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ABSTRACT

The main direction of much research on the clinical

and theoretical applications of marital and family

counselling focuses on pathology. The position of this
inquiry is that clinicians need more knowledge regarding
positive models of family and marital functioning as
guidelines for assisting families and couples
experiencing problems. This inquiry focuses on family
strengths and marital satisfaction in lasting marriages.
Data from 67 couples, who have been married for 15 years
or more, is analyzed to describe those characteristics
associated with family strengths and lasting marriages.
Particular reference is made to those characteristics
which exist in strong families/lasting marriages -
communication, commitment, intimacy, and  dyadic
perceptions. The concepts were operationalized using the
Marital Satisfaction Inventory (MSI) (Snyder, 1981) and
a thirty-one item questionnaire devised by the
researcher. Included in this study was the Family
Strengths Scale (Olson, 1985), which was used to
operationalize family strengths. The questionnaires were

hand delivered or mailed to r who vol




to participate in the study. Some of the data obtained
supports a U-Shaped curvilinear trend in marital
satisfaction throughout the life cycle. The data also
supports the premise that the longer the lasting
marriage, the stronger the family strengths and the
higher the level of marital satisfaction. This study
offers some suggestions for more expansive research which
explores the characteristics of strong families and

lasting marriages.
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Lasting Marriages 1

INTRODUCTION

This study investigates communication, perception,
commitment and intimacy in lasting marriages. In
addressing lasting marriages, this study meets a need for
empirical research. The findings provide knowledge for
social work assessment, counselling and therapy in
intervention with couples. The findings also provide
some direction for prevention of marital dissolution with
existing marriages and second marriages.

This inquiry begins by examining some of the
literature and research on family and marital strengths.
A theoretical position is taken that defines marital
relationships and satisfaction in terms of a cognitive-
interactional theory base.

In contrast to more traditional studies of family
dysfunction and marital dissolution, this study focuses
on the question, "What are the characteristics of lasting

marriages?”
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A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Family Strengths/Family Well-Being

The concepts of family and couple cannot be
dissociated in addressing lasting marriages. It will be
established that many characteristics of family strengths
and marital strengths are overlapping. In approaching
the concept of family, a forthcoming section of this
inquiry will describe marital satisfaction as it is
experienced throughout the family life cycle. The
primary focus of this inquiry is on lasting marriages;
however, it is first necessary to explore the concept of
family functioning and how it relates to family
strengths/family well-being.

Stinnett (1981) states:

The dream of facilitating strong families
which produce emotionally and socially healthy
individuals can be realized. This is a vitally
important dream and should be a top priority in
our nation, because strong families are the roots
of our well-being as individuals and as a society

(Stinnett, 1981, p. 3).
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Waring (1983) summarizes that, “family therapists
have consistently found that children with problems come
from homes where there are disturbed husband-wife
relationships” (p.43).

Throughout the history of social work practice, an
effort is often made to identify and develop strengths in
families and couples to improve the overall quality of
their lives. Mary Richmond (1917) states, "Whatever
eccentricities a family may develop, the trait of family
solidarity, of hanging together through thick and thin,
is an asset for the social worker, and one that he should
use to the uttermost" (p. 139). If the objective is to
facilitate strong families, it is first necessary to
identify the characteristics that exist in strong and
effective families.

A review of the literature indicates that there is
relatively little research on the clinical study of
couples or families who are healthy or function well
(Beavers, 1985; Gantman, 1980; Stinnett, 1985; &
Schlesinger, 1984). Traditionally, clinicians have
viewed families in terms of pathology and with little
focus on healthy family functioning (Walsh, 1989).

“Normal’ family functioning is often based on the
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therapist’s subjective perception of normal family
functioning. Kazak et al. (1989) explains that the
therapist’s concept of normal families may be different
from the client'’s. The researchers explain that
perceptions may vary between therapists of different
origins. Therapist’s subjective perceptions of normality
may be influenced by their regular involvement with
distressed families. Also, processes in the therapist's
own family of origin may similarly influence their
perceptions of normality (Kazak et al., 1989).

Of the literature that is available , much is

associated with the ical ive of syst

theory (Barnhill, 1979; Beavers, 1985; & Gantman, 1980).
In Barnhill’s (1979) review of the literature, he
identifies eight polar dimensions of healthy family
functioning and pathology: individuality versus
enmeshment, mutuality versus isolation, stability versus
disorganization, clear versus unclear or distorted
perception, clear versus unclear or distorted
communication, flexibility versus rigidity, role
reciprocity versus unclear roles or role conflict, and
clear versus diffused or breached generational

boundaries. From a system’s theory perspective,
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Barnhill (1979) believes that these dimensions are
interrelated and can interact with one another in causing
family problems.

Gantman (1980) asserts that because of the differing
concepts of normality, the definition of a "normal
family" is quite complex. She explains that in many
instances, the definitions are limited in that they only
account for individual functioning as opposed to the
total family system. For this reason, she proposes a
systems approach in describing the characteristics of
well-functioning families. In comparison to disturbed
families she identifies research findings which establish
that well-functioning families are more effective in
decision making; family members are more supportive of
each other; they are expressive and communicate in noisy,
discontinuous speech patterns; they have a well defined
power structure; they have clear generational boundaries;
family members show respect for each other’s uniqueness;
they have adaptive mechanisms to cope with dis-
equilibrium, an atmosphere of autonomy with a warm and
flexible family structure; and healthy families perceive
reality accurately and accept change and loss (Gantman,

1980) .
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Gantman'’s (1980) systems perspective on family
functioning is also reflected in the work of earlier
systems-oriented theorists such as Virginia Satir. In
Banmen’s (1986) analysis of Satir’s model of family
therapy he identifies the following attributes which
exist in functional families:

(1) Family members experience caring, warmth,
and tenderness. (2) Members are empathic,
trusting, and open. (3) Members tolerate
individuality and show respect for the view of
others. (4) Members share power, do things
together, and support each other. (5) Members
share a sense of humour and fun. (6) There is an
honesty in agreement and disagreement situations.
(7) Members communicate directly. (8) Members

have and share self-worth (Banmen, 1986, p. 481).

In response to a national forum to examine the
strengths of American families, Tanner-Nelson and Banonis
(1981) report on the efforts taken by the state of
Delaware to identify family strengths. In one of many
efforts, informal discussions were held with 25

families throughout the state. They were asked the
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question, “"what does a strong family need?” (Tanner
Nelson & Banonis, 1981, p. 5). The most frequent
response to the question included: love and concern,
knowing you can talk about problems, commitment,

sacrifice, doing things ,» and ing and

respect for children.

Stinnett (1985) believes that the strengths and value
placed on the family are factors which determine the
strength of a nation. Through his research (Oklahoma
Study) Stinnett (1985) and associates identified six
qualities in strong families: (1) appreciation, (2)
spending a lot of time together, (3) good communication
(putting conflict in the open and discussing it), (4) a
high degree of commitment, (5) a high degree of religious
orientation, and (6) the ability to deal with stress in

a positive manner and see some positive elements.

Family Life Cycle - Marital Satisfaction

Marital satisfaction throughout the life cycle does
not necessarily follow a path of linear decline. There
is evidence to support the belief that growth can exist
at the later stages of the life cycle. Erikson,

Erikson and Kivnick (1986) state; "The life cycle,
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however, does more than extend itself into the next
generation. It curves back on the life of the
individual, allowing as we have indicated, a re-
experiencing of earlier stages in a new form" (page 327).
That is, these and other interpretations suggest that
marital satisfaction changes throughout the life-cycle in
a curvilinear U-shaped curve.

Based on Erikson, Erikson and Kivnick’s (1986)
analysis of marital satisfaction it would appear that
satisfaction is based cn the individual’s subjective
evaluation of how they perceive their situation. It is
not the experiences per se but the perceptions and
meaning derived from the situation and the meanings it
has at the present time. In Erikson, Erikson and
Kivnick’s (1986) study of the later stages in the life
cycle they describe that through their observations many
of the elders were satisfied with their life choices and
the people they married; even though individuals

experienced profound iness" and "restl in

earlier periods of their lives. It appears that elderly
people experience satisfaction in the later stages of the
life cycle regardless of earlier experiences. These

observations are congruent with the more general
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cognitive-humanistic position in social work (Goldstein,
1984), that satisfaction is determined by the meaning
derived from the couple’s or individual’s perception,
interpretation and understanding of their situation and
marriage.

Gilford and Bengtson (1979) reviewed studies that
show a linear decline in marital satisfaction throughout
the stages of the life cycle with the lowest level of
satisfaction being at the empty nest or the retirement
stage. The study (Gilford & Bengtson, 1979), did not
support earlier research. They report on findings from
a random sample of 1,056 married members of three-
generational families, who were used to develop a two-
dimensional measure of marital satisfaction: ‘positive
interaction and negative sentiment’. These results
support a curvilinear trend in terms of the pattern of
positive interaction, and a linear decline with regard to
progression of negative sentiment. The conclusion is that
these results do not support a linear decline in marital
satisfaction in the later stage of the life cycle.

Other evidence suggests that couples who perceive
their marriage as satisfying in later years have usually

been satisfied from the beginning; and likewise, those



Lasting Marriages Page 10

who perceive their marriage as unsatisfying were
unsatisfied from the beginning (Fried & Stern, 1972).

With respect to particular couples, this may not always
be the situation. However, opposing evidence suggests
that earlier experiences while they may have some
influence in determining satisfaction in later years,
these experiences do not ensure that the perception of
marital satisfaction in later years will not be somewhat

i of (or i with) earlier experiences

(Erikson, Erikson & Kivnick, 1986).

Stinnett, Carter, and Montgomery (1972) offer further
evidence to suggest that marital disenchantment over the
life cycle may in fact be a myth. In their study, they
found that older couples perceived their marriages as
favourable and increasing in later years. Most elderly
respondents reported the present to be the happiest
period of both marriage and of life in general (Stinnett,

Carter, & Montgomery, 1972).

Lasting Marriages/Marital Strengths
Schl=singer and Tenhouse-Giblon (1984) promote a
positive perspective on marriage in the 80‘s. They

believe that staying married is enjoying a renewal in the
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1980’s; "now that we have entered the 80’s, and the
“flower children’ are grown up, it appears that there is
a new focus in North American family life - on
functioning families and lasting marriage" (Schlesinger
& Tenhouse-Giblon, 1984, p. 2).

Contrary to popular opinion there is evidence to
suggest that long marriages are not unusual (Mudd &
Taubin, 1982; Schlesinger & Tenhouse-Giblon 1984).
Schlesinger and Tenhouse-Giblon, (1984) refer to Newsweek
(1984), which points out that in the United States,
fifty-eight percent (58%) of all first marriages last
more than fifteen years, fifty-two percent (52%) more
than twenty years, and forty-seven percent (47%) more
than twenty-five years. Also, in the year 1976, two-
thirds (64.2%) of Canada’s adult population ages fifteen
years and older were married. In 1980, 191,069 marriages
took place, which was an increase from 187,811, in 1979
(Schlesinger & Tenhouse-Giblon, 1984). Based on the
above, marital life in North America, including Canada
would appear to support some lasting relationships. A
focus on lasting marriages and permanence, as opposed to
marital dissolution, provides a rich ground for

systematic inquiry.
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Gufknecht and West (1985) support the premise that
lasting marriages are very prevalent in our society.
They explain that the fact that there is a small
percentage of couples who marry three or more times adds
to a distorted picture of the existence of divorce. They
state, "... 44% of divorced individuals who remarry will
divorce again, which pushes up the total percent of
marriages that will end in divorce in the long term"
(Gutknecht & West, 1985, p.181). They also explain that,
“two of every three first marriages last a lifetime and
about three-fourths of all who divorce remarry"
(Gutknecht & West, 1985, p.181). These interpretations
also support a research focus on lasting marriages and
marital strengths.

Professor Ben Schlesinger and students at the
University of Toronto, School of Social Work, defined a
lasting marriage as lasting fifteen years or longer and
having at least one child (Schlesinger & Tenhouse-
Giblon, 1984). The study involved 129 couples who
volunteered through an advertisement in a Toronto
newspaper. Sixty-two couples were interviewed and sixty-
seven couples were mailed questionnaires. The couples

identifiea the following as contributing to a lasting



Lasting Marriages Page 13

marriage: the quality of the marriage (respect, love,
loyalty, honesty, etc.), couple interaction (comfortable
with each other), friendship intimacy and fidelity,
emotional aspects (consideration, dependability,
emotional support, sharing sadness and joys), honesty in
communication, views (commitment to the marriage),
individual identity, and problem solving (ability to
solve problems, confront and work out problems).

In a twenty-year ongoing study of successful family
functioning, Mudd and Tabin (1982) report findings that
are fundamental to enduring family life. The study began
with 100 families in 1957-1960 and a follow-up
questionnaire was completed by 59 families in 1978-1979.
The findings suggest that within well-functioning
families family dynamics, are egalitarian and democratic,
there are often frequent relations or ongoing contact
with adult children, important sources of strength are
through «close friendships and active community
involvement, few troubling situations are defined as
problems and perceived problems are often resolved within
the family, the couples expressed continuing satisfaction
with marriage and family, and couples are optimistic

about the future and anticipate positives in later
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development. The conclusion reached was that planning,
altruism, affection, democracy and economic opportunity
are important to enduring family life.

Klagsburn (1985) operationalized the lasting marriage
as fifteen years or more. The reason is that the
majority of marital separations take place earlier and
because this population was subjected to the sweeping and
vulnerable changes of the 1960’s and the 1970's. In her
research, she identifies eight categories that are often
found in strong marriages, which includes those with; (1)
an ability to change and tolerate change; (2) an ability
to live with the unchangeable; (3) an assumption of
permanence; (4) trust; (5) a balance of power; (6)
enjoyment of each other; (7) a shared history that is
cherished; and (8) luck in choosing a partner who has the
capacity to change, trust and love.

Sporakowski and Hughston (1979) approached lasting
marriage by assessing marital satisfaction and marital
perception over the life cycle. In their study, they
asked couples (married 50 or more years) what they
believed to be the most important factors in a happy
marriage. The following responses were received:

importance of religion; love; give and take - talking
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things through; home, family and children; it takes two
to make a marriage work; marriage is for life;
understanding and patience; and honesty and trust. A
significant finding was that the couples reported the
aging years as most satisfying as it meant more time
together, travel and activities which they did not have
time for in previous years.

Beavers (1985) suggests that healthy couples operate
on what he interprets as "a systems point of view" (p.
72). Within the systems theoretical perspective, he
defines healthy couples as: (1) placing meaning to
enterprise and supporting each other’s needs, (2) having
a modest overt power difference, (3) having the capacity
for clear boundaries, (4) operating mainly in the
present as opposed to allowing past problems and
influences by their families of origin to impact their
present situation, (5) having respect for individual
choice and autonomy, (6) having skills in negotiating,
and (7) sharing positive feelings.

The concept of power, as with other aspects of family
dynamics, can be denoted in terms of the individual’s or
family’s perceptions and definitions of the meaning that

it has for them. Latham (1986) maintains that the issue
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of power balance, " ... depends not only on the views of
the members as to what ought to be the balance but on
their perception of what actually is the position"
(p-128). 1In other words, in contrast to the therapist’s
perceptions, the couple may view their relationship as
existing with little or no power differential with
respect to their positions in the relationship. This
interpretation is consistent with the cognitive-
humanistic theoretical perspective.

In a study of the vital marriage, Ammons and Stinnett
(1980) attempted to identify those personality
characteristics that enable couples to develop and
maintain a vital relationship. They found the following
characteristics to be important; sex, reciprocity,
determination, commitment and ego strengths. The
findings suggested that sex was an important component of
the couple’s interpersonal relationship as a means of
sustaining intimacy. Reciprocity was important in terms
of the couple’s expression of understanding and support
in the relationship. Expression of needs reinforce
positive self concept (Ammons & Stinnett, 1980). They
also point out that the couples were committed to the

relationship and determined to see it through. They were
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capable of doing so because they have, " ... a clear
vision of what they want and express personality needs
which enable them to realize their aspirations" (Ammons
& Stinnett, 1980, p.40). Ego strengths was interpreted
as being important in terms of the couples ability to
function autonomously and to be separate from their
spouse. The paradox seems to be that individualization

and the development of may be by a

satisfying and supportive couple bond. A sense of

individuality assists with the development of a positive

self and the 1 t y for

emotional bonding (Cowan & Kinder, 1988).

Marital Strengths

Central themes the r h pr ted thus
far, are the importance of communication, perception,
commitment and intimacy in optimal family functioning and
in strong, lasting marriages. The purpose of this study
is to describe the characteristics of satisfying and
lasting marriages and related family well-being, in terms
of communication, perception,
commitment and intimacy. In this section, a review of

the research that will enable the achievement of clarity
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and operationalization of these dimensions as variable

sets, is analyzed.

Communication and Perception
Satir (1972) states, "I see communication as a huge
umbrella that covers and affects all that goes on between

human beings" (p. 30) and " communication is the

largest single factor determining what kinds of
relationships he makes with others and what happens to
him in the world about him" (p. 30). According to Banmen
(1986), Satir focuses on actions, reactions, and
interactions, and denotes communication as a "... means
by which people measure each other’s feeling of self-
worth."” (Banmen, 1986, p. 483). In other words,
communication patterns are perceived in terms of
emotional expression, " ...and the meaning of the
feelings individuals have as a reaction to the
communication" (Banmen, 1986, p.481). This is consistent
with the interactional perspective which maintains that
meaning derived in interaction varies from individual to
individual and from situation to situation

(Burr, et al., 1979).

Alexander (1973) distinguishes between supportive and
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defensive  communication. He denotes defensive
communication (Gibb, 1973) as verbal and nonverbal
behaviours that are either threatening or punishing and
which reciprocally invite and produce defensive
behaviours. Supportive communication is genuine,
information-seeking and giving, on a level of empathic
understanding and equality (Gibb, 1973). Supportive
communication elicits productive interactions, lowered
anxiety and clearer communications.

Other research indicates that perception and
communication are important determinants to the quality
of the marriage (Zakerin, 1983; Strucker, 1971; Allen &
Thompson, 1984). Strucker (1971) explains that if role
concepts are similar (i.e. common expectations and

ion. of r ibilities) communications are

effective and the relationship existing between the
marriage partners is more satisfactory to both.
Differences in perceptions may cause disagreements,
misunderstanding and problems within the marital
relationship (Allen & Thompson, 1984). There is
empirical support for the hypothesis that, "more direct
agreement between partners will lead to more satisfying

communication for both partners” (Allen & Thompson, 1984,
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p. 917). Direct ag was lized in terms of
their direct perceptions on various aspects or issues in
their relationship such as religious belief, household
tasks, and finances. The measuring instrument that was
used was a questionnaire designed in conjunction with
Laing et al.’s (1966) Interpersonal Perception Model.
Perception also appears important in the later stages of
marriage. In Sporakowski and Hughston’s (1978) study of
older couples they found that congruence of perception of
spouses continued to be of major significance in relation
to marital satisfaction.

Consistent with role theory, Biddle (198J) maintains
that human behaviour is both predictable and different
depending on respective social identities and the
situation that exists in a social interaction. Recent
development in role research proposes that perceptions in
marriage are important to marital satisfaction (Bahr,
Chappell & Leigh, 1983; Strucker, 1971; Bochner, Krueger
& Chmielewski, 1982). For example, in a study of 126
couples (Bochner, Krueger & Chmielewski, 1982) the
results showed a substantial association between
perceived role discrepancy and marital adjustment. That

is, it was determined that it was not the accuracy per se
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but the perception of what one spouse ‘believed’ the
other perceived that ‘defined’ congruence of perceptions
for the couple. In other words, " ‘what he thinks she
thinks’ and ‘what she thinks he thinks’ about each
other’s performance of instrumental and companionship
roles is more important to marital satisfaction than
whether the husband’s and wife's perceptions are in fact
accurate” (Bochner, Krueger & Chmielewski, 1982, p. 135).
Bahr, Chappell and Leigh (1983) studied the
relationship between age at marriage, role enactment,
role consensus and marital satisfaction. They denoted
the gquality of role enactment as "the perceived
competence with which role tasks are performed" (Bahr,
Chappell & Leigh, 1983, p. 797). Self role enactment
refers to the individual’s perception of how well he or
she will enact a role. Spouse role enactment refers to
how well the individual perceives their spouse as
enacting a role (Bahr, Chappell, & Leigh, 1983). Role
consensus refers to "...the perceived amount of agreement
between husband and wife regarding expectations and
values in specific roles" (Bahr, Chappell & Leigh, 1983,
p. 797). The findings suggest that age at marriage had

a weak association with self role enactment, spouse role
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enactment, and role consensus; the quality of self role
enactment had a small relationship with marital
satisfaction; and the quality of spouse role enactment
and role consensus had a positive association with
marital satisfaction. These findings alert the
practitioner to the .importance of perception and

consensus of perception in marital relationships, as a

consideration from the of actions

with definitions of reality. For example, "quality of
role enactment refers to the perceived competence with
which role tasks are performed " (Bahr, Chappell & Leigh,
1983, p. 797).

Montgomery (1981) defines quality communication as
"the interpersonal, transactional, symbolic process by
which marriage  partners achieve and  maintain
understanding of each other" (p. 21). The importance of
communication in marriage is not only related to quality
but also to perception of quality. Take, for example,
those couples who argue constantly and still perceive
their marriage as satisfactory. The therapist may define
problems in the marriage; however, the fact remains that
the couple may not perceive similar problems as existing.

If they do they may not perceive the problems as having
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a negative impact on how satisfied they actually feel
with their relationship. For the clinician the issue is
twofold: (1) is there joint ownership of the problem,
and (2) is the problem perceived as sufficiently
significant to motivate change.

The symbolic process of communication by which
partners interpret messages, involves both verbal and
non-verbal abstractions of reality (Montgomery, 1981).
"Learning what a symbol is, is only one of the processes
that occur in the mind; another process is learning to
make evaluate distinctions about symbols" (Burr et al.,
1979, p. 46). Burr et al. (1979) maintains that if
communication is conceived as a cognitive process, it
involves a mental process which is learned from
interaction with individuals. The mental process
involves acquiring symbols, which are mental abstractions
such as words or ideas. These symbols acquire meaning
through interaction with others. The importance appears
to be that meaning is derived not only from apparent
symbols such as speech but also through non-verbal
behaviour such as silence, gestures, tone of voice and so
forth. Satir (1972) reviews the elements of the

communication process which includes, the body, values,
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expectations, sense organs, the ability to talk and the
brain. The body refers to movement, form and shape.
Values are the concepts of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ that
determines the person’s way of living. His/her
expectations are determined by expectations of the moment
and expectations formulated through past experiences.
The sense organs include eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and
skin which enable the person to be aware of the physical
and social environment around them. The ability to talk
refers to the actual ability to speak (e.g. words and
voice). Finally, the brain is considered the storehouse
of knowledge and experience that the person brings into
the communication process. Good communication is
partially personalized to a relationship in that,
"...good human relations depend a great deal on people’s
getting one another’s meaning, whatever words they happen
to use" (Satir, 1972, p. 47).

In terms of couple’s communication, there is research
to suggest that there is a relationship between marital
satisfaction and the accuracy of non-verbal communication
(Kahn, 1970). Kahn (1970) administered the Marital
Communication Scale (MCS) and the Locke-Wallace Marital

Adjustment Scale to forty-two college couples and found
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that the dissatisfied couples were prone to mis-
interpreting each other’s non-verbal signals.  The
findings indicated that misnnderstanding of intentions

that are communicated non-verbally is a major aspect of
martial disharmony.

The research presented thus far has attempted to
outline the importance of communication (especially the
rrocess) and perceptions (especially shared meaning) as
determinants of marital satisfaction. If communication
is considered in terms of Satir’s model (Banmen, 1986)
then there is a strong association between communication
and perception. As previously noted, Satir denotes
communication in terms of emotion as expression, "... and
the meaning of the feelings individuals have as a
reaction to the communication" (Banmen, 1986, p.481).
The meaning derived from interaction or communication is
determined by individual perceptions and as previously
noted, there is a positive association between similar
perceptions (role concepts), effective communication and

marital satisfaction.

Commi tment

Commitment is defined as, "the extent to which the
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