
often stem from personality and mental traits that are 
formed long before marriage and tend to be relatively stable 
throughout the married life.[38,39]

Decreased sexual relationship affected both actor and partner 
in only short‑term marriages while disagreements over money 
posed as an important indicator of diminished marital quality 
only in couples married for longer periods. Finally, favoring 
parents over in‑laws was an important determinant of partner 
marital quality in both short‑ and long‑term marriages.

In line with our findings, Byers in an analysis of 87 individuals 
in long‑term relationships found little evidence supporting a 
causal link between sexual and marital satisfaction.[40] On the 
other hand, sexual satisfaction was associated with marital 
quality in couples married for one to 3 years, confirming that 
the importance of sexual relationship might decline with 
advancement of marriage.[41]

It is hypothesized that in the context of collectivist cultures, 
extended family and most importantly parents and in‑laws 
retain a significant role throughout dyad’s married life. 
Favoring relationship with parents over in‑laws implies that 
the process of integrating new members into the extended 
kinship has not successfully occurred. Since in‑laws of one 
spouse are parents to the other, one‑sided relations with 
parents could be upsetting and become a source of marital 
conflict. Inversely, since members of the extended kin are 
often deeply involved in conflicts of the married couple, 
an unbalanced interference in the conflict could weaken a 
previously established a bond between spouse and in‑laws, 
directing it towards an unbalanced relationship with parents. 
Familism is an indispensible part of family structure and values 
within collectivist cultures. Contrary to the individualist 
tradition where one assumes responsibility and depends on 
self, the familistic perspective assumes equal priority for the 
members of immediate and extended family as well as the 
person him/herself.[34] Members of the extended family and 
in particular, parents and in‑laws form an inherent part of 
individual’s social network which can affect marital quality in 
a multi‑faceted manner.[16] Parents and in‑laws of the married 
couple could provide either support (by helping in the time 
of need and adding to the resource available for conflict 
resolution), or interfere (by fostering reprehension and siding 
with one spouse in the struggles) in the married life.[42]

Papp, et al. argue that money is an inherent domain of conflict 
in marriages and perhaps the most important of them.[14] 
According to their assessment, disagreements over financial 
affairs are more pervasive, repetitive, threatening to marital 
functioning, associated with negative emotions and at the 
end tend to remain unresolved.[14] Previous literature also 
lends support to the notion that money arguments are indeed 
an essential contributor to marital conflict and might include 
disagreements over who spends the money, how money is 
spent, or how assets/debts are shared.[15,43,44] Assets tend to 
accumulate with advancing age and financial responsibilities 
toward children is relaxed as they grow older and become 
independent.[15] Therefore, it is expected from the hypothesis 
that short‑term marriages be bothered by money conflicts 
more than their long‑married counterparts. What caught 
us by surprise was the observation that disagreements over 
finances emerged as a major theme of conflict in long‑but not 
short‑term marriages. These findings were recorded, in spite 
of the fact that couples in both short‑ and long‑term marriages 
reported similar ratings of their socio‑economic status.

CONCLUSION

Our findings underscore the importance of marital conflict 
in diminishing marital quality in both short‑ and long‑term 
marriages. With taking advantage of a comparative 
approach, we propose that although the quality of marriage 
indeed consistently declines in both marriages of short‑ and 
long‑duration, different themes of marital conflict contribute 
to this trajectory at each period. In particular while conflicts 
over sex, relationship with extended family and daily hassles 
are emphasized in the early years of marriage, areas of conflict 
in couples in enduring marriages are relatively limited and 
include money and daily hassles. Future longitudinal studies 
need to focus on elucidating the factors and events that 
contribute to this transition.

REFERENCES

1. Glenn ND, Weaver CN. The contribution of marital happiness to 
global happiness. J Marriage Fam 1981;43:161‑168.

2. Wickrama K, Lorenz FO, Conger RD, Elder Jr GH. Marital quality 
and physical illness: A latent growth curve analysis. J Marriage 
Fam 1997;59:143‑155.

3. Umberson D, Williams K, Powers DA, Liu H, Needham B. You make 
me sick: Marital quality and health over the life course. J Health Soc 
Behav 2006;47:1‑16.

4. Davila J, Karney BR, Hall TW, Bradbury TN. Depressive symptoms 
and marital satisfaction: Within‑subject associations and the 
moderating effects of gender and neuroticism. J Fam Psychol 
2003;17:557‑70.

5. Kiecolt‑Glaser JK, Newton TL. Marriage and health: His and hers. 
Psychol Bull 2001;127:472‑503.

6. Gottman J. The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. 
New York: Three Rivers Press: Crown Publishing Group; 2002.

7. Gilford R. Contrasts in marital satisfaction throughout old age: An 
exchange theory analysis. J Gerontol 1984;39:325‑33.

8. Glenn ND. The course of marital success and failure in five American 
10‑year marriage cohorts. J Marriage Fam 1998;60:569‑76.

9. Lawson DM. Love attitude and marital adjustment in the family life 
cycle. Sociol Spectr 1988;8:391‑406.

[Downloaded free from http://www.jehp.net on Wednesday, January 25, 2023, IP: 158.58.50.204]



Ahmadi, et al.: Marital conflict and quality

Journal of Education and Health Promotion | Vol. 4 | May 20158

10. Peterson CC. Husbands’ and wives’ perceptions of marital fairness 
across the family life cycle. Int J Aging Hum Dev 1990;31:179‑88.

11. Orbuch TL, House JS, Mero RP, Webster PS. Marital quality over 
the life course. Soc Psychol Q 1996;59:162‑71.

12. VanLaningham J, Johnson DR, Amato P. Marital happiness, marital 
duration, and the U‑Shaped curve: Evidence from a five‑wave panel 
study. Soc Forces 2001;79:1313‑41.

13. Harper JM, Schaalje BG, Sandberg JG. Daily hassles, intimacy, and 
marital quality in later life marriages. Am J Fam Ther 2000;28:1‑18.

14. Papp LM, Cummings EM, Goeke‑Morey MC. For richer, for poorer: 
Money as a topic of marital conflict in the home. Fam Relat 
2009;58:91‑103.

15. Dew J. Two sides of the same coin? The differing roles of assets 
and consumer debt in marriage. J Fam Econ Issues 2007;28:89‑104.

16. Bryant CM, Conger RD. Marital success and domains of social 
support in long‑term relationships: Does the influence of network 
members ever end? J Marriage Fam 1999;2:437‑50.

17. Litzinger S, Gordon KC. Exploring relationships among 
communication, sexual satisfaction, and marital satisfaction. J Sex 
Marital Ther 2005;31:409‑24.

18. Bagherabad TB. Effects of marital conflict on husband and wife 
interrelationship (Master’s Thesis). In: Sanai B, AS, Falahati SH, 
Houman A, editors. Family and Marriage Scales. Tehran: Besat 
Publications; 2009, 1996.

19. Keikhayfarzaneh JK, Shahriari N, Ghorbanshiroudi S, Sourizaei M, 
Keikhayfarzaneh R. The investigation of the effectiveness of the 
solution‑oriented counseling in reduction of the marital conflicts 
of two‑career couples. J Basic Appl Sci Res 2011;1:3309‑15.

20. Blum JS, Mehrabian A. Personality and temperament correlates of 
marital satisfaction. J Pers 1999;67:93‑125.

21. Rajabi GR. Factorial structure of marital satisfaction scale in married 
staff members of Shahid Chamran University. Iran J Psychiatry Clin 
Psychol 2010;15:351‑8.

22. Hastie TJ, Tibshirani RJ. Generalized Additive Models.London: 
Chapman and Hall, CRC Press; 1990.

23. Kenny DA. Models of non‑independence in dyadic research. J Soc 
Pers Relat 1996;13:279‑94.

24. Cook WL, Kenny DA. The actor–partner interdependence model: 
A model of bidirectional effects in developmental studies. Int J 
Behav Dev 2005;29:101‑9.

25. Kline RB. Principles and Practice of Structural Equation Modeling.
New York: Guilford Publication; 2005.

26. Vaillant CO, Vaillant GE. Is the U‑curve of marital satisfaction an 
illusion? A 40‑year study of marriage. J Marriage Fam 1993;55:230‑9.

27. Martin TC, Bumpass LL. Recent trends in marital disruption. 
Demography 1989;26:37‑51.

28. Prevention CfDCa. Marriage and Divorce Rates for the US Atlanta: 
CDC; 2012: http://www.cdc.gov/[Last cited on 15 Oct 2012].

29. Iran. SCo. Statistical Yearbook of Iran. Tehran: Statistical Center 

of Iran; 2012. Available from: http://www.amar.org.ir/Default.
aspx?tabid=133. [Last cited on 15 Oct 2012].

30. Commerce UDo. United States Cencus Beaureu: US Department 
of Commerce; 2007‑2011: https://www.census.gov. [Last cited on 
15 Oct 2012].

31. Lawrence E, Rothman AD, Cobb RJ, Rothman MT, Bradbury TN. 
Marital satisfaction across the transition to parenthood. J Fam 
Psychol 2008;22:41‑50.

32. Helms‑Erikson H. Marital quality ten years after the transition to 
parenthood: Implications of the timing of parenthood and the 
division of housework. J Marriage Fam 2001;63:1099‑110.

33. Umberson D, Williams K, Powers DA, Chen MD, Campbell AM. As 
good as it gets? A life course perspective on marital quality. Soc 
Forces 2005;84:493‑511.

34. Oyserman D, Coon HM, Kemmelmeier M. Rethinking individualism 
and collectivism: Evaluation of theoretical assumptions and 
meta‑analyses. Psychol Bull 2002;128:3‑72.

35. Lee GR, Shehan CL. Retirement and marital satisfaction. J Gerontol 
1989;44:S226‑30.

36. Myers SM, Booth A. Men’s retirement and marital quality. J Fam 
Issues 1996;17:336‑57.

37. Moen P, Kim JE, Hofmeister H. Couples’ work/retirement transitions, 
gender, and marital quality. Soc Psychol Q 2001;64:55‑71.

38. Lu L. Daily hassles and mental health: A longitudinal study. Br J 
Psychol 1991;82:441‑7.

39. Kohn PM, Lafreniere K, Gurevich M. Hassles, health, and personality. 
J Pers Soc Psychol 1991;61:478‑82.

40. Byers ES. Relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction: 
A longitudinal study of individuals in long‑term relationships. J Sex 
Res 2005;42:113‑8.

41. Henderson‑King DH, Veroff J. Sexual satisfaction and marital well‑being 
in the first years of marriage. J Soc Pers Relat 1994;11:509‑34.

42. Milardo R, Lewis R. Social networks, families, and mate selection: 
A transactional analysis. The Handbook of Family Psychology and 
Therapy, edit by L. L’Abate. Vol. 1.Home‑wood, Dorsey press; 1985. 
p. 258‑83.

43. Oggins J. Topics of marital disagreement among African‑American 
and Euro‑American newlyweds. Psychol Rep 2003;92:419‑25.

44. Dew J, Dakin J. Financial disagreements and marital conflict tactics. 
J Financ Ther 2011;2:23‑42 Article 7.

Source of Support: This study was funded and financially supported 
by the Behavioral Sciences Research Center of the Baqiyatallah 
University of Medical Sciences. Other than that, the authors received 
no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial 
or non-profit sectors, Conflict of Interest: Upon acceptance of the 
manuscript its copyright will be transferred to the publisher.

[Downloaded free from http://www.jehp.net on Wednesday, January 25, 2023, IP: 158.58.50.204]


