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Abstract

A data set of 1030 individuals (including 392 married couples) was employed to create a comprehensive picture of the 
interactive impact of many variables on marital satisfaction. Predictor variables were eventually combined into 20 composite 
variables and structural equation modeling resulted in 78.6% of the variance in marital satisfaction being explained for men; 
79.8% for women. The primary dependent variable was Relational Satisfaction. Primary predictors (all composite variables) 
included emotional engagement, emotional-regulation skills, destructive interactions, shared activities, family and friend 
support, compatibility, strength of personal identity, accuracy of perception (of their partner), personality traits, temperaments 
(from the DISC measure), improvement over time, and positive illusions. To measure change over time, participants answered 
questions for both “now” and in the “first year of marriage”. Further, a criss-cross technique (rate self and partner across 
all variables) facilitated many comparative predictors. The structural models found the primary predictors of relational 
satisfaction (with only minor differences between mens’ and womens’ models) to be: emotional engagement (with β values of 
.56 for both), family and friend support, improvement over time, accuracy of perception, (absence of) destructive interactions, 
compatibility and positive traits. Equally important were predictors of emotional engagement—the greatest predictor of 
relational satisfaction: emotional-regulation skills (men), emotional-regulation skills (women), shared activities, accuracy of 
perception, family and friend support, and looking for the good explained 75% of the variance in the emotional engagement.   

Keywords: Relationship Satisfaction; Gestalt; Structural Equation Modelling; Compatibility; Accuracy Of Perception; 
Emotional Engagement; Emotional Regulation

Abbreviations: RMSEA: Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation; CFI: Comparative Fit Index; PSC: personal 
similarity correlation

Introduction

The desire for a satisfying marital relationship continues 
to be an important life goal for many people. However, the 
US divorce rate, that has hovered around 50% since the 
1970’s [1], suggests that this is no easy task. Researchers 

have sought to discover relevant principles and therapists 
have sought to apply those principles in their efforts to help 
people experiencing marital difficulty. But, the sheer number 
of factors and complexity of factors that impact marital 
success has motivated psychologists to move toward “mid-
range” theories [2] designed to explore only limited aspects 
of the marital puzzle. Gestalt psychologists, however, argue 
that it is necessary to step back from time to time and look 
at the complete picture. That is the objective of the present 
research. We step back and examine how the dynamic of 

https://medwinpublishers.com/PPRIJ/
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2576-0319#
https://doi.org/10.23880/pprij-16000341


Psychology & Psychological Research International Journal2

Darren M. George, et al. Marital Satisfaction: Toward an Integrated Understanding. Structural 
Equation Modelling Helps Unravel the Complexity of Factors that Impact Marital Success. Psychol 
Psychology Res Int J 2023, 8(2): 000341.

Copyright©  Darren M. George, et al.

many interactive factors contribute to couples’ marital 
success and marital satisfaction.

Students enrolled in a research-methods class at a liberal 
arts university in central Alberta, Canada, first explored which 
variables might contribute toward a “complete picture”.

Eventually broad categories of questions emerged 
based on theoretical perspectives of leaders in the field and 
other research findings. The broad categories employed 
(referenced in detail later in this section) included: emotional 
engagement, destructive interactions, personal qualities/
traits, the influence of family and friends, shared activities, 
emotional-regulation skills, strength of identity, congruence 
between personal qualities (compatibility), improvement 
over time, accuracy of perception of their partner, personal 
temperament, and enhancement of their partner (often 
called “positive illusions”). 

To measure several of these constructs required 
innovations in the questionnaire that extended beyond 
the norm. For instance, to measure improvement over 
time required that participants answer questions both for 
“now” and for “the first year of their marriage”. To measure 
constructs of congruency, accuracy of perception, and 
enhancement required a criss-cross technique to allow 
comparisons of the perspectives of both partners in the 
relationship, and to increase the objectivity of the predictor 
variables. 

For most questions, four responses occurred. For 
instance, one questions used in the study was “How good a 
listener are you when your partner speaks?” The man would 
rate how good a listener he was in the 1st year of marriage 
and how good a listener he is now. Then he would rate how 
good a listener his wife was in the first year of marriage and 
how good a listener she is now. The woman would answer the 
same four questions about herself and her husband. Criss-
cross allows greater objectivity by averaging the subjects’ 
self rating with the partners’ rating of the subject. The use of 
Criss-cross has a long history in couples research as a means 
to not only to create greater objectivity of measures, but also 
to gain insight into alternative perspectives of partners [3].

A question that is typically reserved for the Results 
section is so central to the challenges of this type of research 
that it is addressed prior to the Literature Review. It is the 
issue of multi collinearity or linear dependency. As the 
number of variables increases the issue of multi collinearity 
becomes increasingly challenging [4]. The first line of defense 
is to create the dependent variable (Relational Success in 
this case) in such a way that no questions that assess the 
DV are included as predictors. The DV was created with that 
objective in mind. In this study the DV is not only highly 

internally consistent (α = .97) but no questions that measure 
Relational Satisfaction are included as either predictors or 
as indicators of other composite predictor variables. The 
Method section adds detail. 

Then there is the problem of intercorrelations between 
the many variables that predict Relational Success. 
Regressions, partial correlations, factor analysis (both 
confirmatory and exploratory), and internal consistency 
measures (Coefficient alpha) are used to minimize 
intercorrelation between predictors. While it is impossible 
to eliminate multicollinearity, all statistical resources have 
been employed to minimize these challenges. The ultimate 
test is the final structural model. If there are major challenges 
of multicollinearity the model will be afflicted by an array of 
awkward links and intercorrelated residuals (to improve the 
model fit) that leave interpretation many times unintelligible. 
Perhaps the author’s greatest pride in the study is that the 
final Structural model is not only an excellent fit of the data, 
but is also easily interpretable.

Literature Review

The topics covered in this research are so extensive, 
authors could come up with a thousand articles that provide 
background and shed light. Clearly such a task is impractical. 
What we do is base many of our predictors on the theoretical 
perspectives of key researchers in this area without further 
reference. Particularly we consider the work of Sue Johnson 
as the foundation for variables associated with emotional 
engagement and John Gottman with what he calls “the four 
horsemen”, that is, destructive interactions between couples.

Emotional Engagement. In the 1980’s Sue Johnson and 
Les Greenberg developed Emotionally Focused Therapy 
(EFT) [5].  This therapeutic style of intervention was 
grounded in the attachment theory of John Bowlby [6]. The 
idea that attachment theory relates only to young children 
has expanded to include attachment as a universal human 
need equally as important to adults and their relationships.  
Attachment theory sees all humans as wired for and in need 
of secure emotional bonds and that a secure attachment 
develops when partners are responsive to their partners 
needs and emotions [7]. According to Johnson, the EFT model 
prioritizes emotion engagement and emotional regulation as 
the key organizing agents in relationship interactions [5].

Research has found that emotional engagement is 
associated with both short-term and long-term enhancement 
of marital satisfaction [8,9], ability of partners to respond to 
each other in ways that are emotionally satisfying [10], and 
to encourage emotional responsiveness and strengthen the 
emotional bonds between partners [11].
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The specific positive activities associated with emotional 
engagement include, among others, verbal expression of love; 
expression of affection; physical intimacy, being available 
when your partner reaches for you; and understanding the 
emotional needs of each other [5]. 

A seeming omission from this project (in the context 
of emotional engagement) is the topic of communication. 
Clearly authors considered communication as a possible 
predictor. However, recent research by Lavner, et al. [12] 
questions the causative nature of communication on marital 
satisfaction. The two constructs (good communication skills 
and marital satisfaction) are significantly correlated, but 
the causal direction has not been clearly established. This 
study holds that emotional engagement and regulation are 
more important pathways underlying communication in 
predicting marital satisfaction than the communication style 
itself. 

Destructive Interactions. John Gottman [13,14] 
identified four types of interactions between couples that 
are so destructive that, if unchecked, invariably leads to 
termination of the relationship. Gottman calls them “The 
four horsemen of the apocalypse” and they include the 
initiator’s expression of criticism, and contempt, and the 
respondent’s reactions of defensiveness, and stonewalling. 
Gottman’s extensive research in this area (summarized in 
the references listed above) substantiates the validity of his 
statement. 

Personality constructs. The influence of certain 
personality constructs on RS is widely acknowledged, 
however, in the present study our interest focuses on what 
personality traits uniquely contribute to the dynamic of 
factors that influence relational satisfaction. Past research 
has revealed that emotional stability, social skills, and 
agreeableness are associated with greater relational 
satisfaction [15-21]. By contrast, hostility and depressiveness 
are predictors of lower relational satisfaction [22,23].

Family and friends influence. An article currently 
under review [24] dealing with impact of outside friends 
on relational satisfaction provides some insights. For both 
men and women, the support of family and friends was 
the greatest single predictor of Relational Satisfaction of all 
friendship-related variables. 

Earlier research finds that the presence of in-law 
relationships is associated with greater RS [25]; as is the 
support by parents of their children’s marriages [24]. Equally 
as strong was the finding that strain between parents and 
their married children was associated with poorer RS [26,27]. 

Past literature on the influence of outside friendships 
on couples’ relationships has indicated that a rich network 

of friends is associated with greater relational satisfaction 
[28,29]; approval from friends and family increases couples’ 
stability [30,31]; incorporation of outside friendships 
substantially benefits relational satisfaction of couples 
[32]; and that the increase of perceived network support 
is associated with a decrease of intention to break off a 
relationship [33]. 

Behavioral Activities/Engagement. Research has 
explored many dimensions of this topic. For instance, 
Reissman, et al. [34] in an experimental setting explored the 
impact of exciting or pleasant shared activities on marital 
satisfaction with the result that marital satisfaction was 
enhanced more by exciting activities than pleasant activities. 
Kaplan, et al. [35] exploring the impact of shared goals on 
marital satisfaction found that both mutual support and 
shared efficacy between partners correlated strongly with 
marital satisfaction. Reimnitz, et al. [36] in a study of older 
couples (mean age ≈70) discovered that mutual conversation 
and shared problem solving played a substantial role in 
marital satisfaction of the couple. Bailey, et al. [37] found 
that marital satisfaction was highly correlated with shared 
meals and number of dates in a month. Parker-Pope, in a [38] 
New York Times article provided anecdotal evidence (with 
generous reference to experts in the field) of the benefits to 
reasonably-stable married couples of new and innovative 
date nights. Freise, et al. [39] research revealed that religious 
traditions significantly enhanced relational satisfaction of 
the couple although the impact for men and women differed. 
Fiese, et al. [40] found that family traditions with young 
children (5 years and younger) not only enhanced the family 
dynamic but also increased the marital satisfaction of the 
couple.

Emotional regulation skills. The best article the 
authors found that explores and defines the general topic of 
emotional regulation is Campos, Walle, et al. [41]. Essentially 
this perspective acknowledges that much of the research on 
emotional regulation involves an intrapersonal approach 
(what internal resources allow a person to regulate their 
emotions) but for effectiveness must also incorporate the 
relational component as well (regulation of emotions in the 
context of interaction with another). Their conceptualization 
of emotional regulation is what the present study embraces. 
Bloch, et al. [42] conducted innovative longitudinal research 
exploring the impact of emotional regulation skills on conflict 
resolution and on the marital satisfaction of couples. Results 
found the couples’ ability to regulate the emotional content 
of their interactions was strongly correlated with marital 
satisfaction. Damankeshan, et al. [43] explored the impact of 
emotional regulation with 306 Iranian women. Results found 
that emotional-regulation skills were associated with lower 
levels of (a) anger, (b) feelings of revenge, (c) anger rumination, 
and greater marital satisfaction. Shahid, et al. [44], with a 
sample of 200 Pakistani married couples, found Emotional 
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regulation skills highly correlated with Marital satisfaction. 
They also discovered gender differences in which men had 
significantly better emotional regulation skills than women. 
Feeney with a sample of 238 Australian married couples, 
found that the expression of positive emotion and the control 
of negative emotions (emotional regulation) was significantly 
correlated with marital satisfaction. Consistent with Campos 
and colleagues’ definition of emotional regulation, Mazzuca, 
et al. [45] explored the interactive nature of intrapersonal 
and interpersonal aspects of emotional regulation. Their 
study found a strong link between both types of regulation 
and marital satisfaction. 

Essence qualities. The term “essence qualities” is 
identified as the specific contents of one’s personal identity. 
The construct has only recently been introduced to research 
literature [46,47]. The concept parallels the theories of 
personal identity [48] and self complexity [49]. All three 
constructs have similar effects on relational satisfaction: 
Those with a stronger identity (Erickson), who have 
greater self complexity (Linville) and possess stronger 
essence qualities (that is, more heavily defined across 
many personal characteristics) have an array of desirable 
personal traits (e.g., higher self-esteem, emotional stability, 
agreeableness; lower depression and hostility), including 
more successful personal relationships. For instance, in the 
George, Wisdom and colleagues’ article, strength of essence 
qualities correlated .34 with relational satisfaction (p < 
.001), congruence between essence qualities (a measure of 
compatibility) among couples correlated .32 (p < .001) with 
relational satisfaction. 

Accuracy of Perception. Tucker, et al. [50] found that 
anxiously attached married men experienced poorer marital 
satisfaction due to their inability to accurately perceive their 
Partner’s feelings. Solomon, et al. [51] discovered that the 
best relational outcomes occur when couples learn to see 
beyond biases and achieve accuracy of perception in romantic 
relationships. An older study [52] found that greater relational 
satisfaction was associated with congruence between the 
husband’s expectations and the wife’s perception of those 
expectations. Recently George & Wisdom [53] revealed 
perceptual accuracy to enhance couples’ satisfaction in 
the context of both married and dating relationships. The 
Neff & Karney [53] phrase “Individual accuracy and global 
enhancement” supports the concept of the importance of 
accuracy of perception but expands on how enhancement 
(not positive illusions) characterizes good marriages.

Temperament. The topic of temperament has received 
little attention in quantitative psychological literature 
because temperament, by definition, is a combination of 
qualities. Popular instruments such as the MBTI and the DISC 
are widely used in counselling or seminar settings, but, again, 
are difficult to research because of their multidimensionality. 

In a 2020 article [47] the four DISC temperaments were used 
as part of a compatibility measure by assessing congruence 
of temperament among married couples. And, those who 
were more congruent on these measures, had significantly 
greater marital satisfaction. The DISC temperaments will be 
used in the present study in a similar way.

Change over time. That marriages change over time 
is axiomatic, and a fair number of studies have explored 
those changes. This study, however, is the first to attempt 
to quantify the amount of change over time across a wide 
array of predictor variables; then, measure how that change 
impacts relational satisfaction. Past research focuses on what 
changes take place, why these changes occur, why evaluation 
of the marriage declines over time despite high motivation 
to maintain initial feelings [54]. Other research explored the 
contrasts between cross-sectional and longitudinal research 
and performs a meta-analysis to uncover how the marriage 
quality and stability change over time [55]. In longitudinal 
research, Sprecher [56] explored how perceived changes 
in a couples’ love, commitment, and satisfaction changed 
over time. Consistent with the Karney [54] and Karney and 
Bradbury [55] his research indicated that even couples 
who stayed together did not experience an increase in love, 
commitment or satisfaction. Montgomery [57] explored 
the contradictory concepts of stability and consistency in 
marriage with the reality that change is at the heart of all 
social processes.

Hypotheses 

The authors felt that to document 20 or 25 different 
hypotheses would be distractive rather than elucidating. 
In general, we anticipate results similar to those cited in 
literature above. But the task of the study extends well 
beyond confirmation of hypotheses or replication of prior 
studies. We seek to understand the dynamic of factors that 
moves us toward a more complete picture of components 
that contribute to overall relational satisfaction of married 
couples.

Method

Participants. A total of 1030 subjects returned valid, 
completed forms. A total of 1486 individuals opened the 
questionnaire link, yielding 456 “incomplete” forms. Common 
to online survey research, the majority of the incomplete 
forms entered no data at all; others completed only a small 
subset of questions. Of the 1030 valid forms, 784 were 
paired with their spouse, or, 392 couples. The remaining 246 
participants were unpaired. For essentially all analyses the 
data set of 392 couples is employed. All but one of the 392 
couples were heterosexual yielding a gender break down 
of 391 men and 393 women. For all analyses (in the Results 
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section), the N for men is 391, the N for women is 393, and 
the N for couples is 392—unless otherwise specified.

The ethnic composition of the group (couples only) 
included 347 Whites (44%), 325 Blacks (41%), 76 Asians 
(10%), 23 Hispanics (3%) and 13 DTS or other (2%). The 
mean age of men was 48.2 (range 21 - 89); the mean age of 
the women 45.6 (range 19 - 83). The mean duration of the 
marriages was 19.6 years (range <1 – 63 years). Religious 
affiliations included 80 Catholics (10%), 587 Protestants 
(75%), 75 Atheist or Agnostic (10%), and 39 Eastern 
Religions (Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu, Sikh) (5%). Education 
levels averaged 3.7 years of university for men; 3.4 years for 
women. (range: <HS - doctorate).

This study was approved by the university Ethics Board 
prior to data collection.

Materials

Materials included separate but identical questionnaires 
for the subjects and the partners. The survey was crafted 
with gender-neutral wording allowing men or women to 
complete the same forms. This questionnaire was hosted by 
Survey Monkey Inc. 

The questionnaires were structured in the following 
way: The initial screen included instructions that identified 
the sponsoring organization, brief description of the study, 
assurance of confidentiality, informed consent, debriefing and 
further instructions about how to complete the questionnaire. 
Instructions were followed by 12 demographic items, then 
33 questions, randomly distributed, assessed issues of 
emotional engagement, emotional regulation, destructive 
interactions, shared activities and the support of family 
and friends. The next set of questions assessed strength 
of essence qualities in 14 different areas, followed by 4 
questions dealing with temperament 5 ratings of personality 
traits, and 11 questions that assessed Relational Satisfaction. 
Of 62 questions (following the demographic items), the final 
52 questions required four responses (1st year and now, self 
and partner) and another 10 questions were couple-specific 
and required two responses (1st year and now).

Procedure

Participants were acquired by students enrolled in a 
research methods class at a liberal-arts university in central 
Alberta, Canada. Students contacted individuals they knew 
to ask their willingness to participate in the study. Contacts 
were made in person, by telephone, e-mail or social media. 
Links were sent out to all who agreed to participate. Couples 
were instructed to complete the questionnaires separately. 
Clicking the link opened the questionnaire. When participants 

were finished, data was automatically forwarded to the 
Survey Monkey data base.

Variables

There are many individual and composite variables 
(several of them mathematically complex) involved in this 
study; 20 composite variables alone. To streamline the paper, 
we provide a “Variables” section that includes components 
of both the Method and Results. Common to any Method 
section we identify how variables are crafted and measured. 
In addition, a number of the composites are mathematically 
complex and often involve factor analysis to support their 
creation. By incorporating mathematical underpinnings 
into this section, all composite variables are reported in one 
location and in order. Table 1 then provides a single reference 
that summarizes how each variable was created, indicators 
involved, and lists standard psychometrics.

Clarification on terminology is important. A “Criss-
crossed” variable refers to the mean of the self-rating of 
the subject and the partner-rating the subject. A “Couple-
specific” variable (or composite) identifies questions that 
refer to the couple as a unit, such as “how often do the two 
of you have a stimulating exchange of ideas?” A “gender-
neutral” variable refers only to composite variables that 
includes both the male and the female perspective; such 
as, “how well do you understand your partner’s emotional 
needs (men),” and “how well do you understand your 
partner’s emotional needs (women).” Whether composites 
were Gender-specific or gender-neutral was entirely based 
on factor analysis results. For clarity all variable names are 
capitalized. Example: emotional engagement is measured 
by the variable “Emotional Engagement”. We begin with an 
explanation of the factor analysis procedure that contributed 
to the formation of composites. 

Factor analysis. The composite variables were created 
based on support from literature and factor analysis. Most 
of the composites are simply based on literature support. 
However, some constructs are the result of the factor 
analysis of all predictor variables. In this sense we employ 
both confirmatory (to support hypothesized structure) and 
exploratory (to explore alternative options) factor analysis all 
in one model. For example: Factor analysis grouped traits for 
men and traits for women into two separate factors. Based 
on literature, it is unlikely that we would have predicted that. 

Factor analysis was conducted with 60 predictor 
variables. The only variables not included were the 
demographics, the Relational Satisfaction indicators, 
Essence Qualities, and, due to their multi-dimensionality, the 
temperament variables. In short, all valanced variables were 
included except for Relational Satisfaction. The objective 
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was to aid in the clustering of variables described in the 
Introduction. The sample size of 392 couples yields a 13:1 
ratio of participants to variables, entirely adequate for factor 
analysis [58]. Factors were extracted by the Generalized 
Least Squares procedure and were rotated to a final solution 
by the Varimax method with Kaiser normalization.

Relational Satisfaction (men and women). The 
primary dependent variable was a composite of two different 
relationship satisfaction questionnaires: The 8-item George-
Wisdom Relationship Satisfaction Scale (GWS) [59] and the 
3-item Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (KMS) Schumm, et 
al. The George-Wisdom scale asks questions about 8 specific 
areas that measured relational satisfaction, including: 
security, feeling loved, experience of joy, appreciation, 
trust, respect, shared activities, fun and laughter. The KMS 
asks three global questions about satisfaction with the 
relationship, satisfaction with their partner, and how well 
the partner fulfills their needs. All 11 items were assessed 
on 7-point scales; anchors varied based on the nature of the 
questions. The final measure of RS was the mean of the 11 
items. These 11 questions, with a mix of specific and global, 
yielded excellent internal consistency (alphas of .97 for both 
men and women).

Predictor Variables overview. The predictors were 
selected so as to ensure that none were linearly dependent 
with any of the indicators of Relational Satisfaction. 
Specifically, none of the predictors measure a response of 
feeling secure, loved, joyful, appreciated, trusted, respected 
and so forth.

For the 51 predictors used in analyses (or in creating 
composites) all were scored on 7-point scales. Anchors 
varied based on the nature of the question. Forty-one of 
the questions required four responses: self in the 1st year, 
self now; partner in the 1st year, partner now. The other 10 
questions were Couple specific and required two responses, 
1st year and now. Further, in crafting the final values, variables 
are criss-crossed unless otherwise specified. 

Emotional Engagement (gender neutral). The first 
composite was the mean of 14 variables, included Sexual 
Interaction (m/w), expressing Affection (m/w), expressing 
Love (m/w), expressing Feelings (m/w), being Kind Caring & 
Considerate (m/w), effective use of Love Languages (m/w), 
and Understanding Emotional Needs (m/w). Factor loadings 
ranged from .794 to .347; Internal consistency: α = .95.

Destructive Interactions (gender neutral). The 
second composite was the mean of nine variables and 
included: Defensiveness (m/w), Criticism (m/w), Shutdown 
(m/w), Overreacting (m/w), and the couple-specific variable 
Argument, Contention and Criticism pervades. Factor 
loadings ranged from .788 to .596; Internal consistency: α = 

.90.

Traits (men). The next composite was the mean of the 
five traits for men: Emotional Stability, Agreeableness, Social 
Skills, and (absence of) Depression and Hostility. A single 
factor uniquely defined traits for men; Factor loadings ranged 
from .740 to .545 Internal consistency: α = .80.

Traits (women). Traits for women was the mean of the 
five traits and included: Emotional Stability, Agreeableness, 
Social Skills, and (absence of) Depression and Hostility. Factor 
loadings ranged from .740 to .545 Internal consistency: α = 
.78.

Family and Friends. The mean of four variables, included 
the gender-neutral (a) Support of Friends, (b) Support of 
Family, (c) the woman’s Baggage, and (d) the men’s Baggage. 
The inclusion of baggage is based on high inter correlations 
and factor analysis results. Factor loadings ranged from .766 
to .355 Internal consistency: α = .75.

Shared activities. The mean of the five variables; all 
activities were Couple Specific and involved (a) Shared 
projects, (b) Stimulating Exchange of Ideas, (c) Shared 
Passionate Goals, (d) a pattern of Dating and (e) shared 
Traditions. Factor loadings ranged from .514 to .303; Despite 
low factor loadings, internal consistency was good: α = .75.

Emotional Regulation Skills for women. The next 
composite was the mean of eight variables and included: 
No urge to respond, Patience, Focus on Resolving rather 
than Blaming, Understanding, Supporting the Growth of 
her Partner, excellent Listening Skills, Addressing Pressing 
Needs, and Skill at bringing up a Difficult Topic. Factor 
loadings ranged from .743 to .415 Internal consistency: α = 
.85.

Emotional Regulation Skills for men. The next 
composite was the mean of eight variables and were the 
same qualities as those listed for women. Factor loadings 
ranged from .677 to .365; Internal consistency: α = .88.

Look for the Good (gender neutral). This composite 
was the mean of men Looking for the Good and women 
Looking for the Good with factors loadings of .795 and .803. 
Although there was an argument for including this factor 
under Emotional Regulation Skills, the factor loadings 
were so high that we kept it as a single variable; Internal 
consistency: α = .87.

The computed variables; overview. The computed 
variables include Accuracy of Perception for men and for 
women, Compatibility as measured by congruence of essence 
qualities (Couple Specific), Strength of Identity for men and 
for women, Improvement over time for men and for women, 
Enhancement for men (viewing his wife more positively than 
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the wife views herself), Enhancement for women (viewing 
her husband more positively than the husband views 
himself), and a combination of the “S” and “C” qualities from 
the DISC measure (abbreviated S&C) for men and for women.

Since “essence qualities” are central to the computation 
of two of those variables, we pause to explain this construct 
before we continue the description and computation of 
composites. Essence qualities was first introduced to 
academic literature in 2020 [47]. These are qualities that 
identify the contents of the identity of an individual. In the 
present study, 14 essence qualities are listed and participants 
rate (on a 7-point scale) to what extent each quality defines 
them. For example, one of the 14 is “Enthusiastic pursuit 
of fitness” with anchors of Avoid activity at all cost (1) to 
moderately (4) to fitness enthusiast (7). These ratings can be 
used to calculate the strength of essence qualities (the mean 
of the 14) and also to construct a PSC (Personal Similarity 
Correlation) to identify how congruent the couple are on 
these essences. Topics covered include: Understanding, 
Social, Perceptive, Generous, Cherish family and family 
events, Love of learning, Deeply Spiritual, Ever Growing, 
Creative, Disciplined, Neat and orderly, Musical, Logical, 
Enthusiastic Pursuit of Fitness.

Compatibility: PSC of the essence qualities (gender 
neutral). PSC stands for Personal Similarity Correlation and 
has been gaining visibility in the relationship-satisfaction 
literature in recent years [47,60-62]. A PSC involves the 
calculation of the correlation between constructs shared by 

both couples. In this case it is the correlation between the 
14 essence qualities that couples share. For this PSC the self-
ratings are employed (not the criss-crossed values) as we are 
measuring the congruence of the self-perception of the man 
with the self-perception of his partner. A negative correlation 
suggests that that their essences contrast with each other—
such as a professional musician married to someone who 
hates music. A zero correlation suggests that their essences 
are unrelated to each other. A positive correlation suggests 
that their essence qualities are shared—one measure of 
compatibility. 

Strength of identity (men and women). For men, this 
is the mean of the self rating of the 14 Essence Qualities. For 
women it is also the mean of the self-rating of the 14 Essence 
Qualities. The rationale is that the higher the rating across 
these 14 contrasting qualities, the stronger their self-identity. 

Accuracy of perception (men and women). Accuracy 
measures are calculated for men and for women. For all 
variables employed, Accuracy is the mean of the absolute 
values for all the variables for the man’s rating of his wife 
minus the wife’s self-rating; or, the mean for all variables 
for the woman’s rating of her husband minus the husband’s 
self-rating. See (Table 1) for the formula. The objective is to 
measure how accurate the couples are at perceiving each 
other. All scores are positive and range from 0 (identical 
perspectives) to 6 (polar opposite perspectives). Actual 
discrepancies ranged from .33 to 3.25 (men) and .22 to 3.50 
(women).

Variable code computation indicators mean std. 
dev skew kurtosis alpha

Emotional 
Engagement GN mean of indicators

sex, affection, express 
love, love languages, 

express feelings, 
understand needs, kind-

caring-considerate

5.78 0.93 -1.08 1.2 0.95

Emotional 
Regulation 

skills
M mean of indicators pressing problems, 

difficult topics, listening, 
support growth, patient, 

no urgency, no blame, 
understanding

5.41 0.85 -0.7 0.87 0.88

Emotional 
Regulation 

skills
W mean of indicators 5.49 0.79 -0.71 0.67 0.85

Destructive 
Interactions GN mean of indicators

defensive, critical, 
shutdown, overreact, 

angry-contentious 
environment

4.38 1.06 -0.19 -0.14 0.9

Traits M mean of indicators agreeableness, emotional 
stability, social skills, (lack 

of) depression, hostility

5.58 0.85 -0.93 1.11 0.8

Traits W mean of indicators 5.44 0.85 -0.62 0.18 0.78
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Family & 
Friends’ 
support

GN mean of indicators
family support, friends 

support, absence of 
baggage

6.12 0.79 -1.12 1.15 0.75

Shared 
Activities CS mean of indicators

traditions, dates, 
stimulating conversation, 

shared projects, 
passionate goals

5.14 1.04 -0.64 0.23 0.8

Look for the 
Good GN mean of indicators look for good men, look 

for good women 5.6 1.12 -0.82 0.41 0.87

Accuracy of 
Perception M 1 | |woman self rate man rate wife

n
−∑  

 

51 primary variables 1.26 0.46 0.45 0.59 --

Accuracy of 
Perception W

 
1 | |man self rate wife rate man
n

−∑
51 primary variables 1.3 0.51 0.85 1.6 --

Enhancement M

 

1 | |man rate wife woman rate man
n

−∑ 51 primary variables 0.02 0.8 0.5 1.29 --

Enhancement W

 

1 | wife |rate man man rate self
n

−∑ 51 primary variables -0.03 0.76 -0.04 0.71 --

Improve over 
time M

 
1 CC rate now CC rate first year
n

−∑
30 valanced variables 0.33 0.75 0.07 1.7 --

Improve over 
time W

 

1 CC rate now CC rate first year
n

−∑
30 valanced variables 0.35 0.76 0.05 1.58 --

Compatibility GN
PSC of men with women

14 essence qualities r = .36 0.34 -0.54 -0.21 --
on essence qualities

S&C M
Mean of “S” and “C” scores from the 

DISC

S: nurturing, cooperative 5.66 0.85 -0.74 1.27 --

S&C W C: organized, hard 
working 5.77 0.76 -0.43 -0.19 --

Strength of 
Identity M

1 14CC essence qualities
n ∑

 

14 essence qualities

5.27 0.68 -0.38 0.58 --

Strength of 
Identity W 5.38 0.61 -0.31 0.3 --

Code: M = men, W = women, GN = gender neutral, CS = Couple specific, CC = criss-crossed.
Table 1: Psychometrics, Computation and Indicators of all Composite Variables.
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S&C (men and women). This variable name refers to 
the “S” and “C” dimensions of the DISC scale. Preliminary 
correlational analyses suggested that a combination of those 
two temperaments could be a significant predictor. “S” is 
the nurturing, caring, supportive dimension whereas “C” is 
the organized, results oriented, hard worker. The theory is 
that nurturing, caring, supportive combined with organized 
and hardworking is likely to have a significant benefit on 
relational satisfaction. The variable is simply the mean of the 
two values. 

Enhancement (men and women). The impact of 
enhancement (often referred to as “positive illusions”) on 
relational satisfaction has been heavily researched in the last 
few decades—with mixed results [47,53,63] In this study 
Enhancement is the mean of the sum of discrepancies (across 
all primary variables) between the subject’s self rating and 
the partner’s rating of the subject. A positive value indicates 
that the partner enhanced (rated the partner higher the 
partner rated him or herself). A zero value refers to neither 
enhancement or diminishment. A negative score refers to the 
partner rating the subject lower than the subject rates him 
or herself. This variable ranges theoretically from -6 (polar 
opposite negative ratings) to +6 (opposite positive ratings). 
Actual enhancement scores ranged from -2.50 to 3.00 (men) 
and -2.53 to 2.78 (women).

Improvement (men and women). The authors are 
aware of the difficulty of analyses using retrospective data 
[64,65]. The error variance is known to be larger when 
remembering from the past. However, evidence suggests 
that the variance, in this setting, would tend be random or 
unbiased, see Piasecki, et al. Thus, retrospective data can be 
used in analyses, but statistical power will often be lower 
due to these challenges. 

Two different Improvement measures are calculated: 
one for men, one for women. The calculation of this score is 
the mean of the difference between scores in the first year 
and scores now across all valanced variables. A negative value 
indicates there has been decline. A zero value indicates no 
improvement. A positive score represents improvement 
over time, the larger the score, the greater the improvement. 
Actual scores ranged from -2.0 to +3.0 for both men and 
women.

Results

Psychometrics of Relational Satisfaction. The 
primary dependent variable is Relational Satisfaction 
(abbreviated RS throughout the paper). Psychometrics of 
RS-in-the-first-year-of-marriage (for both men and women) 
were acceptable with skewness and kurtosis values ranging 

between -1.25 and 1.31. The RS measures for the present 
revealed challenges that occur with essentially every 
relational-satisfaction questionnaire: So many participants 
rate the quality of their relationship high, that it generates 
skewness and kurtosis challenges. The values for RSmen 
are -1.56 and 2.17, for RSwomen are -1.47 and 1.90; log 
manipulations did not improve psychometrics. While not 
ideal, these values are generally considered acceptable for 
further analysis [4].

The Influence of Demographics

Age, duration of the relationship, level of education 
(plus educational discrepancy), and joint family income 
showed no significant association with any of the 
Relationship Satisfaction variables. Shifting to the data set 
where individuals were assessed (prior to coupling) we 
find an overall N of 1030 from six broad world regions. 
One-way ANOVA did not find significant differences with 
the Relational Satisfaction variable. However, we list the 
six groups with their N and Relational Satisfaction score 
(combined genders) for perspective on the breadth of 
the sample: Canada (N = 614, M = 6.03); United States (N 
= 128, M = 6.11); Caribbean (N = 103, M = 5.92); Europe 
(N = 54, M = 6.23); East Asia (N = 32, M = 6.53); Africa 
(N = 91, M = 5.94). The other 18 individuals were from 
Australia/New Zealand or Central/South America. There 
were no differences in Relational Satisfaction based on four 
denominational groupings (Catholic, Protestant, Atheist/
Agnostic, and Eastern Religions). Finally, we did find one 
significant difference based on ethnicity of the participants, 
F(3, 381) = 3.97, p = .008. Asians (M = 6.53) had greater 
relational satisfaction than Blacks (M = 6.03). 

Bivariate Correlations

Correlations between predictors and Relational 
Satisfaction were computed first, followed by a correlation 
matrix of key predictors to check for linear dependency. Since 
there are so many variables it would add unnecessary text 
to describe the matrix in this paper. Detail on the composite 
variables is covered later in this section.

Nevertheless, to give a feel for the most influential of 
the individual variables we list a number of the highest 
correlations with Relational Satisfaction (roughly in order) 
found in these early analyses: Correlations values ranged 
from .62 to .79 and all are significant at the p < .001 level. 
Kind, Caring & Considerate-men with RSwomen (r = .79) 
and RSmen (r = .76); Effective use of Love Languages-men 
with RSwomen (r = .75), Effective use of Love Languages-
women with RSmen (r = .72); Express Feelings-men with 
RSwomen and Express Feelings-women with RSmen were 
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both (r = .68); Support Growth-men with both RSmen 
and RSwomen (rs = .69, .68); Shared Passionate Goals 
with RSwomen (r = .66) and RSmen (r = .64); Expression 
of affection-men with RSwomen (r = .67), Expression of 
affection-women with RSmen (r = .66); Express love-men 
with RSwomen (r = .67), Express love-women with RSmen 
(r = .67); Stimulating Exchange of ideas with RSwomen (r 
= .65) and RSmen (r = .64); Focus on Solutions rather than 
Blame-men with RSwomen (r = .63); Enjoyable sex-women 
with RSwomen (r = .63) and RSmen (r = .62); and Patience-
men with RSwomen (r = .62). 

Bivariate correlations between composites and 
Relational Satisfaction

We choose to not multiply words here as (Table 2) 
provides all information about bivariate correlations 
between each composite and Relational Satisfaction for men 
and women. Also, the Beta weights from the regressions 
(following section) are also included. In (Table 2) variables 
are listed from highest bivariate correlations to lowest. 
One comment about the beta weights from regression: It is 
interesting how incomplete a picture they provide compared 
to the structural model. For instance, It shows that Emotional 
Regulation Skills and Look for the Good have no impact in 
regressions; both are major players in the structural models.

Correlation (r) Regression (β)
RSmen RSwomen RSmen RSwomen

Emotional Engagement (GN) 0.85 0.85 0.56 0.56
Emotional Regulation skills (men) 0.74 0.75 -- --

Emotional Regulation skills (women) 0.71 0.71 -- --
Shared Activities (CS) 0.72 0.73 0.15 0.15

Family & Friends’ support (GN) 0.63 0.63 0.18 0.19
Accuracy of Perception (men) -0.5 -0.5 0.08 0.09

Accuracy of Perception (women) -0.52 -0.54 -- --
Traits (men) 0.51 0.51 0.05 --

Traits (women) 0.4 0.43 -- --
Improve over time (men) 0.47 0.48 0.07 0.09

Improve over time (women) 0.44 0.45 -- --
Look for the Good (GN) 0.47 0.48 -- --

S&C (men) 0.46 0.49 -- 0.05
S&C (women) 0.4 0.41 -- --

Strength of Identity (men) 0.4 0.42 -- --
Strength of Identity (women) 0.38 0.4 -- --

(avoiding) Destructive Interactions (GN) 0.44 0.43 0.12 0.11
Compatibility (CS) 0.34 0.34 0.05 0.05

Enhancement (men) -0.13 -0.15 -- --
Enhancement (women) 0.01 0.02 -- --

Code: GN = gender neutral, CS = Couple specific.
Table 2: Bivariate correlations and Standardized Regression Coefficients for Composite Variables on Relational Satisfaction.

Percent of Relational Satisfaction Explained

Regression analysis was conducted with Relational 
Satisfaction as the dependent variable. Two regressions were 

run; one with the mens’ RS and the other with the womens’ 
RS as dependent variables. Only the composite variables are 
included as predictors. Both models employed the Stepwise 
method with a p-to-enter of .07 for the men’s model, .05 for 
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the women’s model.

Men’s relational satisfaction. For men, 8 variables entered 
the regression equation: R(1, 383) = .886, R2 = .785, p < 
.001. Thus, this analysis reveals that 78.5% of the variance 
in relational satisfaction for men is determined by the 
predictors. Significant predictors ranked ordered from high 
to low are: Emotional Engagement of the couple (β = .56), 
the influence of family and friends (β = .18), shared activities 
(β = .15), avoiding destructive interactions (β = .12), the 
man’s accuracy at perceiving his wife (β = .08), the man’s 
improvement over time (β = .07), positive personal qualities 
(β = .05), and congruence on the couples shared essence 
qualities (β = .05).

Women’s relational satisfaction. For women, 8 variables 
entered the regression equation: R(1, 383) = .893, R2 = .798, 
p < .001. Thus, this analysis reveals that 79.8% of variance 
in relational satisfaction is determined by predictors. 
Significant predictors rank ordered from high to low are: 
Emotional Engagement of the couple (β = .56), the influence 
of family and friends (β = .19), active engagement in activities 
(β = .15), avoiding destructive interactions (β = .11), the 
man’s improvement over time (β = .09), the man’s accuracy 
at perceiving his wife (β = .09), the strength of the man’s S&C 
(β = .05), and congruence on the couples shared essence 
qualities (β = .05).

Gender differences: Men and women did not differ on 
ratings of relational satisfaction. However, there were some 
differences among the predictors. Note: only differences 
with a Cohen’s d greater than .25 are reported. Men were 
found to be older [Ms = 48.2 vs. 45.6; t(391) = 11.76, p < 
.001]; to be more logical [Ms = 5.69 vs. 5.17; t(391) = 8.39, 
p < .001]; were more likely to overreact [Ms = 4.02 vs. 4.63; 
t(391) = 8.00, p < .001]; were more emotionally stable 
[Ms = 5.58 vs. 5.19; to t(391) = 5.59, p < .001]; were more 
critical [Ms = 4.14 vs. 4.44; t(391) = 5.40, p < .001]; more 
defensive [Ms = 4.15 vs. 4.45; t(391) = 5.07, p < .001]; and 
more likely to shut down during a difficult conversation [Ms 
= 3.93 vs. 4.34; t(391) = 6.08, p < .001]; Women were found 
more likely to cherish family and family events [Ms = 6.18 
vs. 5.85; t(391) = -5.92, p < .001]; were more spiritual [Ms 
= 5.51 vs. 5.14; t(391) = 6.30, p < .001]; were neater [Ms = 
5.58 vs. 4.96; t(391) = -8.01, p < .001]; were more nurturing 
and supportive [Ms = 6.01 vs. 5.68; t(391) = -6.50, p < .001]; 
and were more creative [Ms = 5.21 vs. 4.95; t(391) = 3.82, 
p < .001].

Structural Equation Modeling: Recall that SEM serves at 

least three masters in constructing the model. First, you want 
a model that is a good fit of the data, and many fit indices 
allow the researcher to assess the quality of fit. Second, you 
want your model to be as parsimonious as possible without 
the loss of valuable information. If you connect all significant 
links, you get a good fit, but the model will often be too 
complex to interpret. Finally, you want a model that has good 
face validity. It needs to make sense to the reader, even a 
reader who is not fluent in SEM.

The sample size (N = 392 couples) is entirely adequate 
based on the Bentler and Chow criterion of a 5:1 ratio of 
participants to free parameters [66]. With 23 free parameters 
(men) and 23 free parameters (women) both models have a 
17:1 ratio. 

Relational Satisfaction for men. For the men’s model, Fit 
indices include: c2 (13, N = 392) = 14.106, p = .37, The Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was .015; the 
90% CI ranged from 0 to .05. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 
was .999. All predictors are allowed to covary. These values 
indicate an excellent model fit [67].

The Model for men employs three dependent variables 
and 11 predictors. The primary dependent variable is men’s 
Relational Satisfaction. The other two dependent variables 
are Emotional Engagement and the Destructive Interactions 
which are also predictors of RSmen.

Predictors of the Destructive Interactions (reduction of) 
include women’s Emotional Regulation Skills (β = .20), men’s 
Emotional Regulation Skills (β = .18), and Improvement over 
Time (β = .16).

Predictors of Emotional Engagement include the couple’s 
Active Engagement (β = .28), men’s Emotional-Regulation 
Skills (β = .28), women’s Emotional-Regulation Skills (β = .20), 
Accuracy of Perception (β = -.11), Looking for the Good in 
one’s partner (β = .10), and Influence of Family and Friends 
(β = .09). 

Predictors of men’s Relational Satisfaction include 
Emotional Engagement (β = .56), The Influence of Family 
and Friends (β = .18), the couple’s Active Engagement (β = 
.15), the (lack of) Destructive Interactions (β = .12), Accuracy 
of Perception (β = .08), Improvement over Time (β = .07), 
Personal Traits (β = .05), Congruence of Essence Qualities 
(β = .05). These predictors accounted for 78.6% of variance 
explained in men’s Relational Satisfaction. Figure 1 includes 
the Structural Model for men.
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Relational Satisfaction for women. For the women’s model, 
Fit indices include: c2 (13, N = 392) = 17.569, p = .17, The Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was .030; the 
90% CI ranged from 0 to .06. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 
was .996. These values indicate an excellent model fit.

The Model for women also employs three dependent 
variables and 11 predictors. The primary dependent variable 
is women’s Relational Satisfaction. The other two dependent 
variables are Emotional Engagement and the Destructive 
Interactions which are also predictors of RS women.

Predictors of the Destructive Interactions include 
women’s Emotional Regulation Skills (β = .20), men’s 
Emotional Regulation Skills (β = .18), and men’s Improvement 
Over Time (β = .16).

Predictors of Emotional Engagement include the couple’s 
Shared activities (β = .28), men’s Emotional-Regulation Skills 
(β = .28), women’s Emotional-Regulation Skills (β = .20), 
Accuracy of Perception (β = -.11), Looking for the Good in 
one’s partner (β = .10), and Influence of Family and Friends 
(β = .09). 

Predictors of women’s Relational Satisfaction include 
Emotional Engagement (β = .55), The Influence of Family 
and Friends (β = .19), the couple’s Active Engagement (β = 
.15), fewer Destructive Interactions (β = .11), Accuracy 
of Perception (β = .09), Improvement over Time (β = .09), 
High S and C for men (β = .05), and Congruence of Essence 
Qualities (β = .05). These predictors accounted for 79.8% 
of variance explained in women’s Relational Satisfaction. 
Figure 2 includes the Structural Model for women.
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Comparison of the two models. The two models are 
extraordinary in their similarity. The predictors of Emotional 
Engagement and the Destructive Interactions (both gender-
neutral variables) are identical. Predictors of Relational 
satisfaction are almost identical with differences in Beta 
weights no greater than .02. The only difference was that 
traits was a modest (but significant) predictor of Men’s 
relational satisfaction whereas men being high in “S” and “C’ 
on the DISC was a modest predictor for women.

Discussion

We provide a sequence for the order in which items 
will be discussed. We begin with perhaps the most notable 
result from the study, that is, the extraordinary amount 
of variance explained in relational satisfaction for both 
men and women and the intuitive clarity of the structural 
model. The following topics will then be discussed in the 
order indicated: (a) Emotional Engagement and factors 
that predict, (b) the impact of Emotional Regulation, (c) 
Destructive Interactions and expansion on the concept of 
attunement, (d) Improvement over Time, (h) the impact 

of Family and Friends, (i) the influence of Accuracy of 
Perception, (j) compatibility as measured by congruence 
between partners on essence qualities and temperament, (k) 
gender differences, (l) final thoughts and conclusion. 

Effect size and clarity of the structural model. The sheer 
magnitude of the variance explained in models for both men 
and women is unprecedented. It is common for R2 values 
when predicting marital satisfaction to range from .20 to .50 
from a more limited set of predictors. In both regressions 
and the structural models 78.6% of variance in relational 
satisfaction was explained by predictors for men and 79.8% 
was explained for women. 

The inclusion of many factors, rather than adding 
complexity, resulted in a highly intuitive structural model with 
an exceptionally good fit of the data. Typically, as the number 
of variables in a structural model increase (whether predictor 
or criterion) the clarity often becomes compromised. As 
researchers add, for instance, correlations between residuals 
and other links to improve the fit, it typically increases the 
complexity of the model. We experienced just the opposite; 
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the fit of the model is good and the intuitive logic of the model 
provides excellent face validity. For instance, the predictors 
of Emotional Engagement (the greatest single predictor of 
relational satisfaction) provides clarity as to what factors 
feed and maintain Emotional Engagement. Even new and 
rarely used variables clearly contribute. For instance, 
improvement over time is a significant predictor in mens’ 
and women’ structural models of both Emotional Regulation 
and Relational Satisfaction. There is also an intuitive clarity 
to the predictors of Destructive Interactions, the third of the 
dependent variables in the model. 

Emotional Engagement and Factors that predict. Emotion 
is variable. The only constant about feelings is that they 
change. In-love couples are intensely emotionally engaged, 
but following the “in love” phase, the euphoretic emotions 
wane and engagement becomes less intense. The present 
study shows Emotional Engagement to be the greatest 
single predictor of relational satisfaction for both men and 
women (βs = .55 and .56) with beta values that dwarf those 
of all other predictors. But emotions change and along with 
them, emotional engagement. What are the factors that 
keep positive emotional engagement alive and vibrant? 
The findings of this study created some clarity. Emotional 
Engagement has multiple predictors, and, perhaps the most 
interesting number in the structural model is the residual 
for Emotional Engagement: .25. This means that 25% of the 
variance in Emotional Engagement is unexplained, but it also 
means that 75% of the variance in Emotional Engagement 
is explained by predictors. So which variables contribute 
to that 75% explained? The greatest single predictor of 
Emotional Engagement was activities (stimulating exchange 
of ideas, dates, shared projects, shared traditions, and 
shared passionate goals). These represent actions the couple 
can choose to do in order to keep the flame burning (thus 
strengthening the emotional bond). Equal in magnitude 
(referenced earlier) is emotional regulation skills for men, 
and, slightly lower but still robust is emotional regulation 
skills for women. If a couple do things together and practice 
emotional regulation in interactions with each other, 
emotional engagement remains vibrant and positive. The 
other three predictors include: accuracy of perceiving your 
partner—attunement comes to mind; the support of family 
and friends, and actively looking for the good in your partner. 

Emotional regulation. Another factor is the clarity in which 
the major players enact their role. Emotional Engagement 
dominates the field as a predictor of relational satisfaction. 
However, emotional regulation skills play almost as large 
a role. Emotional Regulation Skills for men predicts both 
enhancement of Emotional Engagement (β = .28) and 
reduction of Destructive Interactions (β = .18). Likewise, 
emotional regulation skills for women enhances Emotional 
Engagement (β = .20) and reduces Destructive Interactions 

(β = .20). The skill at emotional regulation appears to be 
the causative agent in creating harmony between partners 
(emotional engagement) while reducing its opposite, 
destructive interactions. But it is not just any emotional 
engagement that is desirable, as destructive interactions may 
also be intensely emotional. 

Destructive interactions. Couples who are frequently 
involved in bickering and argument are intensely emotionally 
engaged, but it doesn’t predict satisfaction. The emotional 
engagement, spoken of earlier, needs to be in harmony (or 
attunement) between members of the couple. The destructive 
interactions are the opposite; Emotionally engaged, yes, but 
creating disharmony in the relationship. Consider Gottman’s 
four horsemen: One criticizes and the partner is defensive. In 
time, the criticism becomes globalized into contempt and the 
weary partner sinks into a depressed silence (stonewalling 
or distancing). Often couples who fight do so because they 
want the attunement to be restored. The most common 
complaint that marital therapists hear is that members of the 
couple don’t feel heard or understood. Attunement cannot 
take place until a couple shares this understanding that they 
seek.

 The word “attunement” has arisen several times in this 
discussion. Let’s take a closer look. In academic works, the 
word was used initially to describe the desirable interaction 
between a mother and her infant [68]. But, just like attachment 
theory, attunement has increasingly infiltrated the study 
of couples’ relationships. John Gottman’s book (2012) The 
Science of Trust: Emotional Attunement for Couples places 
the concept of attunement at the center of his discussion. 
In this study it is the encouragement of positive emotional 
engagement through shared activities and the emotional 
regulation skills that keep interactions harmonious. The 
emotional regulation skills also holds at bay the destructive 
interactions that works to undo a couples’ attunement. And 
this is a dynamic process. Notice that in the structural model 
the impact of improvement over time. Improvement over 
time (β = .16) ranks right up with mans emotional regulation 
skills (β = .20) and the womans emotional regulation skills 
(β = .18) as one of the three primary factors that reduce 
destructive interactions. 

Improvement over time. While many studies have explored 
how marriages change over time (cited earlier) this project is 
the first to attempt to quantify that concept and to measure 
its impact on Couple Relational Satisfaction. As you recall, 
the measure involved many variables, in fact it included all 
30 valanced variables in the study except the indicators of 
the primary dependent variable, Relational Satisfaction. 
Authors had their own doubts about how well participants 
could remember how they related as a couple on these 
interactions during the first year of their marriage. As 
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mentioned earlier, any retrospective research is fraught with 
multiple challenges. 

More than analysis, however, anecdotal comments by 
a few participants was elucidating. The general consensus 
was something along the lines of “it was amazing how 
clearly we were able to remember specifics from that first 
year of our marriage.” Add to that the robust impact of 
improvement over time on the two primary dependent 
variables. Correlations between improvement over time and 
RS for both men or women ranged from .44 to .48. Further, 
Improvement over Time significantly predicted reduction 
of Destructive interactions (β = .16) and improvement of 
Relational satisfaction (β = .09). 

The impact of family and friends. We cited an article earlier 
(George, Saugh, et al., under review) that focuses entirely on 
the impact of family and friends on relational satisfaction of 
couples. In the structural model created in that study, the 
support and encouragement of family and friends was the 
single greatest predictor (of all friendship-related variables) 
of couple relational satisfaction, with betas of .42 for women 
and .31 for men.

In the present study bivariate correlations between the 
impact of (a) support of family, and (b) support of friends on 
relational satisfaction ranged from .39 to .52. In the structural 
models, the support of family and friends predicted greater 
Emotional Engagement (β = .09) and greater relational 
satisfaction (β = .19). The values (rounded off) were identical 
for both men and women.

Accuracy of perception. The accuracy of perception 
composite involved even more variables than Improvement 
over Time. Recall that the measure was (the mean of) the 
sum of the absolute values of the subjects’ self rating minus 
the partners’ rating of the subject. This variable included 
not only the valanced variables used for improvement over 
time, but also the essence qualities and the temperament 
measures.

Bivariate correlations showed great promise as the four 
possible effects (man’s Accuracy on man’s RS and woman’s 
RS; woman’s accuracy on the man’s RS and the woman’s 
RS) ranged from .50 to .54. In regressions the effect was 
diminished as the unique impact of accuracy on relational 
satisfaction is measured. The woman’s accuracy dropped 
entirely out of the picture, but the man’s accuracy made the 
cut predicting his wife’s relational satisfaction (β = -.08) and 
his own (β = -.09). In the structural models the impact of the 
mans accuracy of perception on Emotional Engagement (not 
Relational Satisfaction) yielded a beta of -.11 in both models. 
We spoke of attunement earlier and accuracy of perception is 
a required element for attunement to thrive in a relationship.

Compatibility and congruence of essence qualities. 
The personal similarity correlation (PSC) for the essence 
qualities of men and women provides a reasonable measure 
of compatibility. If the couple share many essences the PSC 
will be high suggesting greater compatibility. Bivariate 
correlations were not so robust as for Improvement over 
Time or Accuracy of Perception, but were still substantial. 
The enhancement of compatibility on relational satisfaction 
for both men and women was r = .34, p < .001. In regressions 
and the structural models, compatibility was a significant 
predictor of both men’s and women’s relational satisfaction 
(β = .05). Although not robust, compatibility appears to play 
its unique role in the marital puzzle.

Gender differences. Gender differences were consistent 
with gender stereotypes and are supported by research. All 
values listed are significant at p < .001 level; Cohen d values 
range from .26 to .42. 

Men were found to be more likely to overreact, to be 
critical, to shut down during a difficult conversation, and 
were more defensive. Women were found to be neater, more 
nurturing and supportive, more spiritual, more likely to 
cherish family and family events, and were more creative. 
A good deal of research support many of these gender 
differences. John Gottman particularly points out that men 
are more poorly equipped to handle emotional discord than 
women. Present results are consistent with Gottman’s theory 
[13].

Conclusion

Prior discussion has identified the greatest takeaways of 
the present study: The extraordinary size and diversity of the 
sample; the unprecedented amount of variance explained 
for Relational Satisfaction and Emotional Engagement; 
the robust impact of Emotional Engagement on Relational 
satisfaction; the impact of Emotional Regulation at 
enhancing Emotional Engagement and reducing Destructive 
interaction; the centrality of specific actions at enhancing 
both Emotional Regulation and Relational Satisfaction; the 
influence of Destructive Interactions and factors that reduced 
their presence in the marriage; the benefit of the Support of 
Family and Friends, the influence of Accuracy of Perception 
at encouraging attunement between couples, and the small 
but important contribution of looking for the good, positive 
traits and compatibility [69-71].

An unexpected discovery was that 75% of variance in 
Emotional Engagement was predicted by six composite 
independent variables. The number could be easily missed 
and the factors that feed Emotional Engagement was not 
an original objective of the study. In light of the power 
of the influence of Emotional Engagement on Relational 
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Satisfaction, future studies might explore in greater detail 
how to keep that Emotional Engagement alive. Also, the 
contrast between Emotional Engagement (75% of variance 
explained) and Destructive Interactions (only 21% of 
variance explained), suggest that it might be instructive to 
explore which additional factors reduce the incidence of 
those destructive interactions.

And finally, the results of the study have solid application 
to the entire field of couples counseling. The study allows 
both therapist and client to pin-point challenges or strengths 
of the relationships by considering the different components 
of the present study. In fact, as the authors were working 
on the article we more than once commented that, with the 
array of factors considered, that it felt like we were writing a 
manual on marital success.
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