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PAUL R. AMATO AND STACY J. ROGERS
University of Nebraska—Lincoln

A Longitudinal Study of Marital Problems

and Subsequent Divorce

This study investigated the extent to which reports
of marital problems in 1980 predicted divorce be-
tween 1980 and 1992, the extent to which these
problems mediated the impact of demographic
and life course variables on divorce, and gender
differences in reports of particular marital prob-
lems and in the extent to which these reports pre-
dicted divorce. Wives reported more marital
problems than husbands did, although this was
due to husbands’ tendency to report relatively few
problems caused by their spouses. A variety of
marital problems predicted divorce up to 12
years in the future. A parsimonious set of marital
problems involving infidelity, spending money
foolishly, drinking or drug use or both, jealousy,
moodiness, and irritating habits mediated moder-
ate proportions of the associations between de-
mographic and life course variables and divorce.

Researchers trying to determine the causes of di-
vorce have approached the problem in two ways.
Some researchers have focused on demographic
and life course variables that affect the risk of di-
vorce, variables such as age at marriage, social
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class, race, religiosity, and parental divorce. Oth-
ers have adopted a subjective perspective and
asked previously married individuals why their
marriages ended. In her 1990 review of the previ-
ous decade’s research on predictors of divorce,
White (1990) noted the relatively small number
of studies in the latter group (e.g., Bloom, Niles,
& Tatcher, 1985; Burns, 1984; Cleek & Pearson,
1985; Kitson & Sussman, 1982; Spanier &
Thompson, 1987). She argued that personal ac-
counts are useful and provocative, but “because
these studies only include divorced respondents,
they can tell us little about the extent to which
these factors predict divorce” (p. 908). She also
pointed out that there is little integration between
studies of personal accounts of divorce and stud-
ies that focus on demographic and life course pre-
dictors of marital dissolution. Finally, she recom-
mended more research that focuses on marital
processes as predictors of divorce.

The study presented here responds to White’s
call for more research on the links between mari-
tal processes and marital dissolution. Our study
goes beyond prior research in three ways. First, in
contrast to previous studies that used divorced
people’s retrospective accounts of marital prob-
lems, we use panel data from a nationally repre-
sentative sample of married persons to investigate
the extent to which marital problems in 1980 pre-
dict divorce between 1980 and 1992. In doing so,
we address questions about the validity and use-
fulness of people’s self-reports of marital prob-
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lems as predictors of divorce. Second, we inte-
grate data on specific marital problems (which we
view as proximal causes of divorce) with data on
the demographic and life course predictors of
marital disruption identified in most prior socio-
logical research (which we view as distal causes
of divorce). To accomplish this, we assess the ex-
tent to which particular marital problems in 1980
mediate the associations between demographic
and life course variables and divorce. Finally, be-
cause previous evidence suggests that men and
women experience marriage and divorce differ-
ently (Bernard, 1972; Kitson, 1992; Thompson &
Walker, 1989), we consider gender differences,
both in the frequency of reports of marital prob-
lems in 1980 and in the extent to which these
problems predict divorce between 1980 and 1992.

MARITAL PROBLEMS AND DIVORCE

Marital Problems as Predictors of Divorce

Despite the substantial body of research on mari-
tal disruption, few prospective studies illustrate
the extent to which specific characteristics of a re-
lationship predict divorce. One exception is the
work of Gottman and his colleagues, who have
investigated some of the linkages among marital
interaction, conflict resolution, and divorce
(Gottman, 1994). In the present research, we
focus on the existence of various types of prob-
lems in people’s marriages and the extent to
which these problems increase the risk of marital
disruption.

Research indicates that ex-husbands and ex-
wives consistently refer to certain problems as
having played a key role in the dissolution of
their marriages. The most frequently cited marital
problems involve communication difficulties,
general incompatibility, infidelity, not spending
enough time at home, and disagreements over
money (Burns, 1984; Cleek & Pearson, 1985;
Kitson, 1992). Extramarital sex was prominent in
eight of the nine studies summarized by Kitson,
Babri, and Roach (1985), making it the most
commonly cited cause of marital dissolution.

Although the accounts of divorced individuals
seem straightforward, previous researchers have
argued otherwise. For example, Goode (1956)
claimed that individuals’ reports of marital prob-
lems are not the underlying causes of divorce. Al-
though Goode asked his respondents why they
had divorced, he stated, “We did not at any time
believe . . . that we would thus obtain an answer
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to the question, ‘“What caused the divorce’” (p.
114). Individuals’ reports of marital problems are
useful, Goode argued, for understanding people’s
subjective experiences of divorce and their post-
divorce adjustment, but differences in the views
of husbands and wives, as well as shifts in per-
ceptions over time, suggest that these accounts
are not reliable indicators of the true causes of
marital disruption. Similarly, Rasmussen and Fer-
raro (1979) argued that individuals’ post hoc ex-
planations of divorce result from redefining what
had previously been acceptable (or at least tolera-
ble) marital behavior in an attempt to reduce cog-
nitive dissonance associated with the decision to
end the marriage.

Because previous studies have relied on retro-
spective accounts from divorced individuals, it is
impossible to determine if perceptions of marital
problems change after divorce. We are able to
overcome this limitation by using prospective,
longitudinal data in which marital problems are
measured before a divorce occurs. However,
merely showing that problems predict divorce
would not be strong evidence that problems are a
cause of divorce. It is possible that spouses define
certain behaviors as problems only when they
have already given up on their marriages and are
about to break up, anyway. If this is true, then re-
ports of problems would predict divorces that
occur shortly after the interview but would not
predict divorces that occur many years later. We
test this possibility in our analysis.

Proximal and Distal Causes of Divorce

Our second goal is to integrate research on marital
complaints as causes of divorce with research on
demographic and life course determinants of di-
vorce. The conceptual model that guides our re-
search is presented in Figure 1. We assume that
specific marital problems—similar to those re-
vealed in prior studies based on people’s retro-
spective accounts—directly increase the likeli-
hood of divorce. We view these as proximal fac-
tors associated with divorce because they
represent features of the ongoing relationship. Our
model also indicates that commonly studied de-
mographic and life course variables affect marital
problems, as well as divorce. We view these as
distal factors because they represent characteris-
tics that individuals bring to their relationships. Fi-
nally, we assume that some of the impact of back-
ground characteristics is mediated through specific
marital problems. In other words, the conceptual
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FIGURE 1. CONCEPTUAL MODEL SHOWING DISTAL AND PROXIMAL CAUSES OF DIVORCE
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model proposes that distal factors (demographic
and life course characteristics) affect the likeli-
hood that certain problems arise within relation-
ships and that these proximal relationship prob-
lems, in turn, increase the likelihood of divorce.
Previous research has produced a relatively
clear understanding of the links between demo-
graphic and life course characteristics and di-
vorce. Variables that increase the risk of marital
dissolution include marrying at an early age
(Booth & Edwards, 1985; Bumpass, Martin, &
Sweet, 1991), cohabiting prior to marriage (Axinn
& Thornton, 1992; Booth & Johnson, 1988),
being African American (Cherlin, 1992), being in
a marriage of short duration (Booth, Johnson,
White, & Edwards, 1986; Thornton & Rodgers,
1987), having low religious participation
(Thomas & Cornwall, 1990), having low educa-
tion or income (Martin & Bumpass, 1989), being
in a second rather than a first marriage (Martin &
Bumpass, 1989; White & Booth, 1985), and ex-
periencing parental divorce as a child (Bumpass,
et al., 1991; McLanahan & Bumpass, 1988). In
addition, although contradictory findings exist,
some studies show that women’s employment
and income increase their thoughts about divorce
(Booth, Johnson, White, & Edwards, 1984) and
the likelihood that their marriages will end in di-

vorce (Spitze & South, 1985). We could add other
variables to this list. However, our aim is not to
formulate an exhaustive list of the predictors of
marital disruption. Instead, our goal is a more
modest but realistic one: that is, to assess the ex-
tent to which specific marital problems mediate
the impact of some of the most widely recognized
predictors of divorce.

We do not expect the effects of demographic
characteristics on divorce to be completely medi-
ated by specific marital problems. This is because
many demographic variables, in addition to in-
creasing the risk of certain marital problems, also
affect alternatives to the marriage and barriers to
leaving the relationship. For example, an early
age at marriage may increase the risk of divorce
not only because it leads to certain relationship
problems, but also because young adults have rel-
atively good chances on the remarriage market.
Similarly, religiosity may not only affect the qual-
ity of the marital relationship, but also increase
the stigma associated with leaving a marriage.

Gender Differences in Reports of
Marital Problems

Our third goal is to consider differences in the
linkages between marital problems and marital
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disruption by gender. Consistent with Jessie
Bernard’s (1972) argument that husbands and
wives experience “his and her marriages,” studies
indicate that they also experience “his and her di-
vorces.” This is reflected in consistent gender dif-
ferences in the number of marital problems that
people identify as causes of marital disruption.
Levinger (1966) was one of the first to find that
divorced women report more marital problems
than divorced men. This finding has persisted, de-
spite changes in gender roles and perhaps in the
nature of marriage itself (Burns, 1984; Cleek &
Peterson, 1985; Kitson, 1992; Kitson & Sussman,
1982; Spanier & Thompson, 1987). Indeed, some
studies show that men have more difficulty than
women in identifying and articulating the specific
problems that contributed to their divorces (Kit-
son, 1992).

Furthermore, men and women consistently re-
port different types of marital problems as the
causes of divorce (Bloom et al., 1985; Burns,
1984; Cleek & Pearson, 1985; Kitson, 1992; Kit-
son & Sussman, 1982; Levinger, 1966). Women
emphasize the personality characteristics and be-
haviors of their spouses more than men. In partic-
ular, women often cite the husband’s use of au-
thority, his cruelty, drinking habits, immaturity,
untrustworthiness, infidelity, poor money man-
agement, values, and lifestyle as causes of di-
vorce. Although husbands often cite their wife’s
infidelity as the cause of divorce, they also refer
to their own drinking, drug use, and physical abu-
siveness, as well as external causes such as a fam-
ily death, work commitments, and problems with
in-laws.

Research by feminist scholars and others sug-
gests that differences between women and men in
the number and types of marital complaints are
rooted in the gendered nature of intimate relation-
ships. For example, compared with men, women
have greater responsibility for and spend more
time responding to the emotional and psychologi-
cal needs of their spouses and children. They also
spend more time monitoring the status of intimate
relationships (Rubin, Peplau, & Hill, 1981;
Thompson & Walker, 1989). These differences
reflect experiences of gendered socialization—
girls learn to be more relationship-oriented than
boys. In addition, feminist scholars argue that
wives are in subordinate positions within mar-
riage and, consequently, find it necessary to mon-
itor closely the status of their marital relationships
(Ferree, 1991; Goode, 1982; Thompson & Walk-
er, 1989). Furthermore, gender arrangements ben-
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efit women less than men in many marriages. For
example, evidence that many employed wives do
a “second shift” of household work and child care
at home after working a full day (Hochschild,
1989) suggests that they have more to complain
about within marriage than do husbands. Perhaps
for these reasons, women are more likely than
men to terminate unsatisfactory intimate relation-
ships (Rubin et al., 1981) and to initiate divorce
(Kitson, 1992). Based on these arguments, we hy-
pothesize that wives report more marital problems
than do husbands and that wives’ reports of mari-
tal problems are better predictors of divorce than
are husbands’ reports.

In addition to gender differences in the num-
ber and types of marital problems that divorcing
individuals cite, research also suggests that indi-
viduals (especially women, but also men) are
more likely to blame their former spouses for di-
vorce than to blame themselves (Kitson, 1992;
Kitson & Sussman, 1982). This is particularly
likely in the case of infidelity; people often cite
the infidelity of the spouse but rarely cite their
own infidelity as contributing to divorce (Cleek &
Pearson, 1985; South & Lloyd, 1995). This dif-
ference in the perceived source of problems (self
vs. spouse) may reflect a social desirability bias,
with people neglecting to report their own prob-
lematic behavior. Furthermore, attribution theory
(Fiske & Taylor, 1992) suggests that because of
self-serving biases, people tend to attribute prob-
lems to external, rather than internal, causes. This
leads us to hypothesize that husbands and wives
are more likely to report marital problems caused
by their spouses than by themselves.

METHOD

Sample

Our data come from the Panel Study of Marital
Instability over the Life Course (Booth, Amato,
Johnson, & Edwards, 1993). In 1980, telephone
interviewers used random-digit dialing to locate a
national sample of 2,033 married persons (not
couples) 55 years of age and under. Seventeen
percent of individuals in the target sample could
not be reached after 10 or more callbacks. Of
those individuals contacted, 78% completed the
full interview. The overall response rate compares
favorably with other studies using random-digit
dialing (Groves & Kahn, 1979). The 1980 sam-
ple, when compared with data on married individ-
uals from the United States census, is representa-
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tive with respect to age, race, household size,
presence of children, home ownership, and re-
gion.

In 1983, telephone interviewers successfully
contacted 1,592 of the original respondents
(78%)—a rate comparable with panel studies that
use face-to-face interview procedures (Booth &
Johnson, 1985). We obtained information on mar-
ital status from an additional 150 respondents via
a short, mailed questionnaire, so we had informa-
tion on subsequent divorce for 86% of the origi-
nal sample. In 1988, we completed telephone in-
terviews with 1,341 respondents and obtained
marital status information from an additional 94
respondents (71% of the original sample). In
1992, we interviewed 1,189 respondents by tele-
phone and obtained marital status information
from an additional 45 people (61% of the original
sample). The analysis is based on individuals for
whom information on marital status existed at
two or more points in time (that is, the 86% of the
original 1980 sample).

Due to sample attrition, the second, third, and
fourth waves slightly underrepresented African
Americans, Hispanics, young respondents,
renters, and those without a college education. It
is difficult to predict the effects of differential at-
trition on our results. However, because attrition
tended to occur in groups with higher than aver-
age divorce rates, this may lead to a slight attenu-
ation of associations between the explanatory
variables and divorce. If this is true, then the esti-
mates of effect sizes and significance tests ob-
tained in the present study err on the conservative
side. This interpretation is consistent with simula-
tions we carried out with the present data set.

Variables

Marital problems. The 1980 data set included a
series of questions dealing with relationship prob-
lems similar to those frequently reported in retro-
spective studies of divorced individuals. Respon-
dents were asked: “Have you had a problem in
your marriage because one of you (a) gets angry
easily, (b) has feelings that are easily hurt, (c) is
jealous, (d) is domineering, (e) is critical, (f) is
moody, (g) won’t talk to the other, (h) has had a
sexual relationship with someone else, (i) has irri-
tating habits, (j) is not home enough, (k) spends
money foolishly, (1) drinks or uses drugs?” If re-
spondents reported that a problem existed in their
marriage, they were asked which person had the
problem: the respondent, the respondent’s spouse,
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or both the respondent and the respondent’s
spouse. (We also had an item dealing with spous-
es being abusive to children. But because few
people reported this problem, we did not use it in
our analyses.)

Divorce. In 1983, 1988, and 1992 respondents in-
dicated if they had divorced or separated perma-
nently since the previous interview. Like many
divorce researchers (e.g., Bumpass et al., 1991),
we view permanent separation as a form of mari-
tal disruption similar to divorce. In contrast, we
did not count separations that ended in reconcilia-
tion during the course of our study as instances of
marital disruption. During the 12 years of our
study, 231 divorces and 33 permanent separations
occurred; permanent separations, therefore, repre-
sented 12.5% of the cases of marital disruption.
We carried out all analyses twice, once with sepa-
rations included and once with separations ex-
cluded. Because the findings for the two sets of
analyses were virtually identical, we present the
results with separations and divorces combined
into a single dependent variable.

Demographic and life course variables. Age at
first marriage was based on the respondent’s and
the spouse’s ages at marriage. Because they were
moderately highly correlated (r = .46), we took
the mean of the two (M = 21.5, SD = 2.8). Fifteen
percent of respondents reported that they had co-
habited with their spouse prior to marriage (1 =
cohabited, 0 = did not). Education was based on
the respondent’s and the spouse’s years of educa-
tion in 1980. These variables were highly corre-
lated (r = .61), so we took the mean of the two (M
= 13.6, SD = 2.4). Because African Americans
have a particularly high divorce rate, we com-
pared Blacks (7%) with all other racial and ethnic
groups (1 = Black, 0 = other). Duration of mar-
riage in 1980 was measured in years (M = 13.0,
SD =9.2).

Church attendance was based on the question,
“How often do you and your spouse attend church
together?” (1 = once a year or less, 4 = weekly; M
= 2.6, SD = 1.2). Sixty percent of wives were in
the paid labor force (1 = employed, 0 = nonem-
ployed). The mean income of husbands in 1980
was $22,337 (SD = $12,611); among employed
wives, the mean income was $8,235 (SD =
$5,989). To make the regression results easier to
interpret, we divided both income variables by
10,000 prior to analysis. In 81% of cases, both
spouses were in their first marriage (0 = first mar-
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riage for both, 1 = second marriage for one or
both). We also created a four-category variable to
represent husbands in a second marriage, wives in
a second marriage, both spouses in a second mar-
riage, and both spouses in a first marriage. How-
ever, preliminary analysis revealed that this pro-
cedure did not yield more information than the
simple dichotomous version of this variable. In
relation to parents’ marital status, we created four
categories: the husband’s parents divorced (10%),
the wife’s parents divorced (11%), both the hus-
band’s and the wife’s parents divorced (3%), and
neither spouse’s parents divorced (77%).

RESULTS

Reports of Marital Problems

Our first goal was to examine the percentage of
husbands and wives who reported various marital
problems in 1980, as well as whether each prob-
lem was perceived as being caused by the respon-
dent or by the respondent’s spouse. In Table 1,
men’s and women’s reports of problems due to
the husband’s behavior are in the first two
columns. The first two columns indicate, for ex-
ample, that 20% of husbands and 20% of wives
reported problems in the marriage due to the hus-
band’s anger. Husbands were significantly more
likely than wives to report that their own hurt
feelings, criticism, moodiness, and absence from
the home contributed to problems in the marriage.
Wives were significantly more likely than hus-
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bands to report that their husband’s jealousy and
irritating habits contributed to marital problems.
To summarize these results, we calculated the
total number of marital problems caused by hus-
bands, and the means for this variable appear at
the bottom of the table. Husbands and wives re-
ported similar numbers of marital problems
caused by husbands (1.7 vs. 1.6), overall, and the
difference was not significant. These results sug-
gest that although husbands and wives tended to
emphasize different problems, they were similarly
aware of the extent to which the husband’s behav-
ior caused problems in the marriage.

A different pattern emerged when we consid-
ered wives’ contributions to marital difficulties.
These results are presented in the last two
columns of Table 1. Compared with wives, hus-
bands were less likely to report that the marital
relationship was suffering because their wives got
angry easily, had feelings that were easily hurt,
were critical, were moody, and did not talk to
them. The only exception was that husbands were
more likely than wives to report that the wife’s
jealousy caused marital problems. This difference
in reporting also was reflected in the mean num-
ber of problems. Husbands reported significantly
fewer marital problems caused by wives than did
wives (t = 4.57, p < .001). This represents a dif-
ference of .18 of a standard deviation—a modest,
but nontrivial, effect size.

This pattern is consistent with our hypothesis
that wives report more marital problems than do
husbands. Unexpectedly, however, the difference

TABLE 1. PERCENTAGE OF HUSBANDS AND WIVES REPORTING PARTICULAR MARITAL PROBLEMS
DUE TO THEIR SPOUSE’S OR THEIR OWN BEHAVIOR

Husbands’ Behavior

Wives’ Behavior

Reported by Reported by
Husbands Wives Husbands Wives

Gets angry easily 20 20 13 23%*
Feelings are easily hurt 14 11* 35 42%
Is jealous 10 13%* 13 11*
Is domineering 13 13 7 9
Is critical 18 14* 9 14*
Is moody 23 17* 19 27*
Does not talk to the other 18 18 12 16*
Has had sex with someone else 4 4 2 2
Has irritating habits 12 18%* 8 10
Is not home enough 19 15* 4 4
Spends money foolishly 11 12 8 7
Drinks or uses drugs _ 6 7 1 1
Total number of problems X 1.7 1.6 1.3 1.6*

(SD) (1.9) .7 (1.6) (1.7)

Note: Sample size is 821 husbands and 1,213 wives.

*Significant difference in husbands’ and wives’ reports at p < .05 (two-tailed).
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TABLE 2. HUSBANDS’ AND WIVES’ REPORTS OF PARTICULAR MARITAL PROBLEMS IN 1980
AS PREDICTORS OF DIVORCE BETWEEN 1980 AND 1992

Husbands’ Behavior

Wives’ Behavior

Reported by Reported by

Husbands Wives Husbands Wives
Gets angry easily 24 65%* 46 62%*
Feelings are easily hurt 64* 7 38 20
Is jealous 90* 130%** 101%* 65%*
Is domineering 49t 85wk 63" 6
Is critical 59* Qg 93* 25
Is moody 69** TT** 29 34%*
Does not talk to the other 60* 46* 21 22
Has had sex with someone else 90t 209 ** 363%* 164**
Has irritating habits 35 9k 127%%* 107%**
Is not home enough 10 105%** -17 121**
Spends money foolishly 139*** 187%** 77* 68%*
Drinks or uses drugs 156%* 183%%* 216* 388*

Note: Table values are percentage change in the odds of divorce based on logistic regression: (exp(B) 1) x 100. Sample
sizes are 6,329 person-years for husbands and 9,612 person-years for wives. Significance tests are one-tailed.

p<.10. *p<.05. *p<.01. ***p<.001.

is due mainly to wives reporting more problems
caused by themselves. It appears that, although
husbands are aware of their own contributions to
marital problems, they are less aware of (or less
willing to report) their wives’ contributions.
Given that many of the significant differences in-
volved emotions (anger, hurt feelings, and moodi-
ness), it may be that husbands have difficulty per-
ceiving their wife’s internal sources of distress
that contribute to her experience of the marriage
as problematic.

Our hypothesis that husbands and wives report
more marital problems caused by their partners
than by themselves was not supported. Wives
were as likely to attribute problems to themselves
as to their husbands. Indeed, husbands reported
fewer problems caused by their wives than by
themselves (column 1 vs. column 3). A paired ¢
test revealed that this difference was significant (¢
= 6.68, p < .001). This represents an effect size of
.23 or a difference of nearly one fourth of a stan-
dard deviation.

Marital Problems as Predictors of Divorce

Our second goal was to assess the extent to which
men’s and women’s reports of various problems
(both their own and their spouse’s) predicted di-
vorce between 1980 and 1992. The data were
right-censored because the survey ended in 1992
and because some people dropped out of the panel
prior to this. To analyze these data, we used a
discrete-time hazard model estimated with logistic

regression (Allison, 1984). Following standard
procedures, we constructed a data set of person-
years, with each year in which a person was at risk
of divorcing representing one unit of observation.
Individuals were no longer at risk and were re-
moved (censored) from the data set if they di-
vorced, lost a partner through death, or dropped out
of the study. This technique allowed cases to con-
tribute what information they had to the analysis.

Table 2 shows the percentage increase (or de-
crease) in the odds of marital disruption between
1980 and 1992 associated with each marital prob-
lem, based on discrete-time hazard models. The
first two columns show the results for problems
caused by husbands. Because we hypothesized
that problems increase the likelihood of divorce,
we used one-tailed significance tests. Column 1
reveals that husbands’ reports of marital problems
due to their own behavior are generally associated
with increases in the odds of divorce. Of the 12
coefficients, seven are significant, two are
marginally significant, and all are positive. Simi-
larly, column 2 reveals that wives’ reports of
problems due to their husband’s behavior are as-
sociated with divorce in all but one case. Al-
though more coefficients are significant for
wives, this partly reflects the larger sample size.
Indeed, tests for interactions between each prob-
lem and the gender of the respondent revealed no
significant results. It appears that both husbands’
and wives’ reports of marital problems caused by
husbands are good predictors of future marital
dissolution.
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TABLE 3. HUSBANDS’ AND WIVES’” REPORTS OF MARITAL PROBLEMS (SUMMARY SCORES) IN 1980 As
PREDICTORS OF DIVORCE BETWEEN 1980 AND 1992
Year of Divorce
1980-1992 1980-1983 1984-1988 1989-1992
Husbands’ reports
Sum of husband’s problems 2] **% 14* 26%* 27*
Sum of wife’s problems 20 %kk 24%% 17¢ 217
Sum of both spouses’ problems 19%** 15* 17* 19*
Wives’ reports
Sum of husband’s problems 30%** 14%%% 21%* 2]%*
Sum of wife’s problems 18%** 20%* 13f 23%*
Sum of both spouses’ problems 22%%* 4] HxE 13%* 17**
Husbands’ and wives’ reports
Sum of husband’s problems 20+ ** 20%¥* 22%*x 22%%
Sum of wife’s problems 20k 22%%* 15% 23%*
Sum of both spouses’ problems 2]%** 32%%* 15* 18%%3*

Note: Table values are percentage change in the odds of divorce based on logistic regression: (exp(B) —1) x 100. Sample
sizes are 6,329 person-years for husbands and 9,612 person-years for wives. Significance tests are one-tailed.

p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.0l. ***p < 001.

The third and fourth columns in Table 2 show
the results for wives’ problems. Of the 12 prob-
lems, six are significant predictors of divorce, and
one is marginally significant, when husbands pro-
vided the data. Correspondingly, eight problems
are significant predictors when wives provided
the data. Although the table values differ some-
what for husbands and wives, interaction terms
revealed only one significant interaction: Not
being home enough was a better predictor of di-
vorce for wives than for husbands (p < .05).
Overall, these results indicate that both husbands’
and wives’ reports of problems caused by wives
are positively associated with future divorce.

Looking across the rows of Table 2 reveals
that jealousy, infidelity, spending money foolish-
ly, and drinking or using drugs were the most
consistent predictors of divorce. These problems
appeared to increase the odds of divorce, regard-
less of which spouse was perceived as having
caused the problem and regardless of whether
husbands or wives were the respondents. Consis-
tent with prior literature, infidelity was associated
with an especially large increase in the odds of di-
vorce.

We also used the summary problem scores to
predict divorce, and these results are shown in the
first column of Table 3. Turning first to hus-
bands’ reports, each of husbands’ own problems
increased the risk of divorce during the course of
the study by 21%. Similarly, each problem they
reported for their wives increased the risk of di-
vorce by 22%. A single score, based on the num-

ber of problems attributed to either spouse, was
also positively related to divorce. Turning to
wives’ reports, problems reported for their hus-
bands increased the risk of divorce by 30%,
whereas each of their own problems increased the
risk of divorce by 18%. Again, a summary score,
based on problems due to either spouse, was sig-
nificantly related to divorce. Although wives’ re-
ports of husbands’ problems (row 4) appeared to
be a better predictor of divorce than husbands’ re-
ports of husbands’ problems (row 1), the interac-
tion was not significant. (The differences between
rows 2 and 5 and between rows 3 and 6 were also
not significant.) Consequently, we combined hus-
bands’ and wives’ accounts into a single variable,
and these results are available in the last three
rows of Table 3. The pattern, however, is much
the same.

It is possible that an elevated number of prob-
lems prior to divorce reflects marriages in which
spouses have already decided to abandon the rela-
tionship. In other words, reports of problems
might be short-term reactions to marriages that
are on the brink of breaking up anyway. To deter-
mine the predictive utility of these reports, we ex-
amined divorces that occurred in three periods:
1980-1983, 1984-1988, and 1989-1992. These
results are in the second, third, and fourth
columns of Table 3, respectively. It appears that
for both husbands and wives, reports of marital
problems in 1980 predict divorces between 1989
and 1992 almost as well as they predict divorces
between 1980 and 1983. For example, when we



620

Journal of Marriage and the Family

TABLE 4. DEMOGRAPHIC AND LIFE COURSE PREDICTORS OF MARITAL PROBLEMS IN 1980

Spends
Irritating Money Drinking,

Jealousy Moodiness Infidelity Habits Foolishly Drug Use
Couple’s age at marriage —] ] -1 2]k 3 -4 -7t
Prior cohabitation 5 38%* -3 28 35 36
Respondent Black 55* -4 22%* 34 100*** 81*
Years married 2% —Frrx 2 17 -1t 1
Church attendance —] 8k —14pkk% —33kokok —20kk* —24HH% 2T
Couple education —]2%** -3 11t -3 -1 —13%*
Wife employed 15 9 55 -2 6 2
Husband’s income 1 3 5 -1 0 2
Wife’s income 0 -10f -1 2 2 13
Remarriage for one or both -10 -6 48 9 -6 38
Husband’s parents divorced 42% 39% 46 -1 20 73t
Wife’s parents divorced 80*** 23 92% 9gHsk* 53% 149***
Both spouses’ parents divorced 20 65° -49 21 162** =25
Female respondent 3 13 20 52%* 10 2
x* 108.9%#* 755k 63.8%** 68.4%%* 93, 7kk 82.9%**

Note: Table values are percentage change in the odds of reporting each marital problem based on logistic regression:
(exp(B) —1) x 100. Sample size is 1,742 for all equations. Significance tests are two-tailed.

1 <.10. *p<.05. *p<.0l. *¥p<.001.

pool husbands’ and wives’ reports of problems
caused by either spouse (Table 3, row 9), we see
that each problem increases the risk of divorce by
32% in 1980-1983, 15% in 1984-1988, and 18%
in 1989-1992. These results indicate that the as-
sociation between marital problems and divorce is
not due to marriages that are on the brink of
breaking up at the time of the 1980 interview.

We also checked to see if certain problems in
1980 predicted the number of years until the di-
vorce occurred among respondents whose mar-
riages ended during the study (n = 264). Wives’
reports of their husbands’ problems with jealousy
and spending money foolishly in 1980 were nega-
tively associated with the year of divorce (r =
-.19, p < .05, and -.27, p < .01, respectively).
These findings indicate that jealousy and spend-
ing money foolishly were followed by divorce
relatively quickly, compared with other problems.
No significant associations emerged when hus-
bands served as respondents.

Due to the absence of interactions between
gender and reports of problems in predicting di-
vorce, we pooled the responses of husbands and
wives to simplify our final analysis. We then used
a stepwise logistic regression procedure to find
the most parsimonious set of marital problems in
1980 that predicted divorce during the course of
our study. Although not appropriate in testing
causal models, stepwise regression can be useful
as a data reduction technique, which is its purpose
in the present context. This analysis revealed that
six problems made independent contributions to

the prediction of divorce. These six variables, re-
ported in their order of entry (and with the un-
standardized coefficents from the final model),
consisted of infidelity (b = .66), spending money
foolishly (b = .56), drinking or using drugs (b =
.53), jealousy (b = .40), having irritating habits (b
=.31), and moodiness (b = .27). In other words,
once we know if any of these six problems exist-
ed in a marriage in 1980, then information on ad-
ditional problems does not increase our ability to
predict divorce.

Distal and Proximal Causes of Divorce

In the final step of the analysis, we examined the
extent to which marital problems mediated the es-
timated impact of the demographic and life
course variables on divorce (see Figure 1). To ac-
complish this, we first examined the extent to
which the variables that frequently predict di-
vorce also were associated with the six marital
problems noted above. Logistic regression analy-
ses (based entirely on 1980 data) revealed a num-
ber of significant linkages, and these are summa-
rized in Table 4.

- Table 4 shows that age at marriage was nega-
tively associated with three problems. Each year
that couples delayed marriage was associated
with an 11% decline in reports of problems due to
jealousy, a 21% decline in reports of problems
due to infidelity, and a 7% decline in reports of
problems due to drinking or drug use. Being
African American was associated with an in-
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creased likelihood of reporting problems with
jealousy, infidelity, spending money, and drink-
ing or drug use. Church attendance was negative-
ly associated with all six problems. In addition,
parental divorce generally increased the odds of
reporting each problem. Other predictors yielded
less consistent findings. Nevertheless, these re-
sults indicate that many of the variables that pre-
dict divorce also predict the occurrence of specif-
ic marital problems.

Next, we carried out logistic regression analy-
ses in two steps. On the first model, we regressed
divorce on the demographic and life course vari-
ables; in the second model, we included the six
marital problems that represented the most parsi-
monious set of divorce predictors. These results
are shown in Table 5.

Model 1 shows that six background variables
were associated with divorce between 1980 and
1992: age at marriage, years married, church at-
tendance, the wife’s income, being in a remar-
riage rather than a first marriage, and parental di-
vorce. In relation to the last variable, if the wife’s
parents were divorced, then the odds of divorce
were marginally higher, but if both the husband’s

TABLE 5. PREDICTORS OF DIVORCE BETWEEN 1980 AND
1992 rForR COMBINED SAMPLE OF HUSBANDS AND WIVES

Predictors Model 1 Model 2
Distal variables
Couple’s age at marriage —]11%x* —Qkkk
Prior cohabitation 17 12
African American 3 -18
Years married —5xHE —G¥**
Church attendance 24wk —18***
Couple education -1 0
Wife employed 5 3
Husband’s income 0 0
Wife’s income 2% 2%*
Remarriage for one or both 31%* 28t
Husband’s parents divorced 7 -1
Wife’s parents divorced 291 6
Both spouses’ parents divorced ~ 137%** 63*
Wife respondent 16 12
Proximal variables
Jealousy 15
Moodiness 17
Infidelity 100%s#*
Irritating habits 39%
Spending money foolishly 45%*
Drinking or using drugs 49*
x? 163.5%**  2(4.3%s%*

Note: Table values are percentage change in the odds
of divorce based on logistic regression: (exp(B) —1) x 100.
Sample size is 15,941 person-years. Significance tests are
one-tailed.

p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01. ***p< .001.
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and the wife’s parents were divorced, the odds of
divorce were considerably higher.

Model 2 includes the six marital problems.
The increase in chi-square values between Model
1 and Model 2 was significant (p < .001). This in-
dicates that adding the marital problems to the
equation resulted in a significant improvement in
our ability to predict divorce, relative to an equa-
tion that contained only demographic and life
course variables. Furthermore, with marital prob-
lems added to the equation, several of the signifi-
cant associations in Model 1 were reduced. The
coefficient for age at marriage declined 18%, the
coefficient for church attendance declined 25%,
the coefficient for remarriage declined 10%, the
coefficient for wife’s parents divorced declined
79%, and the coefficient for both spouses’ parents
divorced declined 54%. However, adding marital
problems to the equation did not decrease the co-
efficients for years married or wife’s income.
Nevertheless, consistent with our hypothesis,
these declines suggest that marital problems me-
diate modest (and occasionally large) proportions
of the estimated effects of many background vari-
ables on divorce.

DiscussiON

This research provides insights into a question
that has puzzled family scholars for the last four
decades. Researchers have investigated recollec-
tions of marital problems among divorced indi-
viduals, but whether these perceptions precede,
rather than follow, divorce has remained unclear.
Consequently, previous research has been unable
to determine if specific marital problems predict
divorce and, if so, which problems are better pre-
dictors than others. Furthermore, most of these
studies have been based on small and geographi-
cally restricted samples.

Our findings, based on a prospective design
and a nationally representative sample of married
persons, provide clear evidence of associations
between the problems that individuals report in
their marriages and the likelihood that these mar-
riages end in divorce. More specifically, the
study contributes to our understanding of the rela-
tionship between marital problems and divorce by
addressing (a) gender differences in perceptions
of marital problems, (b) the extent to which par-
ticular marital problems predict divorce, and (c)
the extent to which proximal marital problems
mediate the impact of the distal demographic and
life course variables that family sociologists usu-
ally study.
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Gender Differences in Reports of
Marital Problems

By illustrating that women and men differed in
the frequency with which they reported certain
problems, our findings contribute to the knowl-
edge of the ways in which men and women expe-
rience marriage differently. We found support for
the hypothesis that women report more marital
problems than men. Unexpectedly, however, this
difference is because husbands are less likely than
wives to report on wives’ contributions to marital
problems, especially problems related to emotions
such as anger, being easily hurt, and moodiness.
In contrast, husbands and wives appear to be
equally aware of husbands’ contributions to mari-
tal problems. It is useful to interpret this finding
in the light of feminist thought about women’s
subordinate position in many marriages. A num-
ber of observers (Ferree, 1991; Goode, 1982;
Thompson & Walker, 1989) have argued that be-
cause women have less power than men and be-
cause they remain largely economically depen-
dent on their husbands, it is necessary for wives
to monitor closely and interpret the state of their
marital relationships. Because husbands do not
monitor their wives’ behavior as closely as wives
monitor their husbands’ behavior, husbands may
underestimate the number of marital problems
generated by their wives.

We found no support for the hypothesis that
men and women report more problems caused by
their partners than by themselves. Indeed, con-
trary to our expectation based on attribution theo-
ry, husbands reported more problems caused by
themselves than by their wives. Nevertheless, we
see this as a useful finding: The fact that respon-
dents did not appear to be affected by a self-
serving bias provides support for the validity of
their reports.

Marital Problems as Predictors of Divorce

We found that individuals’ reports of marital
problems in 1980 are good predictors of divorce
between 1980 and 1992. Even though, as just
noted, men and women differ in the types of
problems reported, men’s and women’s reports of
problems predict divorce equally well. Marital
problems such as sexual infidelity, jealousy,
drinking, spending money, moodiness, not com-
municating, and anger appear to increase the odds
of divorce. Extramarital sex is a particularly pow-
erful predictor of divorce. This result is consistent
with South and Lloyd’s (1995) finding that in at
least one third of divorce cases, one or both
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spouses had been involved with another person
prior to marital disruption.

These conclusions about the role of marital
problems, based on prospective longitudinal data,
are consistent with previous research based on
retrospective data (Bloom et al., 1985; Burns,
1984; Cleek & Pearson, 1985; Kitson & Sussman,
1982). Some observers have argued that individu-
als’ explanations for divorce are merely post hoc
justifications. In other words, in trying to resolve
cognitive dissonance associated with the decision
to break up, spouses may redefine previously ac-
ceptable features of the relationship as problems
(Goode, 1956; Rasmussen & Ferraro, 1979).
However, our use of prospective data casts some
doubt on this interpretation. We find that people
whose marriages eventually are disrupted report
an elevated number of problems as early as 9-12
years prior to the divorce. Because awareness of
these problems precedes divorce by a long time,
these problems are not post hoc justifications for
decisions to end the marriage. Readers should
keep in mind, however, that because respondents’
postdivorce reports of marital problems are not
available in the data, we were unable to compare
people’s postdivorce reports with their predivorce
reports. Indeed, it is possible that our respon-
dents’ pre- and postdivorce perceptions differ
considerably. Nevertheless, in spite of this limita-
tion, our findings reveal that individuals’ percep-
tions of problems during the marriage are good
predictors of future divorce, and the problems that
people report prior to divorce are similar to those
noted in studies that have relied on retrospective
data. These considerations suggest that people
have a reasonable degree of insight into the prob-
lems that eventually cause their marriages to fail.

Our analysis, of course, contains several limi-
tations. For example, we have only one partner’s
reports of marital problems. Furthermore, we do
not have information on the person who initiated
the divorce, so we are unable to discern whether
spouses who perceive the most problems are also
the ones who initiate the divorce. It would also be
useful to know the extent to which problems asso-
ciated with violence between spouses—a variable
not included in our data—contribute to divorce.
Each of these ideas would be useful starting
points for future research.

An Integrated Model of Proximal and
Distal Causes of Divorce

Our research has also attempted to integrate two
bodies of literature. The first focuses on personal
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accounts of marital problems, which we see as
proximal causes of divorce, and the second focus-
es on demographic and life course variables,
which we see as distal causes of divorce. As
White (1990) observed, “Although there remains
a need to monitor demographic and life course
trends as they affect divorce, our primary need for
the future is to show how, through what mecha-
nisms, these variables affect divorce” (p. 910).
Following this recommendation, our analysis sug-
gests that variables such as age at marriage,
church attendance, remarriage, and parental di-
vorce affect the odds of divorce, in part, by con-
tributing to certain constellations of marital prob-
lems, which, in turn, predict divorce.

For example, when marriage occurs at
younger ages, spouses are more likely to report
marital problems associated with infidelity and
jealousy. This suggests that these marriages tend
to be unstable because young spouses are readily
drawn into extramarital relationships. Similarly,
frequent church attendance appears to lower the
likelihood of divorce, in part, by decreasing a
range of marital problems. People who attend
church frequently may be especially well behaved
because they have internalized behavioral norms
through religious socialization or because they are
monitored and supported by the church communi-
ty. Furthermore, parental divorce appears to in-
crease the risk of a number of problems, includ-
ing jealousy, infidelity, irritating habits, and
spending money foolishly. These problems medi-
ate most of the estimated effect of parental di-
vorce on offspring divorce. Experiencing parental
divorce as a child may interfere with learning
dyadic skills that facilitate successful marital rela-
tions, thus leading to a general increase in prob-
lems and an increased risk of divorce (Amato,
1996).

Marital problems do not mediate all of the es-
timated effects of demographic and life course
variables. This is to be expected for two reasons.
First, we may have omitted certain key marital
problems. Although we considered a wide range
of marital problems, we were not able to address
a number of other potentially important sources
of distress, such as styles of conflict resolution,
physical abuse, children’s misbehavior, and the
household division of labor. Future research
should examine the role of these and other factors
in predicting marital problems and subsequent di-
vorce. Second, some demographic and life course
variables affect the likelihood of divorce, not by
affecting the nature of the marital relationship,
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but by affecting alternatives to the relationship or
the barriers to leaving the marriage. Consequent-
ly, even with a complete list of problems, we
would not expect complete mediation.

Nevertheless, in spite of modest evidence of
mediation, our research represents an initial at-
tempt to combine elements of two research tradi-
tions: (a) studies that focus on marital processes
and (b) studies that focus on demographic and life
course characteristics. We encourage additional
longitudinal research that considers not only the
proximal relationship characteristics that predict
divorce, but also the manner in which these char-
acteristics mediate the impact of distal demo-
graphic and life course variables.
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