
 

As married couples age, humor replaces
bickering
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Honeymoon long over? Hang in there. A new University of California,
Berkeley, study shows those prickly disagreements that can mark the
early and middle years of marriage mellow with age as conflicts give
way to humor and acceptance.
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Researchers analyzed videotaped conversations between 87 middle-aged
and older husbands and wives who had been married for 15 to 35 years,
and tracked their emotional interactions over the course of 13 years.
They found that as couples aged, they showed more humor and
tenderness towards another.

Overall, the findings, just published in the journal Emotion, showed an
increase in such positive behaviors as humor and affection and a
decrease in negative behaviors such as defensiveness and criticism. The
results challenge long-held theories that emotions flatten or deteriorate in
old age and point instead to an emotionally positive trajectory for long-
term marrried couples.

"Our findings shed light on one of the great paradoxes of late life," said
study senior author Robert Levenson, a UC Berkeley psychology
professor. "Despite experiencing the loss of friends and family, older
people in stable marriages are relatively happy and experience low rates
of depression and anxiety. Marriage has been good for their mental
health."

Consistent with previous findings from Levenson's Berkeley
Psychophysiology Laboratory, the longitudinal study found that wives
were more emotionally expressive than their husbands, and as they grew
older they tended toward more domineering behavior and less affection.
But generally, across all the study's age and gender cohorts, negative
behaviors decreased with age.

"Given the links between positive emotion and health, these findings
underscore the importance of intimate relationships as people age, and
the potential health benefits associated with marriage," said co-lead
author Alice Verstaen, who conducted the study as a Ph.D. student at UC
Berkeley and is currently a postdoctoral fellow at the VA Puget Sound
Health Care System.
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The results are the latest to emerge from a 25-year UC Berkeley study
headed by Levenson of more than 150 long-term marriages. The
participants, now mostly in their 70s, 80s and 90s, are heterosexual
couples from the San Francisco Bay Area whose relationships Levenson
and fellow researchers began tracking in 1989.

In their investigation of marital relationships, researchers viewed
15-minute interactions between spouses in a laboratory setting as they
discussed shared experiences and areas of conflict. They tracked the
emotional changes every few years.

The spouses' listening and speaking behaviors were coded and rated
according to their facial expressions, body language, verbal content and
tone of voice. Emotions were coded into the categories of anger,
contempt, disgust, domineering behavior, defensiveness, fear, tension,
sadness, whining, interest, affection, humor, enthusiasm and validation.

Researchers found that both middle-aged and older couples, regardless
of their satisfaction with their relationship, experienced increases in
overall positive emotional behaviors with age, while experiencing a
decrease in overall negative emotional behaviors.

"These results provide behavioral evidence that is consistent with
research suggesting that, as we age, we become more focused on the
positives in our lives," Verstaen said.

  More information: Alice Verstaen et al, Age-related changes in
emotional behavior: Evidence from a 13-year longitudinal study of long-
term married couples., Emotion (2018). DOI: 10.1037/emo0000551

Provided by University of California - Berkeley

3/4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/emo0000551


 

Citation: As married couples age, humor replaces bickering (2018, December 4) retrieved 18
April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-12-couples-age-humor-bickering.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2018-12-couples-age-humor-bickering.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

