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Abstract 

 

Marital Strain and Psychological Distress: A Dyadic and Gendered 

Approach 

 

Michael Alexis Garcia, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor: Debra Umberson 

 

Marital strain is detrimental to psychological well-being and can have long-term 

consequences for health. Past research on marital strain and psychological distress has 

focused on only one spouse’s perception of marital strain and has centered on 

heterosexual married couples, raising questions over how the relationship between 

marital strain and psychological distress may differ for men and women in same-sex 

marriages. In the present study, I analyze dyadic diary data from 756 individuals in 378 

gay, lesbian, and heterosexual marriages to consider how marital strain of each spouse 

influences psychological distress in potentially different ways across gender and union 

types. Results indicate that both respondent and spouse appraisals of marital strain are 

associated with increased psychological distress for all respondents. Women married to 

men are at an increased risk for distress from respondent-reported marital strain while 

women in same- and different-sex marriages are especially vulnerable to spouse-reported 

strain. These findings highlight the importance of dyadic data as well as the inclusion of 

same-sex couples when examining the relationship between gender, marital strain, and 

psychological distress. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Marriage provides important benefits for both physical health and psychological well-

being, especially for older adults (Umberson, Williams, Powers, Liu, & Needham 2006) and 

women (Proulx, Hems, & Buehler 2007). However, it is not the status of marriage itself, but 

rather marital quality that matters in terms of health benefits (Gove, Hughes, & Style 1983), with 

negative dimensions of marriage having the greatest implications for health and well-being 

(Umberson & Montez 2010; Umberson et al 2006; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001). In looking 

at psychological well-being specifically, marriage reduces psychological distress by providing 

economic resources and social support (Mirowsky & Ross 2003; Pearlin & Johnson 1977). In 

fact, for married individuals, one’s spouse is considered to be the most likely source of emotional 

support, especially for men (Waite & Gallagher 2002). Since social support is vital to 

psychological well-being (Umberson, Crosnoe, & Reczek 2010), and spouses are the most 

common source of support for married couples, increased marital strain may impede the path to 

support, leading to psychological distress. Gender may play a key role in understanding the 

relationship between marital strain and psychological distress. Since women are more aware of 

emotional nuance and interpersonal dynamics within marriage (Bloch, Haase, & Levenson 

2014), they may be more susceptible than men to psychological distress resulting from marital 

strain.  

Although the association between marital quality and psychological well-being is well-

established, several limitations are common in prior research. First, most studies have relied on 

only one spouse’s perception of marital quality and have not considered how each partner’s 

perception could contribute independently to psychological distress (Cook & Kenney 2005). 

Therefore, dyadic data (i.e. from both partners) is needed to explore the association between 
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marital quality and psychological well-being. Though recent work by Carr and colleagues (2014) 

sought to address this gap, they did so with cross-sectional data, which cannot determine causal 

ordering of marital quality perceptions and psychological distress. Thus, longitudinal data, in 

addition to dyadic data, is needed when exploring the association between marital quality and 

psychological well-being. Finally, most studies have focused on heterosexual couples when 

exploring how gender may impact the relationship between marital quality and psychological 

distress (Carr et al 2014; Proulx, Hems, & Buehler 2007; Umberson et al 2006; Mirowsky & 

Ross 2003; Gove et al 1983; Pearlin & Johnson 1977). While the need for dyadic, longitudinal 

data when exploring processes surrounding marriage and psychological distress has been well-

established, recent work has similarly called for the inclusion of same-sex couples in addition to 

different-sex couples to explore how gendered relationship contexts (i.e., gender composition of 

the dyad) may impact these processes (Umberson, Thomeer, Kroeger, Lodge, & Xu 2015; West, 

Popp, & Kenny 2008).  

The present study addresses these gaps by using 10 days of dyadic diary data from 756 

individuals in same- and different-sex marriages to explore: 1) whether and how respondent and 

spouse perceptions of marital strain independently impact psychological distress, and 2) whether 

these relationships are modified by the gender of the respondent and/or their spouse.  
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BACKGROUND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING: BETWEEN AND WITHIN MARRIAGES 

Between Marriages 

Social relationships, or social ties, have implications for both physical and psychological 

health (see a review in Umberson & Montez 2010), with the socially-connected exhibiting better 

health than the unconnected. In addition to quantity, the substantive quality of ties matter, with 

positive ties providing social support that enhances psychological well-being (Uchino 2004; 

Keicolt-Glaser & Newton 2001), reduces the impact of stress, and fosters a sense of meaning and 

purpose (Cohen 2004). Conversely, negative social ties produce stress that can undermine one’s 

sense of personal control and psychological well-being (Mirowsky & Ross 2003).  

The marital relationship is particularly vital when studying the link between social ties 

and health. Marriage impacts health by providing both social support and economic resources 

which serve as a protective buffer against the consequences of external life strains (Mirowsky & 

Ross 2003; Pearlin & Johnson 1977). Research supports this claim, with the married in better 

health than the unmarried (Waite & Gallagher 2001), especially with regard to psychological 

well-being (Carr & Springer 2010; Simon 2002). 

 

Within Marriages 

Marriage provides important benefits for health and well-being. However, research has 

since moved beyond the status of marriage to look within marriage to understand how variations 

in marital quality may differentially impact psychological well-being. Consistent with social ties 

in general, research shows that the quality of marriage matters in understanding the link between 

marriage and psychological well-being, with higher marital quality leading to enhanced well-
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being (see a review in Proulx, Helms, & Buehler 2007). For many individuals, marriage is the 

most salient source of both support and stress within relationships (Walen & Lachman 2000). As 

such, researchers have noted the importance of differentiating between negative and positive 

aspects of marital relationships (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001), with negative aspects having a 

stronger effect on psychological well-being (Proulx et al. 2007, Beach 1990). Previous research 

shows that marital strain increases psychological distress (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001) and 

accelerates the decline of self-rated health over time, especially at older ages (Umberson et al. 

2006). In fact, a negative marriage can be worse than no marriage at all in terms of its impact on 

psychological distress (Mirowsky & Ross 2003; Williams 2003), with the unhappily married 

reporting higher psychological distress than the divorced (Hawkins & Booth 2005). Overall, 

while the status of being married may have benefits for health and well-being on its own, the 

substantive quality of marriage matters, with negative dimensions of marital quality having the 

greatest implications for psychological well-being.   

In addition to differentiating between positive and negative aspects of marital quality, 

research has highlighted the importance of evaluating both partners when studying individuals in 

close relationships (Umberson et al. 2015; Jackson et al. 2014; Carr & Springer 2010; Umberson 

& Montez 2010; Proulx et al. 2007; Beach, Katz, & Brody 2003). By using data collected from 

both partners (i.e. dyadic data), researchers are able to assess whether and how each partner’s 

perceptions, behaviors, and reports may independently impact a given outcome. Yet previous 

research using dyadic data to explore the impact of partner’s appraisals of marital strain on 

individual psychological well-being has been mixed. In a study of 166 well-established 

heterosexual married couples, Beach and colleagues (2003) found that an individual’s appraisal 

of marital strain independently impacted their spouse’s psychological distress over time. 
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Conversely, others have found no evidence for such partner effects in newlyweds (Fincham et al. 

1997) and older couples (Carr et al. 2014). The present study will broaden the literature on 

marital quality and psychological distress by providing the first evidence concerning whether and 

how respondent and spouse appraisals of marital strain independently impact actor psychological 

distress for same- and different-sex married couples. 

GENDER, MARITAL STRAIN, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING 

Gender differences in psychological well-being are well-established, with women 

reporting higher levels of psychological distress than men (Kessler et al. 2005; Mirowsky & 

Ross 2003; Simon 2002). Explanations for this gender difference typically take one of two 

forms: the response-bias view and gendered-response theory. The response-bias view states that 

women are more aware of their emotions and are also more likely to be open and expressive 

about them, therefore leading to higher reports of psychological distress (Ritchey, La Gory & 

Mullis 1993). However, controlling for differences in expression does not account for the gender 

gap in psychological distress, and in some cases even widens it (Mirowsky & Ross 2003). The 

gendered-response theory posits that men and women respond to life stressors differently, with 

women more likely to respond to stress with internalizing emotions such as anxiety and 

depression and men more likely to respond to stress with more externalizing emotions such as 

anger as well as externalizing behaviors such as alcohol consumption (Rosenfield 1999; 

Aneshensel, Rutter, & Lachenbruch 1991). Consequently, since measures that address 

psychological distress rely more heavily on symptoms associated with depression and anxiety, 

women report higher levels of distress. Research has undermined this explanation for gender 

differences in distress as well, with studies showing that women actually report equal or higher 

levels of anger than men in addition to feelings associated with anxiety and depression 
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(Mirowsky & Schieman 2008). It is clear that the response-bias view and gendered-response 

theory are insufficient in explaining the gender gap in psychological distress. As such, 

researchers have moved beyond these explanations by proposing that gender differences in 

psychological distress may be the result of the relative social and economic disadvantage that 

women face comparatively to men (Mirowsky and Ross 2003). 

 

Within Marriages 

 The perspective that women’s social and economic disadvantage relative to men 

contributes to higher rates of psychological distress also holds within the realm of marriage, with 

Bernard’s (1972) classic work that argues for the differential benefits of marriage based on 

gender. According to Bernard, men benefit more instrumentally than women from marriage, with 

consequences for health. Men gain a more positive lifestyle with beneficial effects on health 

behaviors and face fewer costs in terms of spousal caregiving, childrearing, caring for aging 

family members, and balancing work and family demands than women during marriage (Spain & 

Bianchi 1996). Research supports this view, with studies showing that being married is more 

beneficial for men’s health than for women’s (Kiecolt-Glaser and Newton 2001; Umberson 

1992). In fact, for psychological distress, the gender gap is even more pronounced for the 

married compared to the never married or previously married (Cleary & Mechanic 1983; Gove 

1978).   

In addition to the status of marriage, the substantive quality of marriage may also 

differentially affect well-being for men and women, with women experiencing more 

psychological distress from marital strain compared to men (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001). 

Two explanations for the differential impact of marital strain on psychological distress by gender 
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have developed: the relational-interdependence view and subordination-reactivity hypothesis. 

The relational-interdependence view (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001; Cross & Madson 1997) 

asserts that women are more affected by marital strain because of their more relationally 

interdependent self-representations. That is, in addition to their own behaviors and feelings, 

women (but not men) incorporate the behaviors and feelings of their spouses in their conceptions 

of self. As a result, perceptions of marital conflict of either and/or both spouses can be especially 

detrimental for women’s well-being. This view is complemented by research showing that 

women carry the responsibility of emotional regulation within marriage (Bloch et al. 2014), are 

more generally aware of the emotional climate of the relationship (Croyle & Waltz 2002), are 

more likely to monitor the relationship’s emotional quality (Losocco & Walzer 2013), and are 

more cognitively and emotionally sensitive to marital distress (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001). 

In addition, research shows that women ruminate more, focusing inwardly on feelings of distress 

and personal concern, when faced with stress and conflict (Nolen-Hoeksema 2001). Taken 

together, this view points to women’s greater interpersonal orientation as the explanation for why 

women are more affected by marital strain than men.  

Conversely, the subordination-reactivity hypothesis developed by Wanic and Kulik 

(2011) focuses on gendered power differentials within marriage to account for the differential 

impact of marital strain on psychological distress. According to this view, women experience 

greater psychological reactivity to marital strain because of the subordinate position they 

typically occupy relative to their husbands. By occupying a societal position characterized by 

less power and status, women are especially vulnerable to psychological distress when faced 

with interpersonal conflict with men who occupy a higher status position. In addition to the 

larger societal power differentials between women and men, differences in household 



 

 

8 

responsibilities may reproduce this inequality within marriage, with women shouldering the 

responsibility of household maintenance and child-care and men holding power over finances, 

decision-making, and conflict-resolution strategies (Tichenor 2005). The result of this macro- 

and micro-level power differential, which places women in subordination of men, is an increased 

vulnerability to psychological distress from marital strain.   

Research exploring gender differences in the relationship between marital strain and 

psychological distress has been mixed. In a meta-analysis of 93 studies, Proulx and colleagues 

(2007) found gender to be a significant moderator for the cross-sectional association between 

marital quality and personal well-being but not for the longitudinal association. If women’s well-

being is more tied to the daily emotional climate of their marriages and they are especially 

attuned to such climate, there may be a stronger concurrent association between marital quality 

and personal well-being for women than men. However, over time, these marital experiences 

may be equally likely to predict well-being for men and women. Other studies have similarly 

reported marginal (Carr et al. 2015; Beach et al. 2003) or no gender differences (Carr et al. 2014; 

Whisman et al. 2006; Williams 2003) in the association between marital quality and 

psychological well-being.   

The present study extends the current research literature by exploring whether and how 

gender modifies the relationship between marital strain and psychological distress. If women are 

more attuned to the emotional quality of their marital relationship, are especially sensitive to 

marital strain, and are more likely to ruminate on feelings of distress when faced with stress and 

conflict, I hypothesize that the effect of marital strain on psychological distress will be larger for 

women.  
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THE CASE FOR INCLUDING SAME-SEX COUPLES: THE GENDER-AS-RELATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

Most studies exploring gender differences in the relationship between marital strain and 

psychological distress have relied exclusively on different-sex couples (Carr et al. 2014; Proulx 

et al. 2007; Beach et al. 2003; Whisman 2001). Recently, researchers have called on studies to 

include same-sex couples when exploring relationship dynamics and their consequences in order 

to determine unbiased gender effects (Umberson et al. 2015; West, Popp, and Kenny 2008). As 

such, this study will use the gender-as-relational perspective to explore the relationship between 

gender, marital strain, and psychological distress. The gender-as-relational perspective views 

gender as an ongoing and negotiated process, that is institutionalized and stratified to signify 

power and structures interactions between and among different genders (Connell 2012; Springer, 

Hankivsky, & Bates 2012). In this way, the enactment of gender will vary dependent upon the 

gender and sexuality of one’s self and spouse (Umberson, Thomeer, & Lodge 2015). As such, 

this study will expand on our current understanding of the relationship between gender, marital 

strain, and psychological distress by exploring whether and how this relationship is modified by 

the gender of the respondent in relation to the gender of their spouse.  

I expect the inclusion of same-sex couples in this study to impact my findings in a few 

ways. Contrary to different-sex couples, which center around gender (Ridgeway 2011), same-sex 

couples have been theorized as having more fluid gender dynamics and scripts, with less 

emphasis on the power disparities between partners and greater egalitarianism (Umberson and 

Kroeger 2016; Reczek and Umberson 2012; Moore 2008). As such, emotion work and 

relationship quality monitoring may be more evenly distributed in same-sex marriages. I 

hypothesize that though women in general will be more susceptible to psychological distress in 

relation to marital strain, women married to women will be less susceptible than women married 
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to men. Overall, since power dynamics and gender norms may be lessened in same-sex 

relationships, with the potential for more equalized marital responsibilities in terms of emotion 

work and other types of care, I expect that women married to men will be the most affected by 

marital strain, followed by women married to women, men married to men, and men married to 

women.  
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METHODS 

DATA AND SAMPLE 

For the present study, I analyze dyadic data from both spouses in each marriage. The data 

are drawn from a baseline survey as well as daily diary questionnaires completed for 10 days. All 

questionnaires were completed online and spouses completed questionnaires separately. The 

baseline survey took about 45 minutes to complete and the diary questionnaire took 5-10 minutes 

daily to complete. Each diary questionnaire was completed at the end of the day. For inclusion in 

the sample, couples had to complete at least 6 of the 10 diary questionnaires; 90% of participants 

completed all 10 days. The analytic sample for this study includes both spouses in 378 couples 

(n=756 individuals): 106 male same-sex couples, 157 female same-sex couples, and 115 

different-sex couples. Participants ranged in age from 35 to 65, were legally married for at least 3 

years at the time of survey administration (2014-2015), and have been living together 

(cohabitating and married) for an average of 15 years (ranging from 3.5 to 45 years).  

Recruitment for the sample took place in several stages. First, Massachusetts vital records 

were used to invite gay and lesbian couples who met age requirements and had been married 

between 2004 and 2012 to participate via letters mailed to the address on record. As the first U.S. 

state to legalize same-sex marriage in 2004, Massachusetts was chosen as the research site in 

order to allow for the recruitment of a significant number of legally married, mid-life gay and 

lesbian couples. Next, participating couples were asked to refer both same- and different-sex 

married couples within their social networks, emphasizing the referral of couples similar in age. 

Lastly, emphasis on recruitment of different-sex couples took place by mailing letters to 

heterosexual couples from zip codes corresponding to neighborhoods with significant numbers 
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of gay and lesbian study participants, identified though publicly available Massachusetts city 

lists that provided addresses and demographic information on household members.  

These data represent a vital first step to understanding marital dynamics of same- and 

different- sex couples. Though not representative to the U.S. population, the sample was derived 

in order to analyze midlife same- and different-sex couples who were comparable on measures of 

relationship duration, age, and place of residence. Due to past legal restrictions on marriage for 

same sex couples, total relationship duration is based on number of years cohabiting and married 

combined. Overall, approximately 70% of same-sex couples in the sample were recruited 

through vital statistic records, with the remaining 30% being recruited through referrals. 

Approximately two thirds of different-sex couples were recruited through referrals from study 

participants, with the remaining one third being recruited through city lists in Massachusetts that 

listed addresses and demographic information of all residents in the city. Some couples lived in 

other states at the time of recruitment, though they had been married in Massachusetts. A portion 

of referred couples also lived outside of Massachusetts, with 55% of gay couples, 62% of lesbian 

couples, and 51% of heterosexual couples living in other states at the time of recruitment.  

MEASURES 

 Daily Psychological Distress. Psychological distress is measured using a subset of nine 

items from the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 

1988) asked in the daily diary questionnaire. Respondents were asked, “Over the past 24 hours, 

to what extent did you feel: 1) Calm 2) Frustrated, 3) Tired 4) Worried, 5) Sad, 6) Irritated, 7) 

Upset, 8) Angry, and 9) Happy”. Each question had five response categories ranging from 1 (Not 

at all) to 5 (Extremely). Responses to all questions were summed, with positive items (1, 8) 

reverse-coded, to create a scale ranging from 9 to 45, with higher values indicating higher 
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psychological distress (alpha=.87).  

Daily Marital Strain. I focus on marital strain as the dependent variable indicating 

marital quality. Marital strain was based on five questions from the daily diary questionnaire 

adapted from previous measures assessing strain in marital relationships (DeLongis et al. 2004; 

Neff and Karney 2005). Respondents were asked “Over the past 24 hours, how much did your 

spouse 1) Let you down, 2) Criticize you, 3) Act inconsiderate towards you, 4) Seem bothered or 

upset with you, and 5) Make demands on you”. Each question had five response categories 

ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (A great deal). Responses to all questions were summed to create 

an overall marital strain scale ranging from 5 to 25, with higher values indicating higher strain 

(alpha=.81). The dyadic nature of the data allows me to obtain measures of marital strain as 

reported independently by each partner. Thus, each respondent has a measure of respondent- and 

spouse-reported marital strain, referred to here on out as actor and partner strain, respectively.  

Covariates. I control for covariates that are likely associated with both daily 

psychological distress and daily marital strain. These include age (in years), relationship duration 

(in years), education (binary variables for less than college degree, college degree, and post-

graduate degree), and children in the household (1=yes).  

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 

In order to explore the relationship between actor and partner marital strain and psychological 

distress, I employ multilevel regression modeling with crossed random effects estimated via 

restricted maximum likelihood (REML). Partners and days are nested within couples but are 

“crossed” with one another, leading to the need for crossed random effects to be estimated 
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(Bolger and Laurenceau 2013). First, to explore whether actor and/or partner marital strain 

impact actor psychological distress, I estimate the following models: 

 Table 2, Model 1  

Level 1: yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βixi3(actor is man) +  

   βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(age) + βixi6(relationship duration) + βixi7(education) + βixi8(children) + εij 

Level 2: β0 = γ0 + P0i + D0j 

Table 2, Model 2,  

Level 1: yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij2(partner marital strain) +  

      βixi4(actor is man) + βixi5(partner is man) + βiXi(covariates) + εij 

Level 2: β0 = γ0 + P0i + D0j 

where Model 1 estimates the associations between actor psychological distress, actor marital 

strain, and covariates. Model 2 adds partner marital strain. The Level 2 equation in each model 

illustrates how random effects are incorporated into the intercept at Level 1. The intercept (β0) is 

calculated by including the fixed subject specific intercept (γ0) plus random effects for partner 

(P0i) and day (D0j). The covariance structure for P0i is modeled as exchangeable and as 

autoregressive for D0j. Models are estimated separately for same-day (Panel A) and previous-day 

(Panel B) marital strain. 

 Next, to explore how the association between actor and/or partner marital strain and 

psychological distress may vary across individual gender (actor and partner) and dyad gender 

(i.e., same- or different-sex), I extend the multilevel regression models with crossed random 

effects with the factorial method (West, Popp, & Kenny 2008), an extension of the Actor Partner 

Interdependence Model (Cook and Kenny 2005). The factorial method extends the analysis of 

gender effects beyond one measure to three, allowing for the examination of how actor 
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(respondent) gender and partner (spouse) gender may impact the relationship between actor 

and/or partner marital strain when predicting psychological distress. Thus, I estimate a series of 

interaction models, with the final model including a three-way interaction for actor gender, 

partner gender, and marital strain. I do this separately for both actor and partner marital strain to 

explore how the gender of the actor, their partner, and the gendered relational context of the 

marriage may affect the relationship between actor marital strain, partner marital strain, and 

psychological distress. Table 3 presents results for same-day strain, while Table 4 presents 

results for previous-day strain. The following models are estimated, with the Level 2 equation 

remaining the same as above for each model: 

Table 3 & 4, Model 1, 

Level 1: yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij1(partner marital strain) + 

βixi3(actor is man) + βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(actor is man * partner is man) + βixi(covariates) + εij 

Table 3 & 4, Model 2, 

Level 1:  yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij1(partner marital strain) +  

βixi3(actor is man) + βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(actor is man * actor marital strain) + βixi(covariates) + εij 

Table 3 & 4, Model 3, 

Level 1: yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij1(partner marital strain) +  

βixi3(actor is man) + βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(partner is man * actor marital strain) + βixi(covariates) + εij 

Table 3 & 4, Model 4, 

Level 1:  yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij1(partner marital strain) +  

βixi3(actor is man) + βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(actor is man * partner is man) + βixi6(actor is man * actor  

marital strain) + βixi7(partner is man * actor marital strain) + βixi8(actor is man * partner is man * actor marital strain) 

+ βixi(covariates) + εij 
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Table 3 & 4, Model 5, 

Level 1:  yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij1(partner marital strain) +  

βixi3(actor is man) + βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(actor is man * partner marital strain) + βixi(covariates) + εij 

Table 3 & 4, Model 6, 

Level 1: yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij1(partner marital strain) +  

βixi3(actor is man) + βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(partner is man * partner marital strain) + βixi(covariates) + εij 

Table 3 & 4, Model 7, 

Level 1:  yij(actor psychological distress) = β0 + βijxij1(actor marital strain) + βijxij1(partner marital strain) +  

βixi3(actor is man) + βixi4(partner is man) + βixi5(actor is man * partner is man) + βixi6(actor is man * partner 

marital strain) + βixi7(partner is man * partner marital strain) + βixi8(actor is man * partner is man * partner marital 

strain) + βixi(covariates) + εij 

Model 1 tests the main effect for actor and partner marital strain, actor gender (“Actor is Man”), 

and partner gender (“Partner is Man”) from Model 2 of Table 2 and adds the dyad gender 

interaction (“Actor is Man*Partner is Man”). This interaction allows me to test whether the 

effects of actor and/or partner gender on psychological distress differ if both spouses are men 

(i.e., same-sex vs. different-sex). Model 2 adds the interaction of actor gender and actor marital 

strain. Model 3 includes the interaction of partner gender and actor marital strain. Model 5 adds a 

three-way interaction of actor gender, partner gender, and actor marital strain in addition to the 

previous interactions. The interaction terms in Models 2 and 3 show whether and how the 

interaction between actor marital strain and psychological distress differs by actor (Model 2) and 

partner (Model 3) gender. The three-way interaction in Model 5 tests differences in the effect of 

actor marital strain on psychological distress by dyad gender. Models 5-7 mirror the structure of 
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Models 2-5 but for partner marital strain rather than actor marital strain. The factorial method 

thus allows for the prediction of values for four unique groups: men with women, women with 

men, women with women, and men with men. All models include previously noted controls for 

age, relationship duration, education, and children in household. 

  



 

 

18 

RESULTS 

DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS 

Descriptive results are shown in Table 1. On average, respondents are 48 years old and 

have been with their partners for approximately 15 years. The sample is highly educated, with 80 

percent of respondents having a college degree or higher. A larger percentage of different-sex 

couples have children in the household, with 71 percent of individuals in different-sex marriages 

having children in the household, compared to 13 percent of men married to men and 40 percent 

of women married to women.  

Using Wald tests to explore differences in the key measures of interest across gendered 

relational contexts, I find that women in different-sex marriages reported significantly higher 

levels of psychological distress (p<.001) and men in same-sex marriages reported significantly 

lower levels of psychological distress (p<.001) than respondents in all other gendered relational 

contexts. Men in different-sex marriages and women in same-sex marriages do not significantly 

differ in reported psychological distress (p=.18). Contrary to previous findings that women 

report more psychological distress than men (Kessler et al. 2005; Mirowsky & Ross 2003; Simon 

2002), these findings suggest that not all women report higher psychological distress than men, 

but rather that women married to men report more psychological distress than men AND women 

married to women. For daily marital strain, I find that men in different-sex marriages reported 

significantly more daily marital strain than respondents in all other relational contexts (p<.001). 

Men in same-sex marriages reported less daily marital strain than women in different-sex 

marriages, though this difference is only marginally significant (p<.05). Women in same- and 

different-sex marriages do not significantly differ on reported daily marital strain (p=.22). 
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THE IMPACT OF ACTOR AND PARTNER STRAIN  

Table 2 explores how actor and partner same- (Panel A) and previous-day (Panel B) 

marital strain impacts psychological distress. Multilevel regression results from Model 1 of Panel 

A show a positive and significant effect of same-day actor marital strain on psychological 

distress (p<.001). Model 2 of Panel A shows positive and significant effects of both actor 

(p<.001) and partner (p<.001) same-day marital strain, indicating that actor and partner marital 

strain are associated with increased psychological distress. For each unit increase in actor and 

partner marital strain, psychological distress increases by .59 and .24 units, respectively. These 

results hold when considering previous-day marital strain. Model 1 of Panel B shows positive 

Table 1. Descriptive Data for Sample, by Marital Context (N=756 individuals; 378 couples) 

 

Total Sample 

(N=756) 

Men with 

Men  

(N=212) 

Men with 

Women 

(N=115) 

Women with 

Men  

(N=115) 

Women with 

Women 

(N=314) 

 Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

Psychological Distress 16.33 (5.31) 15.47 (4.98) 16.26 (5.00) 17.47 (5.71) 16.51 (5.40) 

Actor Marital Strain 6.50 (2.53) 6.34 (2.44) 6.95 (2.83) 6.55 (2.70) 6.44 (2.38) 

Partner Marital Strain 6.50 (2.53) 6.34 (2.44) 6.55 (2.70) 6.95 (2.83) 6.44 (2.38) 

Age 48.20 (8.42) 49.74 (8.45) 46.47 (8.08) 45.02 (7.55) 48.96 (8.41) 

Relationship duration 15.08 (7.95) 16.26 (7.78) 15.87 (8.19) 15.87 (8.19) 13.70 (7.67) 

Education (%)           

   Some College or Less 19.52  19.76  30.13  24.53  13.63  

   College Degree 29.68  31.25  32.27  26.31  28.90  

   Post Graduate Degree 50.80  48.99  37.6  49.16  57.47  

Children in Household (%) 41.97 

 

12.69  71.11  71.11  40.44 
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and moderately significant effects of previous-day actor marital strain on psychological distress 

(p<.01). Model 2 of Panel B shows positive and significant effects for both actor and partner  

previous-day marital strain on psychological distress, though the effect for partner strain is only 

marginally significant (p<.10). Coefficients decreased in size to .06 for actor strain and .04 for 

partner strain. Overall, these results show that both actor and partner marital strain impact  

psychological distress, especially when considering same-day marital strain.  

Table 2: Estimates from Multi-level Regression Models Testing Actor and Partner Reported Marital Strain on 

Actor Psychological Distress (N=756 individuals, 378 couples) 

 Panel A: Same-Day Strain Panel A: Previous-Day Strain 

Variables 1 (SE) 2 (SE) 1 (SE) 2 (SE) 

Actor Marital Strain 0.64*** (0.02) 0.59*** (0.02) 0.07** (0.02) 0.06** (0.02) 

Partner Marital Strain   0.24*** (0.02)   0.04+ (0.02) 

         

Actor is Man -1.10*** (0.26) -1.05*** (0.25) -0.97*** (0.28) -0.97*** (0.28) 

Partner is Man 0.35 (0.26) 0.29 (0.26) 0.22 (0.28) 0.21 (0.28) 

Age -0.03 (0.02) -0.03 (0.02) -0.03 (0.02) -0.03 (0.02) 

Relationship Duration -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) 

College Degree 0.87* (0.35) 0.89* (0.35) 0.88* (0.38) 0.89* (0.38) 

Post-Graduate Degree 0.19 (0.33) 0.15 (0.33) 0.17 (0.36) 0.18 (0.36) 

Children in Household  0.63* (0.32) 0.54+ (0.31) 0.93** (0.35) 0.91** (0.35) 

Constant  13.48 (1.00) 12.35 (1.00) 16.91 (1.10) 16.66 (1.10) 

Standard errors in parentheses 

+ p <.10, * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001. 
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GENDER DIFFERENCES IN THE ROLE OF ACTOR AND PARTNER STRAIN 

 Next, I explore whether the effect of actor and partner marital strain on psychological 

distress varies for men and women in same- and different-sex marriages. Results examining this 

relationship are shown in Table 3 (same-day marital strain) and Table 4 (previous-day marital 

strain). Using the results from Model 2 of Table 2 as a baseline, I explore how the interaction of 

actor gender and partner gender impacts psychological distress (Model 1) and how actor and/or 

partner daily marital strain is moderated by actor gender (Model 2, Model 5), partner gender 

(Model 3, Model 6), and the interaction of actor and partner gender (Model 4, Model 7) in a 

series of models that leads to a final three-way interaction. Adjusted predicted effects of actor 

and partner marital strain on psychological distress by gendered relational context are presented 

in Figure 1.  

First, I explore how the effect of same-day actor marital strain may differ for men and 

women in same- and different-sex marriages (Table 3, Models 2-4). With the series of 

interactions in Model 4, the reference group is women married to women and is represented by 

the main effect of actor daily marital stress (b=.56; p<.001). The interaction between actor 

gender and actor daily marital strain represents the effect for men married to women (b=.56-

.02≈.53; p<.001) while the interaction between partner gender and daily marital strain represents 

the effect of women married to men (b=.56+.14=.70; p<.001). The effect for men married to men 

can be obtained by summing the main effect of actor daily marital strain and each of the three 
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Table 3: Estimates from Multi-level Regression Models Testing Same-Day Actor- and Partner-Reported Daily Marital Strain on Actor Psychological Distress 

(N=756 individuals, 378 couples) 

 1 (SE) 2 (SE) 3 (SE) 4 (SE) 5 (SE) 6 (SE) 7 (SE) 

Actor Marital Strain 0.59*** (0.02) 0.61*** (0.03) 0.55*** (0.03) 0.56*** (0.03) 0.59*** (0.02) 0.59*** (0.02) 0.59*** (0.02) 

Partner Marital Strain 0.24*** (0.02) 0.24*** (0.02) 0.24*** (0.02) 0.24*** (0.02) 0.30*** (0.03) 0.24*** (0.03) 0.30*** (0.03) 

Actor is Man -0.77+ (0.40) -0.79* (0.37) -1.03*** (0.25) -0.59 (0.55) -0.11 (0.37) -1.05*** (0.25) 0.35 (0.56) 

Partner is Man 0.56 (0.40) 0.28 (0.26) -0.35 (0.37) -0.37 (0.56) 0.26 (0.26) 0.41 (0.37) 0.70 (0.56) 

Actor Man*Partner Man -0.60 (0.68)     -0.12 (0.90)     -0.99 (0.90) 

Actor Man*Actor Strain   -0.04 (0.04)   -0.02 (0.06)       

Partner Man*Actor Strain     0.10* (0.04) 0.14* (0.06)       

Act. Man*Part. Man*Act. Strain       -0.08 (0.09)       

Actor Man*Partner Strain         -0.14*** (0.04)   -0.17** (0.06) 

Partner Man*Partner Strain           -0.02 (0.04) -0.03 (0.06) 

Act. Man*Part. Man*Part. Strain             0.06 (0.09) 

Constant 13.48 (1.00) 12.35 (1.00) 12.28 (1.00) 12.25 (1.00) 12.60 (1.00) 12.45 (1.02) 11.96 (1.00) 

Standard errors in parentheses; controls are age, relationship duration, education, and children in household (omitted from the table).  

+ p <.10, * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001. 
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interaction terms for actor gender, partner gender, and actor and partner gender and actor marital 

strain (b=.56-.02+.14-.08=.60; p<.001). Overall, the results show that the effect of same-day 

actor marital strain on psychological distress is statistically significant for all gendered relational 

contexts, but may be strongest for those married to men.  

 

In looking at Figure 1, the effect is largest for women married to men, followed by men 

married to men, women married to women, and men married to women. The significant 

interaction term in Model 4 indicates that compared to women married to women, the effect of 

actor daily marital strain on psychological distress is greater for women married to men (p<.05). 

In order to understand gender differences across the four gendered relational contexts, additional 

post-estimation chi-square tests of equality were performed. Results show that, compared to men 

married to women, the effect of actor daily marital strain on psychological distress is stronger for 

women married to men (p<.01). Figure 2 illustrates the overall pattern of results using predicted 

values of psychological distress by actor marital strain from Model 4 of Table 3 for each group 

(women married to women, women married to men, men married to women, men married to 

men). Results show that the association between actor marital strain and psychological distress is 

0
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stronger for respondents married to men, as evidenced by the steeper slope compared to 

respondents married to women. Second, gender differences in the predicted relationship between 

actor marital strain and psychological distress increase as actor marital strain increases. At low 

levels of actor marital strain, women married to men are predicted to experience significantly 

higher levels of psychological distress than men married to men (p<.001), men married to 

women (p<.01), and marginally, women married to women (p<.10), while women in same-sex 

marriages are predicted to experience significantly higher levels of distress than men in same-sex 

marriages (p<.01). However, as actor marital strain increases, women married to men are 

predicted to experience significantly higher levels of psychological distress than respondents in 

all other gendered relational contexts (p<.01), while women in same-sex marriages and men in 

same- and different-sex marriages are statistically indistinguishable with regard to predicted 

distress. Thus, being a woman increases the effect of actor daily marital strain on psychological 

distress, but may be buffered if married to a woman. Similarly, being a man decreases the effect 

of actor daily marital strain on distress, but is heightened if married to a man. Overall, these 

results show that the effect of same-day actor marital strain on psychological distress unfolds in 

gendered ways, such that the association between actor daily marital strain and psychological 

distress is strongest for women married to men. 
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 Next, I look at how the effect of same-day partner marital strain on psychological distress 

may vary for same- and different-sex couples (Table 3, Models 5-7). Results show that the effect 

of same-day partner marital strain on psychological distress is significant for all gendered 

relational contexts, with the effect largest for women married to women (b=.30; p<.001), 

followed by women married to men (b=.28; p<.001), men married to men (b=.17; p<.001), and 

men married to women (b=.13; p<.01). These results are modeled in Figure 1. The significant 

negative interaction in Model 7 indicates that compared to women married to women, the effect 

of same-day partner marital strain is significantly weaker for men married to women (p<.01). 

Post-estimation chi-square tests of equality show that this effect is also weaker when compared 

to women married to men (p<.05). Additionally, the effect is stronger for women married to men 

(p<.10) and women married to women (p<.05) when compared to men married to men.  
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The overall pattern of results can be seen in Figure 3. Predicted values from Model 7 of 

Table 3 were calculated to illustrate the effect of same-day partner marital strain on 

psychological distress as partner marital strain increases. Results show that the association 

between partner marital strain and psychological distress is stronger for women than men, as 

indicated by the differences in slopes. Second, gender differences in the predicted relationship 

between partner marital strain and psychological distress increase as partner strain increases. At 

low levels of partner marital strain, only marginal gender differences are observed with women 

married to men predicted to experience the highest levels and men married to men predicted to 

experience the lowest levels of psychological distress. However, as partner marital strain 

increases, women in both same- and different-sex marriages are predicted to experience 

significantly higher levels of distress than men (p<.01). Overall, these results show that though 

same-day partner marital strain is associated with psychological distress for both men and 

women, women appear to be more vulnerable to their partner’s distress than men.     
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Table 4 presents results for previous-day actor and partner marital strain. Adjusted 

predicted effects show that the effect of previous-day actor marital strain is marginally associated 

with psychological distress for men married to men (b=.10; p<.05) and men married to women 

(b=.09; p<.10) and that these effects do not significantly differ. The effect of previous-day 

partner marital strain on psychological distress is only significant for women married to men 

(b=.11; p=<.05). Thus, when considering previous-day strain, actor marital strain increases 

psychological distress for men and partner marital strain increases distress for women married to 

men.  
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Table 4: Estimates from Multi-level Regression Models Testing Previous-Day Actor- and Partner-Reported Daily Marital Strain on Actor Psychological 

Distress (N=756 individuals, 378 couples) 

 1 (SE) 2 (SE) 3 (SE) 4 (SE) 5 (SE) 6 (SE) 7 (SE) 

Actor Marital Strain 0.06** (0.02) 0.03 (0.03) 0.06* (0.03) 0.04 (0.04) 0.06** (0.02) 0.06** (0.02) 0.06** (0.02) 

Partner Marital Strain 0.04+ (0.02) 0.04+ (0.02) 0.04+ (0.02) 0.04+ (0.02) 0.05+ (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.02 (0.04) 

Actor is Man -0.67 (0.45) -1.39*** (0.40) -0.97*** (0.28) -1.00 (0.62) -0.77+ (0.40) -0.96*** (0.28) -0.78 (0.62) 

Partner is Man 0.52 (0.45) 0.22 (0.28) 0.19 (0.41) 0.63 (0.62) 0.21 (0.28) 0.01 (0.41) -0.05 (0.62) 

Actor Man*Partner Man -0.66 (0.77)     -0.84 (1.01)     0.06 (1.01) 

Actor Man*Actor Strain   0.06 (0.04)   0.05 (0.06)       

Partner Man*Actor Strain     0.00 (0.04) -0.02 (0.06)       

Act. Man*Part. Man*Act. Strain       0.03 (0.10)       

Actor Man*Partner Strain         -0.03 (0.04)   0.02 (0.06) 

Partner Man*Partner Strain           0.03 (0.04) 0.08 (0.06) 

Act. Man*Part. Man*Part. Strain             -0.11 (0.10) 

Constant 16.57 (1.11) 16.84 (1.11) 16.67 (1.11) 16.72 (1.12) 16.57 (1.11) 16.74 (1.11) 16.67 (1.12) 

Standard errors in parentheses; controls are age, relationship duration, education, and children in household (omitted from the table).  

+ p <.10, * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001. 
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DISCUSSION 

Prior research clearly shows that marital strain contributes to psychological distress 

(Proulx et al. 2007; Mirowsky & Ross 2003; Williams 2003), but this research is based on 

studies of heterosexual couples and is limited by reliance on reports from only one spouse in the 

marriage; much less is known about how marital strain as perceived by each spouse may 

independently impact psychological distress of both partners (Carr et al. 2015; Carr et al. 2014; 

Beach et al. 2003). The present study explores how same-day and previous-day marital strain 

impacts psychological distress, from the point of view of both spouses. Moreover, this is the first 

study to consider how this relationship may differ for men and women in same-sex compare to 

different-sex marriages. I highlight three important themes to emerge from this study. First, both 

respondent and spouse appraisals of marital strain are associated with psychological distress, 

especially when considering same-day strain. Second, the association between same-day 

respondent marital strain and psychological distress is strongest for women married to men. 

Finally, women, whether in a same-sex or different-sex marriage, are most impacted by same-

day spouse marital strain.  

 The first major theme highlights the importance of considering both partners’ perceptions 

of marital quality when considering the link between marital strain and psychological distress. 

Previous research regarding actor (respondent) and partner (spouse) effects has been mixed, with 

some finding evidence for partner effects (Carr et al. 2015; Beach et al. 2003) and others finding 

no such evidence (Carr et al. 2014; Fincham et al. 1997). I find that both respondent- and spouse-

reported same- and previous-day marital strain are positively associated with psychological 

distress, with respondent-reported marital strain having a larger impact relative to spouse-

reported strain. This association is stronger when considering same-day strain. One explanation 
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may be that for older married couples, same-day marital interactions are more closely tied to 

emotional states than previous-day interactions. Since the couples in this study have been 

together for an average of 15 years, they may be better equipped to cope with and resolve issues 

of marital conflict in such a way that feelings of distress do not carry over to the next day. 

Overall, the finding of actor and partner effects of marital strain on psychological distress 

highlights the behavioral and emotional interdependence of spouses.  

 The next major themes suggest that the gendered relational context of a marriage matters 

when understanding the relationship between marital strain and psychological distress. While 

previous research has suggested that women are more reactive to marital strain than men (Beach 

et al. 2003; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 2001), I find that the effect of respondent marital strain on 

psychological distress is stronger for women married to men when compared to both men 

married to women and women married to women. Further, at high levels of respondent marital 

strain, psychological distress is significantly higher for women married to men compared to all 

other gendered relational contexts. This finding highlights the importance of the gender-as-

relational approach (Connell 2012; Springer, Hankivsky, & Bates 2012), as the relationship 

between respondent marital strain and distress appears to unfold differently depending on the 

gendered composition of marital dyads. Rather than women being affected more by marital 

strain, it appears that being a woman in combination with being married to a man leads to an 

increased vulnerability to marital strain, when considering respondents’ reports of marital strain. 

This finding also lends support to the subordination-reactivity hypothesis (Wanic & Kulik 2011) 

which points to the relative subordinate position of women married to men as the source of the 

differential impact of marital strain on psychological distress. Power differentials within 

different-sex marriage may explain why women married to men, but not women married to 
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women are at risk for higher psychological distress from respondent marital strain than men. If 

same-sex couples exhibit greater egalitarianism, use more fluid gender dynamics and scripts, and 

emphasize power disparities less than different-sex couples (Umberson & Kroeger 2016; Reczek 

& Umberson 2012; Moore 2008), this may account for why women married to women exhibit 

levels of reactivity similar to men in response to respondent marital strain. Future research 

should incorporate measures of relationship power to further explore how power may impact the 

relationship between respondent gender, spouse gender, marital strain, and psychological 

distress.  

 In looking at their spouse’s perceptions of marital strain, I find that women in both same- 

and different-sex marriages are significantly more reactive to spouse-reported marital strain than 

men. This finding is in line with the interpersonal dependence thesis (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton 

2001; Cross & Madson 1997) which asserts that women include the behaviors and feelings of 

their spouse in their conceptions of self. If women are more aware and more susceptive to the 

feelings and behaviors of their spouses, their spouse’s perceived marital strain may play a role in 

determining their level of psychological distress. Conversely, if men are less likely to incorporate 

the feelings and behaviors of their spouse in their conceptions of self, their spouse’s marital 

strain may have very little impact on their psychological distress.  

 Findings from analyses considering gender differences in the effect of previous-day strain 

on psychological distress are mixed. I find that the effect of previous-day strain is only 

significant in predicting psychological distress for men when considering respondents’ 

perceptions of marital strain and women married to men when considering spouses’ perceptions 

of marital strain, though these effects are only marginally significant. As previously noted, well-

established married couples may be better equipped to manage marital conflict, such that 
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negative behaviors and emotions may not carry over to the next day. In regard to gender 

differences in the effect of previous-day marital strain, it may be that men are more likely to hold 

on to their own feelings of strain while women married to men are more likely to hold on to their 

partner feelings of strain in a manner that informs their distress on the subsequent day, though 

this is partly in contrast to current conceptions of rumination theory which holds that women are 

more likely to focus inward on their emotions when faced with stress and conflict (Nolen-

Hoeksema 2001). Future research is needed to disentangle the longitudinal relationship between 

marital strain and psychological distress.  

 The present study extends our understanding of how respondent- and spouse-reported 

marital strain may impact psychological distress and how this impact may unfold differently for 

men and women in same- and different-sex relationships. However, this study is not without 

limitations. First, since this study focused on midlife married couples, findings may not be 

generalizable to married couples in other life stages. Second, findings related to same-day 

marital strain are based on measures of strain and psychological distress collected at the same 

time, meaning they are cross-sectional in nature. As such, the causal ordering of strain and 

distress cannot be determined. It may be that increased psychological distress leads to higher 

actor and/or partner reported marital strain. However, research has noted that the association 

between marital strain and psychological distress is strongest when distress is treated as the 

dependent variable (Proulx et al. 2007). Future research that relies on measures of strain and 

distress collected at multiple time points throughout the day would be ideally suited to 

determining how same-day marital strain impacts psychological distress. Finally, snowball 

sampling was used to recruit a portion of the participating couples, which could lead to non-

independent measures. However, the data in this study represent an important first step in 
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understanding how marital interactions may differ for same- and different-sex couples. Future 

research should focus on including same-sex couples when exploring mechanisms surrounding 

marriage, especially when considering gender.  

 Overall, the findings from this study illustrate the importance of including both spouses 

when examining the relationship between marital strain and psychological distress. Further, this 

study highlights the importance of considering same- and different-sex couples when exploring 

how gender impacts the relationship between marital strain and psychological distress. My 

findings suggest that both respondent and spouse appraisals of marital strain have implications 

for psychological distress, that women married to men are at an increased risk for distress from 

respondent strain, and that women in same- and different-sex marriages are more susceptible to 

spouse strain. These findings reinforce evidence that negative spousal interactions play an 

integral role in shaping personal well-being and that these relationships unfold in gendered ways 

for individuals in same- and different-sex marriages.  
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