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Abstract 

Can having more frequent conversations with a romantic partner prior to marriage contribute to 

better marital outcomes several years into a marriage? Little is known regarding premarital self-

disclosure and its association with distal marital outcomes. Data was utilized from 707 newly 

married couples assessed across the first four years of marriage through three waves of 

assessment as part of the Marriage Matters Panel Survey of Newlywed Couples (Nock, Sanchez, 

& Wright, 2008). Structural equation modeling, including common-fate analysis, was used to test 

self-disclosure prior to marriage and its association with later marital quality of each spouse and 

the odds of divorce or separation by the first four years into marriage. Couple-level reactivity 

was tested as a mediator of these associations, while controlling for known covariates. Results 

indicated that premarital self-disclosure was associated with wives’ higher marital satisfaction 

and lower odds of divorce or separation three to four years into marriage. This relationship was 

mediated by reactivity. Clinical implications are discussed for couples prior to marriage, 

suggesting more frequent conversations about a wider variety of topics between dating couples. 

 Keywords: divorce, marital satisfaction, marital stability, premarital discussion content, 

self-disclosure, separation 
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Chapter 1 - Statement of the Problem 

 Divorce is a common phenomenon in the United States, with divorce rates gradually rising 

into the 1980s and then steadily declining (Amato & Irving, 2006). In partial support of Amato 

and Irving’s (2006) article, Cohen (2014) reported a sharp decrease in the divorce rate after 

2008, which began to slowly rise again in 2010. More recent evidence shows that the national 

divorce rate per 1,000 people has been steadily declining from 8.2 divorces per 1,000 people in 

2000 to 6.9 divorces per 1,000 people in 2015, and the majority of states had lower divorce rates 

in 2015 than they had in 1990 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017).  

 Although the divorce rate has declined in recent years, the occurrence of divorce is still 

problematic. In recent years, “the probability of a first marriage lasting at least 10 years was 68% 

for women and 70% for men” (Copen, Daniels, Vespa, and Mosher, 2012, p. 7). After 20 years, 

the probability of a marriage lasting decreases to 52% for women and 56% for men (Copen et al., 

2012). Although divorce may be beneficial for some children in especially hostile homes (Mohi, 

2015; Strohschein, 2005), many studies have shown that divorce has a host of negative effects on 

children (Amato, 1996; Boyer-Pennington, Pennington, & Spink, 2001; Burroughs, Wagner, & 

Johnson, 1997; Milevsky, 2004; Riggio & Weiser, 2008; Sanders, Halford, & Behrens, 1999). 

These negative effects on children include emotional neglect (Burroughs, et al., 1997), higher 

conflict within romantic relationships (Riggio & Weiser, 2008), decreased closeness with 

siblings (Milevsky, 2004), and an increased likelihood of their own divorce (Amato, 1996). 

Divorce also affects the partners who are going through the divorce with decreased well-being, 

decreased happiness, increased health problems, higher levels of depression, increased risk of 

substance use, social isolation, decreased self-esteem, and are likely to suffer long-term 

consequences from divorce (Amato, 2000; Clarke-Stewart & Brentano, 2008). 
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 Beyond the impact of divorce, low marital satisfaction also negatively affects partners. 

Partners who report low levels of marital satisfaction also report lower levels of physical health 

(South & Krueger, 2013) and mental health (Miller, Mason, Canlas, & Wang, 2013; Whisman, 

2007; Whisman & Baucom, 2012; Whitton, Stanley, Markman, & Baucom 2008). In addition, 

marital satisfaction is predictive of depression, anxiety, and alcohol use disorders, though the 

predictive effect of marital satisfaction on mental health is mixed (Beach, Katz, Kim, & Brody, 

2003; Whisman & Baucom, 2012). In contrast, high marital satisfaction offers benefits, such as 

lower blood pressure, lower cortisol levels, and being a protective factor against stress (Heffner, 

Kiecolt-Glaser, Loving, Glaser, & Malarkey, 2004; Lincoln & Chae, 2010). These findings 

illustrate the importance of satisfaction within marriage for partners’ mental and physical health. 

Due to the negative consequences of divorce and low marital satisfaction, it is important 

that researchers examine factors that have the potential for decreasing the likelihood of divorce 

and for improving marital quality and functioning in the important foundational stages of early 

marriage. We propose that a greater degree of talking and getting to know each other on a more 

personal level on a wide variety of topics in greater depth—self-disclosure—may be an 

important predictor of couples who are happier several years in to their marriage, and who are 

less likely to divorce or separate in early marriage. The current study adds to the extant research 

which has examined the association of marital self-disclosure with marital outcomes. The 

purpose of this study is explore the relationship between premarital self-disclosure and marital 

outcomes three to four years into marriage. This was tested by using a longitudinal dataset of 707 

newlywed couples, testing the association of premarital self-disclosure in a structural equation 

model (SEM) to predict marital satisfaction and divorce. The findings of this research have 
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significant implications regarding what can benefit couples during courtship before they even 

begin their marriage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 

Chapter 2 - Theoretical Foundation and Literature Review 

 The theoretical foundation of this study is Social Penetration Theory, which describes the 

role of increasing amounts of self-disclosure as a method to strengthen interpersonal 

relationships by disclosing more personal parts of oneself to develop and maintain relationships 

(Carpenter & Green, 2015). This theory suggests that as relationships develop, self-disclosure 

through the discussion of a greater amount of topics in more depth is used in order to learn more 

about an interactional partner and increase intimacy in a relationship (Carpenter & Green, 2015). 

There are five stages of relationship development that have been described by writers of this 

theory (Giri, 2009). Stage one is the orientation stage, in which people briefly talk about 

inconsequential topics. After stage one is the exploratory-affective stage, in which interaction 

partners begin to reveal themselves by the discussion about personal beliefs regarding public 

topics. Most relationships do not progress beyond this stage of casual friendship. If they do, they 

go on to stage 3, the affective stage, in which discussion about more private and personal topics 

occurs. This is also the stage in which criticism and arguments can occur. Physical affection may 

also occur at this stage. In stage four, the stable stage, personal beliefs and feelings are shared 

between interaction partners and interaction partners can also predict the emotional reactions of 

each other. In some relationships, if the costs of further intimacy outweigh the benefits, 

interaction partners progress to the fifth stage of depenetration in which disclosure occurs with 

less breadth and depth and may lead to the end of the relationship. 

 Applying this to the development of romantic relationships suggests that as relationships 

begin, partners discuss few topics with low depth and as the relationship progresses, more topics 

are discussed with greater depth, contributing to increased relational intimacy and relationship 

strength. Also of importance to this theory is the concept of reciprocity, which suggests that 
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when one interaction partner self-discloses, their interaction partner is more likely to also self-

disclose (Carpenter & Greene, 2015). For purposes of this study, the frequency and breadth of 

topics discussed before marriage will be a focus of attention in predicting later marital outcomes. 

 In addition to being grounded in social penetration theory, this research was also based in 

Bowen’s concept of differentiation (Crossno, 2011) and as expanded upon by Schnarch (1997, 

2009). He writes extensively about differentiation and its application to couples. In Passionate 

Marriage (1997) he describes differentiation as a process of balancing emotional connection and 

individuality. Schnarch (1997) explains that well-differentiated people have fluid selves that are 

maintained throughout different circumstances and they are well-equipped to have strong and 

meaningful emotional bonds. Schnarch (1997) states that differentiation is the key to greater 

intimacy and that greater differentiation can improve mind-mapping, which is the ability to 

understand another’s thoughts, feelings, and motivations. In his book Intimacy & Desire (2009) 

he describes four aspects of differentiation in his Crucible approach, which he coined “The Four 

Points of Balance,” and which can help improve mind-mapping: solid flexible self, quiet mind-

calm heart, grounded responding, and meaningful endurance. The lack of grounded responding, 

which Schnarch (2009) describes as “the ability to stay calm and not overreact, rather than 

creating distance or running away” (p. 72) was used as a mediator in this study and 

conceptualized as reactivity, to follow the work of Schnarch and Regas (2012). Social 

Penetration Theory suggests that greater discussion will lead to relational partners knowing more 

about one another and thus contribute to more accurate mind-mapping, and the concept of 

differentiation suggests that improved mind-mapping and decreased reactivity may be linked. 

Following this logic, the integration of Social Penetration Theory and the concept of 

differentiation in this research suggests that greater discussion will lead to less reactivity, and 
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thus greater marital stability and greater marital satisfaction. 

Self-Disclosure and Marital Outcomes 

The extant literature offers interesting information regarding self-disclosure and its 

impacts within marriage and romantic relationships. Marital self-disclosure was shown to be 

positively associated with intimacy when the disclosure was positive, personal, and involved 

congruent affect (Waring & Chelune, 1983). Though this research was conducted with only 

married couples, the authors stated, “One of the major clinical hypotheses raised by the results of 

the present study is that the process of developing marital intimacy might be facilitated by the 

process of self-disclosure of attitudes, beliefs, values and expectations during courtship” (p. 189). 

Though there is research supporting the claim that self-disclosure benefits marital intimacy, 

additional research suggests that self-disclosure’s effect on intimacy may vary by gender and 

have differential actor- and partner-effects (Mitchell, Castellani, Herrington, Joseph, Doss, & 

Snyder, 2008). Mitchell and colleagues (2008) found that men’s self-disclosure predicted men’s 

own intimacy, while women’s intimacy was predicted by her partner’s self-disclosure. It is 

possible that this difference may be due to women self-disclosing at a greater rate than men 

(Dindia & Allen, 1992). 

Multiple studies have suggested that marital self-disclosure has impacts not only on 

intimacy, but also on communication (Zarei & Sanaeimanesh, 2014) and satisfaction (Hansen & 

Schuldt, 1984; Lee, Gillath, Adams, Beiernat, Crandall, & Hall, 2016; MacNeil & Byers, 2009; 

Ouek, Taniguchi, & Argiropoulou, 2015). An early study by Hansen and Schuldt (1984) showed 

that husbands’ and wives’ self-disclosure was positively associated with their own marital 

satisfaction. In addition, they found that wives’ self-disclosure was positively associated with 

husbands’ marital satisfaction. More recent literature suggests that both nonsexual self-disclosure 



7 

and sexual self-disclosure is positively associated with partners’ relationship satisfaction, and 

this has additional benefits by its positive association to sexual satisfaction (MacNeil & Byers, 

2009). 

An even more recent study by Ouek, Taniguchi, & Argiropoulou (2015) supports these 

earlier findings. In their study, wives’ and husbands’ self-disclosure was positively associated 

with their own marital satisfaction in both Singapore and Greece. Interestingly, they also found 

that wives’ self-disclosure was positively associated with husbands’ marital satisfaction in 

Singapore and that husbands’ self-disclosure was positively associated with wives’ marital 

satisfaction in Greece. They suggested that this difference may be because the positivity or 

negativity of self-disclosure may have differential impacts on satisfaction. This supports Ouek 

and Fitzpatrick’s (2013) earlier finding that wives’ self-disclosure was positively associated with 

both her own and her husbands’ marital satisfaction, whereas husbands’ self-disclosure was 

positively associated with only his own marital satisfaction. These findings with Singaporean 

and Greek couples echo previous findings regarding the benefits of emotional disclosure on 

marital satisfaction in American couples (Cordova, Gee, & Warren, 2005). 

In addition to having important effects on marital satisfaction, self-disclosure has also 

been shown to influence communication. Zarei and Sanaeimanesh (2014) conducted an 

experimental pre-test/post-test study in which randomly assigned Iranian couples participated in 

six 90-minute self-disclosure training sessions. They found that compared to the control group, 

couples who went through the self-disclosure training had significant reductions in mutual 

avoidance and increases in constructive communication patterns in which both partners tried to 

discuss and solve a problem and expressed feelings. The researchers stated, “The training of 

simple, but important skills of self-disclosure can help couples to improve their communication 
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and consequently improve their marital satisfaction” (p. 50). These findings combined with the 

evidence of the impact of self-disclosure on satisfaction in the United States suggests the 

possibility that American couples can also benefit from self-disclosure training.  

Reactivity and Marital Outcomes 

Two key communication behaviors significantly influence marital outcomes: withdrawal 

and expression of angry hostility (Schnarch & Regas, 2012) Markman, Rhoades, Stanley, Ragan, 

and Whitton (2010) summarize the effects that these negative communication behaviors can 

have. They report that the less negative affect, denial, dominance, conflict, withdrawal, and 

negative escalation a couple exhibits, the more likely they are to stay together long-term. 

Stanley, Markman, and Whitton (2002) note that withdrawal “was associated with more 

negativity and less positive connection in relationships” (p. 659), whereas couples who did not 

engage in withdrawal tended to have less negative interaction and more positivity in the 

relationship. Angry hostility is also detrimental to relationships. Renshaw, Blais, and Smith 

(2010) demonstrated that angry hostility, “...the tendency to experience anger, frustration, 

bitterness, contempt, and resentment” (p. 330) is significantly correlated to both husbands’ and 

wives’ marital satisfaction in couples who have been married for at least five years.  

Contribution of the Current Study 

Although there is much research regarding communication quality and its effect on 

marital outcomes, there is a dearth of recent research regarding how the breadth and depth of 

premarital communication topics may influence marital outcomes. This study seeks to examine 

the effect of the variety and frequency of topics discussed before marriage on longitudinal 

marital outcomes of marital satisfaction and divorce or separation. In addition, due to Social 

Penetration Theory’s suggestion that greater self-disclosure leads to greater intimacy (Giri, 
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2009), and to differentiation’s suggestion that greater intimacy is associated with less reactivity 

(Schnarch, 1997) this study will explore the effect of self-disclosure on marital satisfaction and 

divorce or separation, while testing reactivity as a mediator.  

Present Study 

Grounded in social penetration theory and the concept of differentiation (Schnarch, 1997; 

Schnarch 2009) we propose that long-term benefits to marriage can result from greater self-

disclosure. Greater self-disclosure has been shown in the literature described above to lead to 

greater intimacy, and Schnarch (2009) suggests that true intimacy enables partners to engage in 

more grounded responding and thus less reactivity. We propose that greater self-disclosure will 

increase marital satisfaction and decrease the likelihood of divorce or separation. We also 

propose that this relationship will be mediated by reactivity. Three hypotheses were explored: 

Hypothesis 1: Higher scores on couple-level self-disclosure prior to marriage will be associated 

with higher marital satisfaction in wives and husbands three to four years into marriage. 

Hypothesis 2: Higher scores on couple level self-disclosure prior to marriage will be associated 

with lower odds of divorce or separation within the first three to four years of marriage. 

Hypothesis 3: The association between couple-level self-disclosure and these marital outcomes 

(e.g., marital satisfaction and divorce or separation) will be mediated by reactivity. Due to their 

known associations with these relationship outcomes, these associations were tested while 

controlling for each partner’s baseline assessment of previous break-ups with their partner 

(Vennum & Johnson, 2014), premarital conflict (Caughlin, Mikucki-Enyart, & Anita, 2013; 

Kelly, Huston, & Cate, 1985), and covenant marriage (Nock, et al., 2008).  
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Chapter 3 - Method 

Data Collection 

These hypotheses were tested using secondary data gathered in Louisiana from the 

Marriage Matters Panel Survey of Newlywed Couples (Nock et al., 2008), which will be used for 

this study. Data were collected in three waves between 1998 and 2004, with Wave 1 collected 

three to six months after couples got married, Wave 2 collected about two years after marriage, 

and Wave 3 collected three to four years after marriage. The researchers randomly selected 

seventeen Louisiana parishes (counties) and in those seventeen parishes, they selected all of the 

covenant marriage licenses and the standard marriage licenses next to them. The researchers 

selected 1,714 marriage licenses in this manner and confirmed about 76% of them, for a total of 

1,310 couples (Nock et al., 2008). Over the course of the study, there were 1,271 respondents 

from 707 married couples (Nock, et al., 2008). The number of wives who responded in Waves 1, 

2, and 3 were 685, 515, and 485, respectively. The number of husbands who responded in Waves 

1, 2, and 3 were 582, 422, and 380, respectively. 

Information gathered by Nock and colleagues (2008) included information about each 

couple’s wedding, cohabitation, previous marriages, their dating relationship, the topics partners 

discussed before getting married, views on their current marriage, premarital counseling, 

discussion of a covenant marriage, previous and current children, views on marriage and divorce, 

religious beliefs, marital satisfaction, responsibility of household tasks, and political views.  

Participants 

 For women, the average age was 28, and 76% were White, 15% were African American, 

and the remaining reported coming from other ethnic backgrounds. For men, the average age was 

31, and 67% were White, 12% were African American, and the rest reported other ethnic 
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backgrounds. For the couples, 60% were in their first marriage and 40% of the couples had at 

least one partner who had been previously married. The average annual family income was about 

$50,000. Also, about half of wives (50%) and about half of husbands (52%) reported receiving at 

least one year of college education. Almost half (42%) of the couples reported having a covenant 

marriage. Couples in this study dated an average of 2 and a half years before marriage (M = 

30.07, SD = 26.94). Participants reported an average of less than one break-up per couple (M = 

.40, SD = .69). 

Measures  

Self-disclosure. Self-disclosure was used as the primary predictor variable, assessed with 

15 question items. In Wave 1, husbands and wives were given the prompt “Think now about the 

months leading up to your wedding. To what extent did you and your partner discuss the 

following topics or issues?” Respondents were given the option to respond on a scale from 0 = 

not at all to 2 = a lot. For example, question items about topics they discussed included, “Your 

political views,” “Your plans or desires for children,” and “Other people you had dated.” All 

items were coded so that higher scores reflected greater discussion of each topic. All of the 

topics discussed before marriage–not including topics discussed in premarital education 

programs–were summed so that the minimum score for sum of discussion topics was 0 and the 

maximum score was 30. Wives reported a moderate level of self-disclosure in these premarital 

conversations (M = 18.67, SD = 4.55), as did husbands (M = 17.75, SD = 4.65). The male and 

female report of self-disclosure prior to marriage were each analyzed as indicators of a latent 

variable labeled self-disclosure, that assessed self-disclosure in their shared relationship. 

Divorce or separation. Divorce or separation was included as an outcome variable 

assessed at Wave 2 and Wave 3. Divorce or separation was assessed by asking participants in 
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Waves 2 and 3 one question: “...are you still married to the same person you were married to 

when we last contacted you a little over a year ago?” Participants were given the options of 1 = 

yes and 2 = no. For statistical purposes, marital stability for the duration of the study was coded 

as 0 = still married, 1 = divorced or separated. By the end of the three to four year study, 86% of 

couples were still married and 14% were divorced or separated. 

Marital satisfaction. Marital satisfaction was measured with 7 questions at Wave 3 

using the prompt “In every marriage, there are some things that are very good and other things 

that could use some improvement. Right now, how satisfied would you say you are with each of 

the following aspects of your marriage?” Couples responded to this prompt with 7 items such as 

“The physical intimacy you experience” and “Your overall relationship with your partner”. Items 

were scored using a scale from 1 = very dissatisfied to 5 = very satisfied. All items were coded 

in such a way that higher scores reflected higher levels of marital satisfaction. An exploratory 

factor analysis was conducted for the wives’ and husbands’ responses, with these items all 

loading onto just one factor for both spouses. Wives were moderately satisfied (M = 3.85, SD = 

.86), and husbands were overall highly satisfied with their marriage (M = 4.00, SD = .74). This 

measure was found to be highly reliable for wives’ marital satisfaction (α = .91) and husbands’ 

marital satisfaction (α = .91). 

Reactivity. Reactivity was measured at Wave 2 with 6 items. Example items included “I 

withdraw to avoid a big fight,” “I get sarcastic,” and “I get hostile.” Questions were also asked 

from the vantage point of how the partner behaved, such as “My partner gets hostile”. 

Participants responded to each item on a 3-point scale according to the degree of truth to each 

statement, from 1 = not true at all to 3 = very true. Both wives (M = 3.18, SD = .81) and 

husbands (M = 3.32, SD = .81) were moderately reactive. The reliability for women’s reactivity 
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(α = .69) and men’s reactivity (α = .67) was adequate. The male and female report of reactivity 

were each tested as indicators of a latent variable labeled reactivity that assessed the reactivity in 

their shared relationship. 

Control Variables 

Length of courtship. The length of couples’ relationships before marriage was assessed 

with the item “About how long did the two of you date each other before you got married 

(including your period of engagement, or cohabitation, if any)?” Participants who dated less than 

one year before getting married provided the number of months they dated, while those who 

dated more than one year provided the number of years and months they dated. The wives’ 

reports of relationship length before marriage were used for accuracy.  

Previous break-ups with the current spouse. Previous break-ups with the current 

spouse were assessed with the item “Sometimes couples date, break up and get back together 

before they get married. Other couples stay together from their first date until their marriage. 

How about you and your partner?” Participants responded on a 3-point scale from 0 = we never 

broke up to 2 = we broke up and got together more than once. Again, wives’ reports of previous 

break-ups with the current spouse were used for accuracy. 

Covenant marriage. Whether a couple had a covenant marriage or a standard marriage 

was measured with the dichotomous item “First, just to be sure we have it right, is your current 

marriage a covenant marriage?” Participants responded with 1 = yes, our marriage is a covenant 

marriage or 2 = no, our marriage is not a covenant marriage.  

Previous marriages. The number of previous marriages for each respondent before the 

current marriage was assessed with the prompt “Altogether, how many times have you been 

married (including your present marriage)?” The number of partners’ previous marriages were 
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also assessed using the prompt “How many times has your current partner been married 

(including the present time)?” Participants responded with 1 = just this once, meaning that there 

were no previous marriages to 5 = five or more times. For purposes of this study, a couple with 

no previous marriages for either partner was coded as 0, and a couple with at least one remarried 

partner was coded as 1.  

Plan of Analysis 

A structural equation model (SEM) was tested in Mplus 7.2 to determine the longitudinal 

associations between the extent of self-disclosure with marital satisfaction and divorce or 

separation. Reactivity was tested as a mediator for these associations using 2,000 bootstraps to 

test the indirect effects. Significant indirect effects were interpreted when the 95% confidence 

intervals did not include zero (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Divorce or separation was a 

dichotomous variable, thus, odds ratios were interpreted for path coefficients predicting divorce 

or separation. Reports from both husbands and wives were used in this study, and the unit of 

analysis was the dyad, not the individual. Actor-partner independence models are helpful when 

testing the associations between dyad members, obtaining actor and partner paths from predictor 

to outcome variables. Common-fate modeling, on the other hand, is useful for dyadic data 

analysis when constructs of interest are expected to have an impact on both partners, and when 

both members of the dyad are reporting on the same variable (Ledermann & Kenny, 2012). The 

extent of self-disclosure prior to marriage and reactivity in marriage are both constructs of 

interest of the relationship believed to impact both partners, and data from both partners is 

available. Thus common-fate modeling was used with this dyadic data, using two latent 

variables, with men’s and women’s reports as indicators of each latent variable (see Figure 1). 

The two latent variables computed were for the extent of self-disclosure between partner and for 
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reactivity prior to marriage and reactivity in early marriage. The two indicators for each latent 

variable was each spouse’s reports on each variable. The factor loadings for each of these 

indicators was set to 1. This analysis controlled for premarital conflict, previous break-ups with 

the current partner, and if the couple was in a covenant marriage. 
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Chapter 4 - Results 

Preliminary Results 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of variables used in this study. All continuous 

variables were assessed for normality and indicated normal distributions, as evidenced by 

skewness and kurtosis values. There were several significant correlations between the variables 

of the study. Men’s and women’s reports of self-disclosure was significantly correlated, but 

perhaps not as closely as would have been expected (r = .40, p < .01). Divorce or separation was 

significantly correlated with a few variables; divorce or separation was significantly associated 

with wives’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3 (r = -0.20, p < .01) and husbands’ marital satisfaction 

at Wave 3 (r = -0.27, p < .01). Wives’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3 was significantly associated 

with husbands’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3 (r = .61, p < .01). Husbands’ reactivity at Wave 2 

was significantly associated with husbands’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3 (r = -0.26, p < .01) 

and wives’ reactivity was significantly associated with wives’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3 (r = 

-.29, p < .01). Wives’ reactivity at Wave 2 was also significantly associated with husbands’ 

reactivity at Wave 2 (r = .32, p < .01). 
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Table 4.1: Descriptive statistics of variables used in the study. 

Variables  M or %  SD Range  

     

Wives’ self-disclosure  

Husbands’ self-disclosure 

Divorce or separation 

Wives’ marital satisfaction W3 

Husbands’ marital satisfaction W3 

Wives’ reactivity W2 

Husbands’ reactivity W2 

Length of courtship 

Previous break-ups with spouse 

Covenant marriage 

Previous marriages 

18.67 

17.75 

14% 

3.85 

4.00 

3.18 

3.32 

30.07 

.40 

42% 

40% 

 

4.55 

4.65 

 

.86 

.74 

.81 

.81 

26.94 

.69 

 

 

   0 – 30  

0 – 30 

 

1 – 5  

1 – 5 

     1 – 6 

1 – 6  

 

0 – 2   

 

  

 

 

 

.91 

.91 

.69 

.67 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Structural Equation Model Results 

See Figure 1 to see this SEM and the results. Due to divorce or separation being a 

dichotomous variable, MPlus does not provide model fit indices unless all outcome variables are 

continuous. Thus, no model fit indices were obtained. Couples’ greater self-disclosure 

significantly predicted greater reactivity at Wave 2 (b = .04, p < .05,  = .25) and a 21% decrease 

in the odds of divorce or separation by Wave 3 (b = -0.24, p < .05, OR = .79). Greater couple-

level self-disclosure also significantly predicted wives’ greater marital satisfaction at Wave 3 (b 
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= .06, p < .05,  = .20), but did not significantly predict husbands’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3 

(b = .04, p > .05,  = .14). 

Greater reactivity at Wave 2 significantly predicted both wives’ lower marital satisfaction 

(b = -1.19, p < .01,  = -0.57) and husbands’ lower marital satisfaction (b = -1.05, p < .01,  =     

-0.57) at Wave 3. Greater reactivity also predicted a substantially greater risk of divorce or 

separation (b = 2.44, p < .05, OR = 11.46). More specifically in interpreting this trend, couples 

reporting greater reactivity predicted a nearly 11-fold increase in the odds of divorce or 

separation within the first three to four years of marriage.  

The control variables covenant marriage (b = -0.07, p > 0.22,  = -0.09), previous 

marriages (b = -0.03, p > .05,  = -0.04), and length of relationship before marriage (b =  -0.00, p 

> .05,  = -0.06) did not significantly predict reactivity. The only control variable that was 

significantly associated with reactivity was previous break-ups with the current spouse; more 

break-ups before marriage was significantly associated with greater reactivity (b = .16, p < .01,  

= .26).  

Reactivity partially mediated the association between the extent of premarital self-

disclosure and the outcome variables of wives’ marital satisfaction and divorce or separation, 

while reactivity fully mediated the association between self-disclosure and husbands’ marital 

satisfaction. The model explained 13% of the variance in reactivity, 29% of the variance in being 

divorced or separated, 30% of the variance in wives’ reports of marital satisfaction at Wave 3, 

and 32% of the variance in husbands’ reports of marital satisfaction at Wave 3.  

Alternative Models Tested 

Several alternative models were also tested, in an effort to expand the number of 

confounding variables accounted for in this model. The study also attempted to control for 
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wives’ and husbands’ marital satisfaction at Wave 1, premarital conflict, and premarital 

cohabitation; however, adding these control variables drastically increased the odds ratios into 

the hundreds, thus significantly limiting the reliability of results in this model. However, when 

all of these variables were added into the model, self-disclosure was still not significantly 

predictive of husbands’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3; however, with all of these variables 

added, self-disclosure remained predictive of reactivity, so that greater self-disclosure led to an 

increase in reactivity at Wave 2. Using premarital conflict and premarital cohabitation as controls 

did not affect the significantly predictive effect of self-disclosure on divorce or separation; 

however, when controlling for initial levels of husbands’ and wives’ marital satisfaction, self-

disclosure was no longer predictive of divorce or separation. Also, when marital satisfaction was 

controlled for, self-disclosure no longer significantly predicted wives’ marital satisfaction at 

Wave 3 and reactivity was no longer predictive of divorce or separation or husbands’ marital 

satisfaction at Wave 3, though reactivity was still predictive of wives’ marital satisfaction at 

Wave 3. 

When premarital conflict was used as a control variable, self-disclosure no longer 

predicted wives’ marital satisfaction at Wave 3, and reactivity no longer predicted divorce or 

separation or husbands’ satisfaction or wives’ satisfaction by Wave 3. Lastly, when premarital 

cohabitation was controlled for, self-disclosure was still significantly predictive of wives’ marital 

satisfaction at Wave 3, and reactivity was still significantly predictive of wives’ marital 

satisfaction, husbands’ marital satisfaction, and divorce or separation by Wave 3. 
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Figure 4.1 This figure shows the model tested and the standardized significant associations 

identified between self-disclosure, marital satisfaction, and divorce or separation. This model 

controlled for the following variables not shown in the figure to ease the interpretation of the 

primary results: length of courtship, previous break-ups with the current spouse, covenant 

marriage, and previous marriages. *p < .05. ** p < .01 (two-tailed) 
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Chapter 5 - Discussion 

The extent to which couples more frequently talked with each other about a variety of 

topics was tested to determine if couples who talked more frequently (i.e., self-disclosure) about 

a wide range of topics before they got married were more likely to be happier later in their 

marriages and less likely to divorce or separate. It was believed that this association may be 

mediated by reactivity. Results from our study found that indeed, the more couples talked prior 

to marriage was linked with women reporting higher marital satisfaction, and linked with couples 

having lower odds of divorce or separation. However, the more couples talked prior to marriage 

had no effect on husbands’ marital satisfaction. Further, we found evidence that part of the 

process for how self-disclosure may be linked with these marital outcomes was through how 

reactive couples were to one another However, this mediation was not in the direction 

hypothesized. It was hypothesized that greater self-disclosure would be predictive of less 

reactivity; instead, greater self-disclosure was predictive of greater reactivity. This finding was 

unexpected and may be due to the possibility that self-disclosure occurred during hostile fights 

during which couples learned more about one another, and these types of fights might have 

carried over into the marriage. However, this is only speculation and more research will need to 

be conducted on this topic to understand why more frequently talking as a couple may be linked 

with more reactivity. Otherwise, self-disclosure impacted marital outcomes in the expected 

direction. Thus, this evidence points towards the potential salience of couples getting to know 

each other in more depth through frequent and far-reaching conversations prior to marriage. This 

may be especially the case for women’s marital satisfaction and for reducing odds of later 

divorce or separation. 
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 The finding that direct effects were identified between premarital self-disclosure and 

wives’ marital satisfaction corroborates previous research supporting the positive relationship 

between marital self-disclosure and one’s own marital satisfaction (Hansen & Schuldt, 1984; 

Lee, et al.,  2016; MacNeil & Byers, 2009; Ouek, Taniguchi, & Argiropoulou, 2015), and in part 

marital satisfaction of the partner (Hansen & Schuldt, 1984; MacNeil & Byers, 2009; Ouek, 

Taniguchi, & Argiropoulou, 2015). The finding that self-disclosure within the relationship did 

not have a significant impact on husbands’ marital satisfaction may be due to the possibility that 

women have a tendency to self-disclose more frequently than men, and this may be perceived as 

a more important process for women than men (Dindia & Allen, 1992). Exploring the impact of 

self-disclosure within the relationship as a whole instead of exploring the unique impacts of 

wives’ self-disclosure and husbands’ self-disclosure can be considered a limitation of the current 

study. However, the current research contributes to the existing literature by its finding that 

greater premarital self-disclosure as a couple decreases the likelihood of divorce or separation 

and is positively associated with wives’ later marital satisfaction.   

Social Penetration Theory Support 

 Because intimacy has been suggested as a mediator between self-disclosure and marital 

satisfaction (Lee et al., 2016), this study provides tentative support for Social Penetration 

Theory, which suggests that intimacy increases with greater self-disclosure. This support is 

suggested by the finding that wives’ marital satisfaction was greater when premarital self-

disclosure was greater; thus, it is likely that this finding is due to the increased intimacy that 

greater self-disclosure provides. Starting a marriage with greater levels of couple self-disclosure 

may be important in setting the stage in early marriage allowing couples to continue to grow 

closer together. In addition, this study tentatively supports Social Penetration Theory with its 
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finding that greater self-disclosure was predictive of decreased odds of divorce or separation. An 

estimated 14% of couples at the end of the study had separated or divorced; in theoretical terms, 

we can speculate that most of these couples had experienced the stage of depenetration, which 

occurs after the initial formation of a relationship when few topics are discussed in less depth. 

The current study suggests that greater amounts of premarital self-disclosure decreased the odds 

of later depenetration occurring. This may be due to depenetration being a quicker process in 

couples who had lower amounts of premarital self-disclosure, that is, couples with lesser 

premarital self-disclosure were already covering few topics in depth so that reduction of depth 

and breadth of topics was already limited, making depenetration easier. It is also possible that 

lesser premarital self-disclosure led to lower intimacy and thus lower marital satisfaction (Lee et 

al, 2016). We could speculate that this lower satisfaction could have then been formative in 

progressing toward later divorce or separation. 

Clinical Implications 

This research has important implications for programs aimed at preparing premarital 

couples for marriage. Couples who know each other at a deeper level prior to marriage may 

experience more positive marital outcomes three to four years into their marriage compared with 

couples who knew each other to a lesser degree prior to marriage. Community and cultural 

changes that prioritize getting to know dating partners at a deeper level may also benefit later 

marriage. In pre-arranged marriages, this process is different and should be examined in its own 

right. It is possible, however, that in arranged marriages, or other marriages where a courtship 

was relatively fast, that couples may benefit from getting to know each other at a deeper level in 

the early stages of marriage. Also, it should be noted that there are likely some things that cannot 

be learned about one’s partner until after marriage. However, premarital programs may have 
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more positive outcomes if they help couples understand more depth and detail about their 

partners prior to marriage.  

In reference to a premarital program, most couples reported that adequate depth and 

breadth of topics had been covered in premarital counseling, yet other couples reported that they 

would have liked to talk about several topics in more depth; these topics included finances, 

sexual intimacy, in-laws, and conflict management (Forkner, Faith, Beavers, & Kramer, 

2013). In this same study, all pastors reported that they had experience in feeling uncomfortable 

marrying a couple due to the lack of an appropriate depth and breadth of knowledge about one 

another. This study by Forkner and colleagues (2013) demonstrates that religious premarital 

counselors support the tenets of Social Penetration Theory and believe that couples should have 

both broad and deep knowledge about each other before committing to marriage. Forkner and 

colleagues (2013) argue that counselors have an important job in making sure that a variety of 

topics are covered in great enough depth so that partners are better-informed about their 

prospective marital partner and their marriage. This knowledge would give each partner “...the 

clearest possible picture of what they are choosing” (Forkner et al., 2013, p. 104). The findings 

of the current study and of previous research support this statement by the evidence it contributes 

regarding the relationship of self-disclosure and marital outcomes. Additionally, Forkner and 

colleagues’ (2013) finding that premarital counseling increased partners’ knowledge about one 

another provides additional support for premarital education programs from the lens of Social 

Penetration Theory.  

Based on our results that greater self-disclosure was predictive of greater reactivity and 

that greater reactivity was linked with lower marital satisfaction of both spouses and increased 

odds of later divorce or separation, we further recommend that couples gaining skills and 
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experiences learning to more efficiently manage and deal with conflict may be helpful. 

Specifically, in reference to what was actually measured in our measure of reactivity, efforts to 

reduce avoidance, withdrawal, hostility, and sarcasm may be important ingredients in reducing 

the risk of divorce or separation and contribute to happier relationships. Premarital education 

programs should aim to cover reactivity in their conflict management sections so that couples 

can experience greater benefits during self-disclosure.  

Strengths and Limitations 

  This study had several strengths in methodology and content that provide helpful results 

to guide efforts to help couples in the premarital stage. These strengths include the use of a large 

sample of dyadic and longitudinal data. The large sample size increased the likelihood that the 

data would be representative of married couples in Louisiana and the dyadic data allowed for 

study of the couple relationship as a whole. The use of common-fate modeling was also a 

strength of the current study, due to the dyadic analysis of the data using constructs of interest 

reported by and expected to have an impact on both partners. Lastly, the largest strength of this 

study is its unique contribution to what is already known regarding what impacts marital 

outcomes. This study advances the current knowledge of what is known about the importance of 

premarital conversations to later marital health by showing that frequently discussing a broad 

range of topics has benefits for both marital satisfaction and stability. 

Although this study builds upon the existing literature with clinically relevant findings, 

there were several limitations that should be noted. The major limitation of the study was the 

way in which self-disclosure was measured. The question asked husbands and wives about the 

extent to which they discussed a variety of topics; as such, the available data offered only the 

option of using the frequency and variety of discussion topics, not the depth to which they 
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disclosed. This is important since the depth of disclosure and privacy of information disclosed 

are important factors of developing intimacy, which Forkner and colleagues (2013) discuss in 

their review. In addition, the question was phrased in such a way that it asked the partners to 

think about discussion topics in the months leading up to their wedding; as such, partners may 

have failed to report topics that were covered earlier in the relationship before they decided to get 

married. 

Additional limitations involve the context in which the data were collected. Because the 

data were collected only from Louisiana residents, generalizability to other states is limited. 

Also, the finding that covenant marriage did not have an impact on the outcome variables should 

be interpreted with care, as Nock and colleagues (2008) reported that many couples did not know 

much about covenant marriage and that implementation of covenant marriage varied by parish. 

Future research regarding premarital self-disclosure and its influence on marital outcomes 

should explore gender differences and the differential impacts of actor- and partner-effects. 

Future research should also examine self-disclosure and its longitudinal marital impacts by topic, 

as Dindia and Allen (1992) noted that self-disclosure varies by topic. Fincham and Beach (1999) 

also noted that different problem areas have differential impacts on couples and other researchers 

have found that topic of discussion was associated with positivity and negativity of both partners, 

even after relationship satisfaction and problem difficulty were controlled for (Williamson, 

Hanna, Lavner, Bradbury, & Karney, 2013). They stated “These analyses indicated an overall 

tendency for communication to differ by discussion topic” (Williamson et al., 2013, p. 333) and 

“...it is not only how couples communicate regarding their problems but also what they 

communicate about that matters” (Williamson et al., 2013, p. 334). Although the current study 

offers additional information to the extant literature, much research still needs to be conducted so 
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that couples, clinicians, and religious clergy can all have an understanding of how premarital 

self-disclosure impacts marriage, and where to focus their time and energy on premarital 

education efforts. 

Conclusion 

 This study adds an important contribution to the existing field of research regarding 

factors of marital success. Findings suggest that greater self-disclosure before marriage has 

benefits for couple’s long-term marital satisfaction and marital stability. This corroborates 

previous findings that suggest self-disclosure during marriage enhances the marital satisfaction 

of both partners (Hansen & Schuldt, 1984; Lee, et al., 2016; MacNeil & Byers, 2009; Ouek, et 

al., 2015). The current study also suggests that more premarital self-disclosure decreases the 

odds of divorce or separation. These associations were found to be mediated by reactivity.  

 The knowledge gained from the present study can be beneficial for dating couples and 

couples considering marriage. The findings suggest that these couples may benefit from greater 

self-disclosure by frequently discussing a broad range of topics. These couples should disclose to 

one another their values, beliefs, plans, and hopes about a wide variety of topics frequently so 

that they can gain greater understanding of one another. By doing this, they may be laying the 

foundation for a satisfying and stable marriage. 
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