
How Stable Is Marital Interaction Over Time? 

This is a report of the degree of stability 
in affective marital interaction over a 
4-year period. There were statistically 
significant levels of stability in overall 
emotionality, and in positive and negative 
affect, particularly for wives. There was 
also stability for specific affects but, except 
for humor and listener backchannels, 
these varied with gender. Women were 
more stable than men in overall negative 
and positive affect. Men were more stable 
than women in belligerence, contempt, and 
tension I fear. Women were more stable 
than men in whining. 
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I N this article, we examine the extent to 
which marital interaction patterns are 

stable over time, particularly emotional 
aspects of marital interaction. The ques­
tion of how stable marital interaction is 
over time has received very little atten­
tion. 'lb our knowledge, there are only 
three published studies on the question, 
one by Raush, Barry, Hertel, and Swain 
(1974), the second by Belsky, Spanier, and 
Rovine (1983), and the third by Deal, 
Hagan, and Anderson (1992). 
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The Raush et al. study was an investiga­
tion of the transition to parenthood that 
took repeated observations of 13 couples 
who engaged in marital interaction in 
three phases: the newlywed phase, preg­
nancy, and after the birth of the first child. 
That study used two improvised conflict 
acting situations, in which a coach sepa­
rated husband and wife, and described 
their separate positions in an improvised 
acting vignette; for example, the wife 
might be coached that she wanted to 
watch a television show about babies and 
the husband that he wanted to watch a 
sporting event, and the couple then were 
asked to pretend that this was really their 
own conflict. 

The Belsky et aL (1983) study also 
examined the change in marital patterns 
across the transition to parenthood and 
found a decline in positive affection from 
the first month of the baby's life to 9 
months. Unlike the Raush et al. study, the 
context studied was not a marital interac­
tion. It involved both parents at home 
playing with the baby, and the marital 
interaction codes were quite limited. They 
were limited to: total engagement, baby­
related interaction, joint attention, non­
baby-related interaction, and positive af­
fection. 

The Deal et aL (1992) study reported 
three repeated observations in approxi­
mately 2 years; the time periods between 
waves one and two averaged 12.8 months, 
and between waves 2 and 3 averaged 9.3 
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months (E. Mavis Hetherington, personal 
communication, January, 1996). The Deal 
et aL study used marital interaction but 
only sampled disagreements about chil­
dren for all couples in order to elicit the 
marital cOl1fiict discussions. 

What were the conclusions of these three 
studies about the stability of marital inter­
action? The Raush et aL study concluded 
that there was considerable stability in 
marital interaction over time. However, 
they used a multivariate information sta­
tistic that provided a table of percent 
reduction in uncertainty, but no statistical 
tests of significance. They did not provide 
standard estimates of stability or change, 
nor did they stipulate the stability by 
specific variables. This makes the data 
analyses difficult to evaluate or to com­
pare to the results of other studies. De­
spite the lack of standard statistical test­
ing, the Raush et al. study concluded that 
there was considerable stability in mari­
tal interaction over time, but that during 
only the pregnancy phase did husbands 
become temporarily more agreeable, or 
"reconciling," while wives became more 
temporarily "coercive" and less "cogni­
tive." As noted, these conclusions were 
reached without any statistical tests. 

Belsky et al. reported significant but 
low to moderate levels of consistency (over 
the period of the first baby's life from 
months 1 to 9) in marital interaction while 
the couple was playing with the baby. The 
correlations were total engagement, .38, 
p < .01; baby-related interaction, .38,p < 
. 01;jointattention, .37,p < .01; non-baby­
related interaction, .30, p < .05; and posi­
tive affection, .16, not significant. 

In the Deal et al. study, because of a 
printer's error, the same table of stability 
correlations was presented twice in the 
article instead of once, but there were 
different numbers given each time. There 
was no explanation given for this anomaly, 
but we contacted E. Mavis Hetherington 
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(the first author of the SReD Monograph). 
She clarified that the table on page 85 was 
actually supposed to present correlations 
across the following topics of discussion: 
confiict over daily routines, depression, 
housekeeping roles, and childcare roles 
(E. Mavis Hetherington, personal commu­
nication, January, 1996). The marital in­
teraction variables were limited to "positiv­
ity" and "negativity." For positivity these 
correlations ranged from .34 to .71 be­
tween waves 1 and 2, and between .04 and 
.60 between waves 1 and 3; for negativity 
they ranged from .44 to .61 between waves 
1 and 2, and between - .02 and .62 be­
tween waves 1 and 3. Thus, the Deal et al. 
study reported moderate to high levels of 
the stability of marital interaction over 
one to two years time. 

None ofthe studies tested stability sepa­
rately for men and women or reported 
gender differences. All studies involved 
major normative development transitions 
in marriage. As noted, the Deal et al. 
study was also a study of a marital transi­
tion. The sample involved newly remar­
ried or blended families, and they re­
ported three repeated observations in 
approximately 2 years. 

In summary, all three sources concluded 
that marital interaction has some stabil­
ity over time, but to considerably varying 
degrees. However, because of the issues 
we have raised in this review, it is difficult 
to reach a definitive conclusion from these 
three studies about the general stability of 
marital interaction over time . 

In this article, we examine patterns of 
emotional expression during non-impro­
vised marital conflict resolution in which 
the real conflict issues were determined 
by the couple, and across a longer, non­
normative period of 4 years. We have 
limited ourselves to the domain of emotion 
because investigators in the area of mari­
tal interaction have been drawn by data to 
conclude that emotional expressions form 
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the best set of correlates of marital satis­
faction (for a review see Gottman, 1994). 
In fact, most studies have summarized 
their data as either positive or negative 
interaction, variously defined. Further­
more, we have found emotional patterns 
of interaction predictive of marital stabil­
ity or dissolution (Gottman, 1993, 1994; 
Gottman and Levenson, 1992). To summa­
rize briefly these divorce prediction re­
sults: in three separate longitudinal stud­
ies it was possible to identify specific 
dysfunctional patterns of conflict resolu­
tion that predicted a couple's cascade to­
ward divorce (Gottman, 1994; Gottman, 
Coan, Carrere, and Swanson, 1998; Gott­
man and Levenson, 1992). Similar results 
have been replicated in other laboratories 
(Matthews, Wickrama, and Conger, 1996). 
In these studies, the most consistent, spe­
cific affective predictors of divorce during 
the resolution of conflict were: disgust, 
contempt, defensiveness, stonewalling, 
domineering, and belligerence (codes are 
defined in the Methods section below). 
Recently, in a 9-year longitudinal study of 
newlywed couples, Gottman et al. (1998) 
found that positive affect was the only 
predictor of marital stability or dissolu­
tion as well as eventual marital satisfac­
tion of those couples who stayed married. 
Hence, in this report we will examine the 
stability of positive as well as negative 
affect, and the stability of specific affects. 

METHODS 

To avoid repetition, we will abbreviate 
sections already discussed in our preced­
ing article in this issue- "What predicts 
change in marital interaction over time? A 
study of alternative models" (see its 
Methods Section, pp. 146-150 for more 
details). 

Participants and Procedures 

Using a two-stage sampling procedure, 
79 couples were recruited. Couples ar-
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rived in our laboratory after having not 
spoken for at least 8 hours. Mter record­
ing devices for obtaining physiological 
measures were attached, couples had 
three 15-minute conversations: (a) discuss­
ing the events of the day; (b) discussing 
the major problem area of continuing 
disagreement in their marriage; and (c) 
discussing a mutually agreed upon pleas­
ant topic. Each conversation was preceded 
by a five-minute silent period. For this 
article, only data from the problem area 
discussion were used. 

1987 Followup 

In 1987,4 years after the initial assess­
ment, the original subjects were recon­
tacted and at least one spouse (70 hus­
bands, 72 wives) from 73 ofthe original 79 
couples (92.4%) agreed to participate in 
the followup. 

Second Interaction Session 

Of the original 79 couples, we were able 
to recruit 42 couples to return to the 
laboratory for another laboratory interac­
tion. We designed the recruitment of our 
subjects so that we would sample couples 
across a wide range of marital satisfac­
tion. Couples who returned to the labora­
tory had two conversations: (a) the "events 
of the last 4 years," and (b) the conflict 
conversation. For this interaction, we 
followed the same procedures we had used 
4 years ago, in which spouses discussed 
the major area of continuing disagree­
ment in their marriage. 

Observational Coding 

Coding emotional expression: The video­
tapes ofthe problem area interaction were 
coded using an observational coding sys­
tem, the Specific Affect Coding System 
(SPAFF; Gottman, 1996), which provided 
information on specific affects. Reliability 
was computed using a one-second window 
on either side of a code's occurrence and 
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checking to see if the other coder had 
detected this code within this window. 
Cohen's kappas for the affect wheel SPAFF 
coding averaged .85 for the entire recod­
ing. Time-l and Time-2 video tapes were 
mixed together for this coding and, except 
for reliability checking, each observer 
coded only one tape of a couple. Observers 
were unaware that they were coding 
videotapes of couples made 4 years apart. 

RESULTS 

Overall Affect Stability 

There was a significant correlation 
between overall emotionality (total posi­
tive and negative affect) across the two 
time points for husbands (.36, p < .05) 
and for wives (.55, p < .001). For total 
positive affect for husbands the correla­
tion was .46, p < .01, and for wives the 
correlation was .76, p < .001. For total 
negative affect for husbands the correla­
tion was .35, p < .05, and for wives the 
correlation was .60,p < .001. 

Stability of Specific Affects 

Husbands 

There was no husband disgust coded at 
Time-2, because it did not occur, so this 
variable was omitted for husbands from 
all analyses. Husband belligerence, domi­
neering, contempt, tension/fear were 
highly stable over 4 years. Husband 
defensiveness showed significant stabil­
ity, but at a lower level. Sadness and 
whining for husbands showed no signifi­
cant stability across years. For the posi­
tive affects, husband listener backchan­
nels and husband humor were stable. (See 
Table for a summary of correlations across 
specific affects.) 

Wives 

As with husbands, wife domineering, 
contempt, and defensiveness were stable 
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TABLE 

Stability Correlations for Codes of Emotional 
Behavior, Number of Seconds in 15 Minutes 
in Each Affect, Across 4 Years. The z Is the 
Normally Distributed Score Fisher's r-to-z 

Test for Correlations 

Variable Husband Wife z 

Negative Affects 
Anger .21 -.02 1.19 
Belligerence .64*** .11 4.06*** 
Domineering .55*** .30* 1.94 
Contempt .76*** .46** 3.12** 
Disgust -.04 
TensionlFear .54*** .09 3.19** 
Defensiveness .30* .53*** 1.75 
Stonewalling -.03 .13 .63 
Whining .02 .50*** 3.31** 
Sadness -.05 -.05 .00 

Positive Affects 
Interest .02 .04 .13 
Listener 

backchannels .47*** .60*** 1.13 
Affection -.10 -.09 .06 
Humor .52*** .49*** .25 
Joy/Excitement -.06 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

over 4 years, but, unlike husbands, ten­
sion/fear was not stable. Additionally, wife 
whining was also highly stable across 
years. For the positive affects, wife lis­
tener backchannels and wife humor were 
again stable. 

Gender Differences 

The Table also summarizes the Fisher's 
r to z test for correlations (Hays, 1963, pp. 
530-533). Husbands and wives differed in 
stability as follows: for belligerence, con­
tempt, and tension/fear, husbands were 
more stable over time than wives; for 
whining, wives were more stable over 
time than husbands. Not reported in the 
Table is the finding that, in the stability of 
overall emotionality, the z ratio was 1.50, 
ns. In the stability of positive affect, 
women were more stable than men, Z = 
3.12, p < .01. In the stability of negative 
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affect, women were again more stable 
than men,z = 2.05,p < .05. 

DISCUSSION 

These results support the conclusion 
that overall affectivity, the amount of 
positive and negative affect, and specific 
affects in marital interaction show consid­
erable stability over the non-normative, 
relatively long period of 4 years. This was 
particularly true for the overall level of 
emotionality, and for positive and nega­
tive affect. 

While this study did not involve a consis­
tent developmental transition, most 
couples in this study were in their early 
thirties, and most couples went through 
major life transitions in the period be­
tween assessments. Many became par­
ents, finished school, started or changed 
careers, changed geographical location, 
and so on. 

Consistent with the data, our impres­
sion in watching the videotapes was that, 
in all but a very few cases, the Time-1 and 
Time-2 conversations seemed remarkably 
similar. Often the very same issues were 
discussed at Time-1 and Time-2, and in 
the same way. 

The gender differences in stability were 
interesting. Women's affects during mari­
tal conflict (both positive and negative) 
were significantly more stable than men's 
affects during marital conflict. In terms of 
specific affects, stereotypically, the do­
main of anger, and vigilance as well as 
humor have been considered particularly 
male emotions (see Panksepp, 1998), so 
one would expect stability in these affects 
for men, while affection and sadness have 
been considered particularly female emo­
tions, so one would expect stability in 
these affects for women. However, re­
search has not usually borne out these 
stereotypes. For example, Averill's (1982) 
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diary study on anger found very few gen­
der differences in daily reports of anger. 

However, gender differences in these 
emotions have not been studied in the 
context of marital interaction. It was inter­
esting, then, in accordance with stereo­
types, that our study showed belligerence, 
domineering, contempt and tension/fear 
as particularly stable for husbands but 
not for wives, while whining was stable for 
wives and not for husbands. Defensive­
ness, listener backchannels, and humor 
were stable for both husbands and wives. 

For future investigations, as a clinical 
observation we note that at neither time 
point was there much evidence of a resolu­
tion of the couple's major problems. Most 
of the time people appeared to be talking 
at both time points about the same issue. 
We got the impression that most marital 
issues could be called "perpetual issues" 
that were never reconciled. These issues 
usually concerned fundamental differ­
ences between them (for example, she is 
much more social than he is). In a post hoc· 
coding of the content of these issues, we 
found that couples were discussing the 
same type of issue 69% of the time, and 
new issues only 31% of the time. Wile 
(1988) presaged these observations when 
he wrote: 

Each potential relationship has its own set 
of inescapable recurring problems ... There 
is value, when choosing a long-term partner, 
in realizing that you will inevitably be choos­
ing a particular set ofunresolvable problems 
that you'll be grappling with for the next ten, 
twenty, or fifty years. [pp. 12-13] 

As the quantitative data show, clinically 
we were also struck by the similarity in 
patterns of marital interaction. That is, we 
would conclude that, primarily, people 
tend to talk about the same types of 
marital issues in the same ways. 

However, we noticed that in discussing 
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these perpetual issues some couples had a 
great deal of negative and no positive 
affect, while others consistently had more 
positive affect. That is, some couples 
seemed almost amused by this familiar 
problem between them, and capable of 
high levels oflistener backchannels, laugh­
ter, and affection, while others seemed 
hurt, sad, very angry, belligerent, and 
contemptuous, were low in listener back­
channels, and also were without humor 
and affection. Thus, what seemed particu­
larly salient to us in continuing marital 
conflict over time was not the degree of 
problem solving but, rather, the nature of 
the affective interaction around which 
most couples did not solve their perpetual 
problems. If this observation proves to be 
true, then the importance of problem solv­
ing may have been over-emphasized in 
marital research. 
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