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ABSTRACT ] ‘
Cohort differentiatiop has been posited to
crystallize around periods of social crises and to be most impactful
. on the young adults of a given.socio-historical period. The two most
Hrominent socio-historidal events in the pasts of today's older
arried persons were the Great Depression of the 1930's and World War
I. Older married couples were studied to examire the relative
nfluences’ of cohort differences and changes associated with number
f ygars married. Instruments measuring love expression and marital
roylems were completed by 40 couples with 84% retest data obtained
years later. Data were arranged into six cohort groups according
to year of marriage. Data-analyses indicated cohort effects in areas
‘of unexpressed feelings, money management problems, and consensus of
spouses in identifying marital problems. Self-disclosure, tolerance,
and problem§ focused on children and home labor declined across
cohorts. The Depression cohort had the fewest money management
problems and the highést degree of problem consegsus. Both the
Depression and the World War II cohorts had relatively higher levels
of unexpressed feelings than other cohorts. The findings suggest that
both generational and aging influences are important for .
understanding the nature of marital relationships in the later years.
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COHORT;INFLUEﬁCES IN OLDER MARRIAGES

]
D N
\

Hutchings Psychiatric Center

Ron W. Eskew, Ph

Syracuse, New York

Studies of the qualitative natufg\b{qmar1ta1 relationships across
the family 1ife cycle have reported consistent f1n;}hﬂ; of d§c11ne after
the honeymoon ahd through the childrearing years (e.g., Rollins & Feldman,

- 1970). However, beyond the middle years the findings become contradictory.

~One 1ine of research sgggests,thag’the marital relationship progressively .’

worsens, perhaps due to cumulative strain or to an inevitable process of
Y ~ ' ~ .
disenchaptment (e.g., Blood & Wolfe, 1960; Pineo, 1961). In contrast,
other 1nvest1gaiors have reported an upsw1qg in marital quality in Efe

m1dd1j/§gdi]ater years (e.g., Rollins & Feldman, (19703

rt & Smary,
1975)/ This upswing roughly corresponds with the depart ;e of the children
froﬁ/:he home leading to a final period of conjugal 11f¢ reminikcent of
the early\poneymoon years. ) r D

The major1tx of “these studies have employed cross-sgctional’ methodo-
logies. Cross-sectional daté confound age-related effects w1;p cohort’
effects. A cohort refers to a group ef persons entering a g1;gn social
systeﬁ at about the same point in time. Impbﬁtani cohort differences
have begn demonstrated in studies of the demography of the elderly (Cain,
1967) and stud1e; of person$i1ty and intellectual deveIObment (e.g., Schaie
’&.Strothef, 1968; Baltes & Nesselroade, 1972).

Cohort d1ffe§ent1atjon is po}sted to crystallize around pe;1ods of

social crises and to be most impactful for the young adults of a given
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socio-h1stordca1 period (Ryder,-1965)- It follows that sign1t1cant soc1aﬁ
conditions affecting an emerging cohort of adu1ts would a1so have 1nf1uence .
for an emerg1ng cohort of marr1age re1at10nsh1ps |
The two most prominent soc1o-h1stor1ca1 events dn the pasts of
today's older marr1eds were the Great Depression of the 1930's and
World war II. A cohort perspect1ve 1eads us to questfon how these events
might have 1mpacted young couples of those times, to what extent each
period may have produced distinctive cohorts of married couples, and

whether such.distinctions have been nw1nta1ned into .the present.

From the popular and soc1olog1¢a1 1iterature of the 1930's a?d.1940's

there are indications that cohort differences would most 1ikely févor
couples marrbd during the Depression years in 1nstrurnenta'l prgblem-so'lﬂng
areas of marriage (e.y., Angell, 1936; Groves, 1935). Couples harr1ed during’
the years of World War II are suggested to have been more .noeyhed w1th
expressive aspects of their rei§t1onsh1ps (Burgess. 1942; BouTﬂ1ng, 1950)
The study I winl report was an attempt to examine older narr1age
relationships in such a way ‘as to d1st1ngu1sh between the re1at1ve contra-
but1ons of,cohort 1nf1uences/and changes over time (1.e., ag1ng i:fects)
S1gn1f1cant cohort influences were ant1c1pated to be most ev1qent in
comparison between the cohorts of married coup1es represented by the
Great Depression and World. Har I1. » ;
Subjects for the study were recru1ted from churches and a 1oca1
Council on Aging. At the time of the faftha] data collection ﬁD subJects~
or 40 coup1es. were selected. The average age was 61 years, with a range
of 47 to 75 years Number of years married ranged from 25 to 49 with

a .mean of 36.years.. The spouses were predomirantly white Protestant
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) .
-with at least a. high school education. Fifty percent of the husbands

were ret1red. None of the couples had dependent children 1t§1ng at home
full-time. »

 The design of the study was based on the general deveIopmenta{

~model proposed by Schaie (3965). Data were collected by self-report

3

the second time of méasurement usable retest data was obtained from 67

instruments at two times of measureméot over a-two year interval. At
(89%),of the original 80 subjects. A compar1son of demographic oata
fow the original and attrited samples suggested rondom drop-outs.

The dependent measures were gathereq from two instruments spec1fica11y't
constructed for as;ess1ng’d1mens1ons of 1nt1mote ré1at1onsh1ps The
Scale of Feelings and Behav1or of Love (or Love Scale) (Swenson, 1973)
is a 120-item fabtored se1f-report instrument yielding an overall 1ndex
score and six opbsca1e scores: 1.) Verbal Expression of Affect1on;

2.) Self-disclosure; }.) Tolerance; 4.) Moral Support;ls.) Unexpressed
Feelings; and 6.) Material Support.

The Marriage Problems Scale (Swenson & Fiorq<§1:?5) consists of

43 items representing six facto:§11y 5}5t1nct areas\Qf marital problems

-common to both functional and dysfunctional marriages. The s1iAsubsca1es

)
are: 1.) Problem-solving; 2.) Childrearing and Home Labor; 3.) Relatives

and In-laws; 4.) Porsona1 Care and Appearance; 5.) Money Management; and
6.) Fr1endsh1p§ and Affection. In addition to indicating the frequency

and .severity of prob1ems.<the sca1e provides difference scores for each

- couple from an 1temrby-1tem comparison of husband's and w1fe S reports

The data from these instruments were arranged into six cohort groups

according to year of_marr1ag§;_ Cohorts were identified ad Pre-Depression




(1§26-1929); Depression (1930-1933); Recovery (1934-1937); Pre-WW II (1938-
1941); WW 11 (1942-1945); and Post-War (1946-1950).

The data analyses involved a cross-sequential design with repé;ted
measurements. Cohort X Time of Measurement analyses of variance for
repeated me;sufes were performed for each measurement variable. .

) The results of these ana]&ses indicated s}gn1f1cant cohort effects

oﬁ the Unexpressed Feelings subscale of the Love ‘Scale and on the Money

Management .subscale of the Marriage Problems Scale. For Unexpressed-
Feelings the cohort effec;.was nonlinear with couples married during the
Depress19; years (1930-33) and during WW II (1942-45) ﬁaving the gféatest

dégree of nonverba11ze& emotjonal contgnt 1n‘the1r relationships. Couples

married within other cohorts scored Tower on th1; measure w those from

" the Pre-Depression (1926-29) and Post-War (1946-50) cohorts reporting fhe
east degreg of un;xpreésed fee11ng§.

.- For problems 1; Money Management the resu1ts.showed that couples from

I the Depression cohort reponfed tHe‘fewést prdb]ems.gf all the cohort groups.

It was also found that the;husband-w1fe differences on five of the
seven Marriage Problems Scale scé:es produced significant cohort effects.
These cohort effeéts generally favored.the Depression cohort over the
WW II cohort by having a greaterkéonsensus about defining prob1em areas
1rrespect1ve of the number or sever1ty of problems reported.

' "Time qf_Measurement effects in the crossjgequet1a1 des1gn reflect
short-term 'longitudinal influences or changes over time. Stgn1f1cant
effects were found for self-disclosure, tglerance, and problems around

TchiI@rear1ng and pome laboi.‘ Each of these effects showed a decline in

| gcores over the ‘two year interval.
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To 11lustrate the relative 1n?7;ences of cohort and ag1ng effects

cross sect1ona1 an&/short tenm 1ong1tud1na1 grad1ents were plotted
Examp1es of these-are shown in the f1gures 1n the handouts. F1gure 1. .
‘shows the gradients for tke Love Scale variable representing to1erance .
' <diw?thin the re1aqignsh1p Consistent™c chaj?es over’ time of mheasurement
h

are indicated by the brogen 1ines while the absence of cohort differences

is represented:by high1y's1m11arfcross-sect1ona1 grad1ents. By comparison .
Figure 2. shows the presence of cohort differences for reportScof Money
Management prob1ems In this f1gure the Tongitudinal effects (broken
Tines) are negIegabIe while theacross-sectional differences are more
. strikingly apparent . ‘. P .
The evidence from this study is that both generational and aging .
influences are important for'understand1ng the nature of mar}taI re1at1onj
ships 1n the later years. i
The findings po1nt1ng to cohort differences centered arouno\the
presence of unexpressed feelings, problems in money’management, and the
degree of consensus between spouses in defining problem areas. The
eipectat1on that cohort differences would favor the Depres§1on cohort fn ,
g -{rdstrumental functions and the WW II cohort in express1ve funct1ons was .
at best on1y partially correct. . ) R ' - -
In' the area of Money Managenent it was found that couples married
during the economic austerity of the ear1y 1930's were much Iower in
the1r reports of\ﬁohey problems than were the WW I1I cohort or any other
cohort. The Depression ohort was the low po1nt,1n a roughly U-shaped
curve. In general, the further removed a couple's wedding date from the =~ . -

period 1930-33, the m5re iﬁke1y they were to report-mar1ta1 problems in the

_ X
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area of f1nancest‘ This would argue that the Great Depress1on was an
1nf1uent1a1.1nstructor in financial matters and that for\Eo;pIes who °
Jearped the lessons well enough to remain married, 1ts Ympact has been
Iong-1ast1ng.' It also suggests that the impact of a major soc:aI crisis
such as the Depression may ‘become gradually diluted for subsequent cohorts
~ - The cohort d1fferences foulf;for unexpressed feelings were not in

the expected directions. Rather-than the WW II and Depression cohorts
being d1fferent1ated on this dimension, these two cohorts were fo nd to
be highly gimilar. - They were the most 1ikely coMorts to report s{rong
fee11ﬁgs/f: their re1at1onsh1ps:wh1ch were not being expressed to the

. spouse. \Hore so than other cohorts in the study. The implication is
toat-some common element -or experience exists in periods of relative _
sbc1a1,1ns}ab111ty which fnhibits certain expressions of feeﬁ1n§s. Rueben
HiN (1955) argued that crises produce 'shifts in normal roIe patterns

ano Fhe resultant changes may impede affectional and emotioh-satisfying -

- performances. It may be that one common, survival enﬁanc1ng reaction to
crisis is to iz:est less energy in emot1ona1 express1veness in favor of
more 1nstrumenta] coping strategies. While the overall results from this
‘study do not imply that theﬁﬁepressﬂon and WW II cohorts are'noi as
capable of emotional expressiveness, the results do indicate a tendency

to be more selectively expressive than other cohorts.

With regard to the cohort effects found for the husband-wife
difference scores from the Marriage Problems Scale, it appears that the
Depression cohort has an advantage over'the WW II cohort in be1og able to
concur on what problems exist for the marriage. Such consensus would

certalinly serve an fnstr qT"edvantage for the suocessfuI'management
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gf problems. It spou]d also be noted, however, that except for the‘area ?
of f1nénces. the'Depressfon cohort is got distinguished from the W 1L -
’ _ cohort in the numbers of problems reported. nE
Turning ‘now to the results indicating changes w1th;years marrfed, 1t i

was found that self-disclosure, tolerance, and prdb]ems around childrearing
. | aﬁd home labor dec]ined over time. The finding‘that se1f—d1sc10§u;; in
,:SS:> mar!tal.relat1onsh1ps declines 1s consistent with previous research - >
(Burke & Weir, 1976). ' A reductjon in d1sc1bs1;e behavior ﬁéyvref1eqt a
moving away from-the 1ns£ﬁse emotionat 1ntefdependence'wh1ch'character1zes o
the earlier stages of marriage. ‘Husband§ and wjves in oner‘marr1ages T
have been observed to 1ive re1at1vg1y 1nd;pendent life §Ey1es (Maas, &
Kuypers, 1974). Increasfngv1ndependence’éay call for .less self-disclosure
with no reduction iatisf;ct1qp or love express1on'1n older marriages. ‘
Lessening self-disclosure and the decline in the importance pf tolerance
,ﬁéy\ref1ect an increasing sense of differentiation of self from spouse
7 'as well as an accompanying acceptance of personal d1%;)rences. The need
" for close emotional interdependence 1s reduced and so the couple ¢
! kgradua11y sﬁ1fts certain dimensions of their relationship to accomodate - K

e

thefr differences.

. ‘ 2 y (4
A marital cohort is a much more complex phenomena than the present .
. Study {s able to outline. .A cohort may be considered an interaction of
influences from the formative years 'of the re1at1onsh1b. of factors

jnf1uen£1n§ the decision to join the ranks of the mar}1ed during a given ‘

era, and of factors which fac111ﬁg;e the Success of relatfonships tgnough- )

. out their historfes. This study'po1nt§ to usefulness of cohort perspec-

tives in investigating the development of 1nt1hate're1at1onsh1ps. It is L

+
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a mistake to'é;sume:that any current, generation of older persons will

provide a constanf‘p1cture of what ;o'expeét for sbccess1ve'future

"
.

generations.

'

Futuge studies of cohort different{ation would do well to gather

retrospective data on the, periods under study.” An-1ndfv1dda1's personal

definition of significant historical events should be considered.
‘Coﬁort ?eseé}ch with younger groups is also needed since theoretically

‘the period 1nfluence§:are greatest in the early adult yeafs. Finally, 7
’ A2

it would be valuable toJ;ompare factor structures over time for

different cohorts. - -
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