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Abstract

This paper provides a review of the literature on factors linked to
relationship quality and how these may relate to the experiences of couples
in age-discrepant marriages (ADMs) and relationships. Particular attention is
given to how differences in age may exacerbate issues commonly
negotiated by marriage partners, or even create new challenges. Given that
research has established a link between marital quality and well being, the
importance of developing therapies that consider the unique experiences of
individuals in age-discrepant relationships is addressed.

Changing Social Trends and Family

According to a review by Greeff and DuToit (2009), as demographic
trends change the family structure continues to evolve. The prevalence of
second marriages often results in unique relationships between partners
who differ significantly in age and challenge the norm (Bonds & Nicks, 1999;
Davis, 1998; Watson, Klohnen, Casillas, Simms, Haig, & Berry, 2004).
Statistics from recent years indicate that an estimated 50% of marriages
result in divorce (Copen, Daniels, Vespa, & Mosher, 2012), with rates that
are more pronounced for those who marry multiple times (Kreider & Ellis,
2011).

The gender composition of the workforce is also changing and the
increasingly disproportionate number of advanced degrees conferred to
women (Edwards, 2009) indicates that women will likely continue to start
families at an older age than previous generations. According to statistics
on the median age of marriage, the current cohort of both men and women
are older when they marry (Kreider & Ellis, 2011). Kreider and Ellis (2011)
indicate that the median age at first marriage has increased by more than
five years for men and women in comparison to their counterparts in the
1950s. More specifically, the median age at first marriage for men is 28
years, while the median age for females is 26 years. Further, the shifting
focus on educational attainment and professional goals among women has
impacted romantic relationships (Johnson & Dye, 2006). By placing a higher
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priority on education and suspending marriage, the availability of men their
own age shrinks as the percentages of older men who are divorced
increases (Bonds & Nicks, 1999; Winston & Klepfer, 2000). These trends
contribute to a growing number of age-discrepant marriages (ADMs; Bonds
& Nicks, 1999; Davis, 1998; Watson et al., 2004).

Interestingly, the same demographic changes that encourage ADMs
may perpetuate the challenges that these couples face as a result of age-
related differences (e.g., Knox & Britton, 1997). Findings regarding the
viability of these marriages are less than clear. In a review of the literature
by Boyd & Li (2003), it is noted that researchers disagree about whether
these marriages are more or less volatile than marriages involving partners
who are similar in age. Regardless of whether these marriages are prone to
more challenges, it is important to recognize that current demographic
trends suggest that these types of couples do exist and should not be
overlooked (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Therefore, it is important to
identify the types of challenges and relational distress that these couples
face so that the appropriate therapeutic practices can be utilized.

Female-older ADMs: A Unique Case

According to Veevers (1984), data in the mid-1980s indicated that
the population of ADMs was shrinking. Contrary to expectation, recent
statistics suggest that the proportion of age-discrepant couples is palpable
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Although age-discrepant relationships involving
older women have received more attention in the media, the frequency of
ADMs defined by an older female is comparatively smaller (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2011). Census (2011) figures indicate that just over 4% of marriages
include a woman who is at least 6 years older than her husband. Nearly five
times as many relationships between couples who are not married involved
a woman who was at least six years older (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2011).
If the potential exists that individuals involved in ADMs may be more
vulnerable to specific types of stressors (Agurcia, Vaughn, Berenson, Volk, &
Wiemann, 2001; Knox & Britton, 2007), then those couples including an
older wife may be particularly susceptible to stressors reflecting less
favorable attitudes about aging among women (e.g., Cowan, 1984). As
noted in a review of the literature by Barnes (2003), it is critical to recognize
that the dynamics of these types of age-discrepant relationships may be
different from those experienced by couples involving an older husband.
Relationship Dynamics and Life Stage Differences
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Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST; Fredrickson & Carstensen,
1990) suggests that couples who are age-discrepant would experience
inherent challenges to relationship satisfaction. SST states that individual
goals are predicated by life stage and that needs and motivations change
accordingly. The lack of experience and understanding that define youth
may motivate individuals to maintain relationships that render less
emotionally satisfying outcomes simply because the relationship serves to
increase their knowledge.

Motivations shift as a function of age and the accumulation of
knowledge (Fredrickson & Carstensen, 1990). As such, the social network
becomes smaller, but is dominated by relationships that are emotionally
beneficial and stronger (Fredrickson & Carstensen, 1990; Carstensen,
Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999). Barnes (2003) suggests that while the impact
of dissimilar needs and goals may not be evident at the inception of age-
discrepant relationships, as both partners age it is likely that the couple will
be faced with the consequences of increasingly divergent developmental
tasks. These life stage issues relate to changes in physical well-being,
employment status (Kulik, 2001), and the emphasis on emotional needs
(Fredrickson & Carstensen, 1990; Carstensen et al., 1999), and cohort
differences (Amato, Johnson, Booth, & Rogers, 2003). Although all couples
have the potential for facing these issues at different times throughout the
course of their marriage, for couples in ADMs it is nearly inevitable that one
partner will be dealing with at least one of the aforementioned issues
sooner than the other.

There is considerable evidence that illness can compromise the
quality of marital satisfaction (e.g., Ward & Spitze, 1988; Yee & Schulz,
2000), especially for those marriages in which one partner assumes the
responsibility of providing care to a spouse (e.g., Hooker, Manoogian-O'Dell,
Monahan, Frazier, & Shifren, 2000; Wright & Aquilino, 1998). Caregiving
may be more antagonistic to relationship quality among age-discrepant
couples who are coping with the effects of caregiver burden and a salient
reminder of differences in life stage. If the younger wife is at the pinnacle of
her professional career, juggling the responsibilities of caring for a sick
spouse can be particularly devastating. Women today are part of “the
sandwich generation” (Pierret, 2006). In addition to their strong presence in
the workforce (U.S. Department of Labor, 2011), many of these women
assume caregiving responsibilities for their parents and children, which may
add to their experience of stress (e.g., Kim, Baker, Spillers, & Wellisch,
2006). Those women in “the sandwich generation” involved in ADMs who
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are juggling the responsibilities of caring for a young child, a parent, and an
older spouse with a health condition may be especially vulnerable to the
effects of stress.

It is well documented that adjusting to retirement can create issues
for both partners in a marriage (e.g., Kulik, 2001). Work is an important part
of an individual’s identity and upon retirement individuals are faced with
renegotiating their time and redefining their sense of self (Papalia, Olds, &
Feldman, 2001). Within the context of the marriage this may involve a shift
in domestic responsibilities that can lead to greater potential for conflict
(Kulik, 2001). More specifically, one partner may be dissatisfied with the
contributions of the other. Also, the recently retired spouse may feel a lack
of competence in his domestic skills and in his ability to satisfy the other
partner by increasing his contributions on the home front (Kulik, 2001).
Again, these are issues that aren’t specific to age-discrepant couples, but
may be more common among this group because of the age difference that
defines them.

Based on SST (Fredrickson & Carstensen, 1990; Carstensen et al.,
1999), the focus on emotional needs becomes stronger for individuals as
they grow older. For individuals in ADMs one partner may be more focused
on personal goals related to professional accomplishments, while the other
is focusing on emotional needs. Barnes (2003) contends that these
differences in goals and motivations may leave partners feeling isolated and
ultimately give rise to disagreements and growing negativity. Given that
approximately 72% of women that work outside of the home are mothers
to children 18 years old or younger (U.S. Department of Labor, 2011), this
may be especially true for women involved in age-discrepant relationships.
In fact, research suggests that balancing work and family commitments may
lead one partner to harbor resentment while the other feels neglected
(Rogers & Amato, 2000).

Yet, the potential for emotional intimacy that a spouse can provide
becomes even more critical for the older partner, as the social network
becomes smaller (Lang & Carstensen, 1994). Therefore, in ADMs the
husband may be more dependent on his wife as he ages than she is on him,
adding to the potential for feelings of isolation. In fact, research indicates
that older adults demonstrate a stronger need for connectedness (Rabin &
Rahav, 1995). Given the potential for cohort differences between age-
discrepant partners, there is reason to believe that generational differences
may compound changing motivations precipitated by different life stages.
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Research on attraction and compatibility has long supported the
importance of similarity as a predictor of relationship success (e.g.,
Bouchard & Loehlin, 2001). Based on this research, similarity in attitudes is
critical to relationship satisfaction. ADMs and age-discrepant couples may
be subject to cohort differences in gender socialization (Byrne & Murnen,
1988) and may experience struggles related to these differences.
Kerpleman and Schvaneveldt (1999) note that male and female attitudes
about gender roles are different, with men having more distinct ideas about
what roles are relegated feminine duties. Cohort differences in these
attitudes have been reported, suggesting that time has moderated rigid
gender role socialization (Amato et al., 2003). Yet, research indicates that
these attitude changes fail to translate into any tangible differences in
behaviors among husbands on the domestic front (Braun & Scott, 2009;
Brooks, 2000; Lachance-Grzela & Bouchard, 2010). Therefore, it is
conceivable that differences in attitudes about gender appropriate behavior
and inequitable distribution of power and responsibility (Faulkner, Davey, &
Davey, 2005) may exacerbate adjustment issues associated with retirement
and changing developmental goals. It is important to recognize that
although the link between attitude similarity and relationship outcomes is
well-established (e.g., Bouchard & Loehlin, 2001), more recent research
challenges these findings and suggests that similarity develops across the
course of a relationship and may not be as strong a predictor of relationship
success (Watson et al., 2004).

Limitations of Existing Research and Consequences for Therapy

Knox and Britton’s (1997) review of the research indicates that the
needs of couples in age-discrepant relationships are unclear because of the
lack of well-controlled research studies examining this population. One of
the most obvious limitations in the existing research relates to the lack of
consistency in definitions of “age-discrepant” (Shehan, Berardo, Vera, &
Carley, 1991). Some research studies use definitions of age-dissimilar that
label relationships or marriages where there is as small a difference as four
years (e.g., Zak, Armer, Edmunds, Fleury, Sarris, & Shatynski, 2001).
Although this does represent an age-discrepant relationship, it is important
to consider that those couples who have age differences as large as 20 years
may face challenges that are different than do those with less pronounced
age differences. Without a clear understanding of the issues that ADMs
face, it is impossible to develop and implement couples therapy that
effectively addresses their specific needs. There is overlap in the types of
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issues that all couples face; however, the larger marital context likely
contributes to how these issues are resolved (Karney & Bradbury, 2005).
Grouping all age-discrepant couples into the same category, despite
inconsistencies in the criteria used to define them (Shehan et al., 1991),
makes it difficult to understand the specific issues these couples face and
the larger context of their relationships.

Finances and informal caregiving are both issues that many married
couples face (Kim et al., 2006; Pierret, 2006). However, the context of age-
discrepant relationships may provide these individuals with different
resources for appraising and coping with these stressors (Karney &
Bradbury, 2005). In fact, research suggests that one coping resource, the
social support network, may be negatively affected by the age differences
between partners (Agurica et al, 2001; Knox & Britton, 1997). Social support
is particularly relevant to families that are blended, which may be more
likely to be defined as ADMs, and is linked to improved outcomes between
partners in these types of families (Greeff & Du Toit, 2009). According to
Knox and Britton (1997) individuals in ADMs also were more likely to report
conflicts related to leisure. Specifically, the findings suggest that age-related
changes in physical well-being experienced by the older partner may
interfere with participating in activities that interest the younger partner
and result in less time shared together.

Differences in physical well-being linked to age also may contribute
to relationship difficulties linked to sexual satisfaction (e.g., Rowland,
Incrocci, & Slob, 2005). In fact, Ashdown, Hackathorn, and Clark’s (2011)
review of the literature provides considerable evidence that satisfaction
with the sexual component of the relationship is important to overall
relationship quality. Clearly, erectile dysfunction is not unique to
relationships that are defined by age differences. However, it is important
to recognize that although often there are effective treatments for erectile
dysfunction (e.g., Atwood, Klucinec, & Neaver, 2006; Rowan et al., 2005),
the lack of age-congruence between partners may pose a greater challenge
to the initial adjustment for the younger partner who is at a different life
stage and whose motivation may differ considerably.

Marriage and Well Being: The Need for Effective Therapy for Distressed Age-
Discrepant Couples

In an overview of the research, Wood, Goessling, and Avilar (2007)
note that research indicates higher levels of physical and psychological well-
being among married adults. Marital status is related to more favorable
perceptions of physical well-being among men and linked to a decrease in
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the frequency of physical manifestations in women. Gender may
differentially affect attitudes about marital satisfaction and the potential
benefits to well being that have been linked to marriage (Cohen, Geron, &
Farchi, 2009). Specifically, findings indicate gender discrepancies in reports
of marital satisfaction, with wives reporting less satisfaction. This suggests
that women in age-discrepant relationships may experience additional
stressors (Rogers & Amato, 2000) and less support (Knox & Britton, 1997),
leaving them more susceptible to diminished relationship quality and thus
more vulnerable to compromised physical and psychological well-being
(Cohen et al., 2009; Wood et al., 2007). These implications are especially
critical given the bidirectional link between marital satisfaction and affect
among women and the impact that this may have on the dynamics of the
relationship and the subsequent satisfaction reported by husbands (Cohen
et al., 2009).

A clear understanding of the challenges and strengths that
individuals bring to their marriage is one of the components most critical to
the successful implementation of any form of couples therapy (Faulkner et
al., 2005; Karney & Bradbury, 2005; Rose-Grandon, Myers, & Hattie, 2004).
The rapport among the couple and the therapist is contingent upon open
communication and the therapist’s sensitivity to the issues specific to that
marriage (Rose-Grandon et al., 2004). Rose-Grandon et al. (2004) note that
in order for relationships to grow, one of the primary functions of a
therapist is to foster interpersonal communication skills that enable couples
to constructively express their feelings and perceptions. For those ADMs
and age-discrepant couples in therapy, the lack of research examining these
types of relationships (e.g., Knox & Britton, 1997), creates an even greater
need for these couples to be able to clearly articulate their feelings and
perceptions regarding their marital struggles.

The influence of attitudes about gender roles on the dynamics of
the relationship and relational outcomes also is repeatedly addressed in the
counseling literature (e.g., Faulkner et al., 2005; Rose-Grandon et al., 2004).
Faulkner et al. (2005) suggest that a failure to effectively address divergent
attitudes about gender roles can erode the relationship. According to
Norris, Snyder, and Rice (1997) this may be especially relevant to age-
discrepant couples who have to reconcile cohort differences in gender
socialization.

Findings by Karney and Bradbury (2005) suggest that therapists
treating age-discrepant
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couples may face added difficulties that further complicate the
effectiveness of therapy (Karney & Bradbury, 2005). For example, data
indicate these couples report more pronounced economic burdens (e.g.,
Agurcia et al., 2001; Boyd & Li, 2003; Knox & Britton, 1997). Karney and
Bradbury (2005) note that effectively addressing the relational distress
precipitated by financial burdens can be complicated by the fact that these
couples often have less time to share with each other. More specifically,
time spent together may be compromised because these couples often
juggle multiple work responsibilities in attempts to shrink their financial
burdens (Karney & Bradbury, 2005).

The proportion of age-discrepant relationships in the United States
is tangible (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Despite this, there is limited
research focusing on these types of relationships (Knox & Britton, 1997).
Furthermore, the meaning of findings based on the existing research is
convoluted by a failure to examine well-defined populations of age-
discrepant couples (Bonds & Nicks, 1999; Shehan et al., 1991). SST
(Carstensen et al., 1999; Fredrickson & Carstensen, 1990) suggests that
these individuals will face challenges that are endemic to relationships
comprised of individuals coping with different developmental needs. Given
the potential physical and psychological benefits of marriage (Wood et al.,
2007), it is imperative that researchers identify the challenges that these
couples face so that therapies sensitive to their relationship dynamics can
be identified and delivered effectively.
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