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Protective factors of marital stability in long-term
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OBJECTIVES: In recent decades, due to the high prevalence of divorce in numerous countries and the detrimental aftermath
thereof, it has become increasingly important to study the components of marital stability. The current study explored fundamen-
tal protective factors in long-term marriage through a systematic review.

METHODS: Searches for relevant publications were conducted in Embase, Web of Science, PubMed, Scopus, Science Direct,
Magiran, and Scientific Information Database from their inception through January 30, 2019. Through the keyword search, 1,706
articles were found, of which 25 articles remained after screening based on the eligibility criteria.

RESULTS: The extracted protective factors associated with marital stability in long-term marriage were classified as interper-
sonal and intrapersonal. Notable extracted factors included spirituality and religion, commitment, sexual relationship, com-
munication, children, love and attachment, intimacy, and conflict resolution approach. These findings show that some aspects
of relationships, such as commitment, act to preserve the pillars of marriage in critical situations, while other aspects, such as
intimacy, help to construct marital identity and satisfaction.

CONCLUSIONS: The identified components of marital stability are structures that enhance a couples identity and sense of
togetherness. Identifying the specific aspects of marital relationships that contribute to marital stability may help specialists and
researchers to target specific types of marital interaction that may enhance the happiness and longevity of relationships, thereby

preventing avoidable divorces.
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INTRODUCTION

In the present era, personal and intimate relationships have
been established to have positive effects on physical and psycho-
logical health in older adults, and most of our perceptions about
these linkages come from findings based on long-term marriage
[1]. In the past century, although many couples have chosen to
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stay together in long-term marriages for at least 40 years [2], di-
vorce and separation rates have steadily increased and divorce has
become a feasible choice for most couples [3]. Notwithstanding,
most existing research in the literature on marriage has focused
on the early [4] and middle years of marriages [5], whereas the
literature on long-term marriages is sparse [6].

Researchers have investigated a wide factors related to long-
term marriage, including attitudes towards marital relations [7];
religion [8-10]; the role of children [2]; love, commitment, and
intimacy [11]; gender [12]; communication and conflict resolu-
tion [13]; support [14]; attachment and loyalty [15]; and role divi-
sion [16].

Both older and more recent studies have suggested that the
negative components of marital relationships tend to be more
closely associated with marital longevity than do the positive
components of the physical and psychological well-being of cou-
ples [17-21], while many other studies have reported that positive
aspects of relationships protect marital stability [2,7,11]. Further-
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more, still other research has suggested that combinations of neg-
ative and positive factors in a relationship contribute to couples
staying together in long-lasting marriages [22,23].

Furthermore, in previous studies, inconsistent findings have
been reported regarding gender differences in the protective fac-
tors affecting marital success. Some studies have found considera-
ble resemblances in what men and women consider exigent to
marital success [24] whereas other studies have found more dif-
ferences than similarities [25,26].

Inconsistent findings have been reported in the literature re-
garding whether negative or positive aspects of marital relation-
ships are associated with marital length, and inconsistencies exist
with regard to gender differences in these issues. Additionally, in
previous studies, the protective factors involved in long-term mar-
riage have been reported to include a broad range of components.
Considering these gaps, the purpose of the current study was to
shed light on the diverse trajectories of the ingredients of long-term
marriages and to explore the important elements that protect mar-
ital stability among couples in long-term marriages through a re-
view of all relevant qualitative and quantitative studies.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Search strategy

We undertook a systematic search in Persian and English elec-
tronic databases. The first step in the strategy entailed a limited
search of publications in MEDLINE (MeSH) and Embase (Emtree)

Records identified through
database searching
(n=1,706)

to identify key search terms. The key terms focused on marriage
length and were combined using the “OR” operator (long-term
marriage OR lasting marriage OR stable marriage OR sustainable
marriage OR enduring marriage). The second step of the search
involved the use of key search terms in a comprehensive database
search without time limitation, from the inception of each data-
base to January 30, 2019. Two reviewers independently searched
the following 7 electronic databases: PubMed, Embase, Scopus,
Science Direct, Web of Science, Magiran, and Scientific Informa-
tion Database (SID). Two of those databases—SID and Magiran
—are Persian databases. The initial literature search retrieved the
following numbers of articles: MEDLINE (309), Scopus (733), Sci-
ence Direct (112), Web of Science (492), Embase (56), Magiran
(5), and SID (3). Overall, 1,706 articles were retrieved from the
database searches, of which a total of 25 articles remained after
the review process shown in Figure 1.

The inclusion criteria for articles were as follows: the partici-
pants were heterosexual couples (husbands or wives), the condi-
tion of interest was long-term marriage, the focus was on some
aspect of the motivators of long-term marriage or marital satisfac-
tion as a proxy of long-term marriage, the title and abstract of the
article were written in English, and the article text was written in
English or Persian.

Data extraction
Two independent investigators extracted all major components

using a pre-established structured checklist. The extracted data

Additional records identified
through other sources
(n=0)

Figure 1.
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included study information and the participants’ characteristics
(e.g., gender, location, country), as well as motivations for long-
term marriage. All disagreements were discussed with the third
author if necessary.

Quality assessment
Qualitative studies were evaluated using the qualitative meth-

odological checklist of the National Institute of Clinical Nursing
(NICE). Generally, according to the NICE checklist, ++ means
that all or most of the checklist criteria have been fulfilled, + means
that some of the checklist criteria have been fulfilled, and - means
that few or no checklist criteria have been fulfilled. Cross-section-
al studies were examined using the Newcastle-Ottawa Scale for
quality assessment, adapted for cross-sectional studies. This in-
strument is based on 3 domains, including the selection of study
groups, comparability of groups, and description of exposure and
outcome. All items except for the comparability domain have 1
star, and the maximum score based on stars for the comparability
domain is 2. The total number of earned stars corresponds to the
total quality score for each study. A cut-off score of 6 or higher was
considered as indicating high-quality studies. Two review authors
completed the quality assessment independently. In cases of disa-
greement or items that remained unclear, the third author was
consulted. As shown in the quality assessment sections of Tables 1
and 2, all qualitative and most quantitative articles were of appro-
priate quality, and only 4 papers were of borderline-acceptable

quality.

Ethics statement
This study is a systematic review and does not deal with human
participants.

RESULTS

The articles included in the review consisted of 12 qualitative
and 13 quantitative articles, of which 2 were both qualitative and
quantitative. Based on the findings from the articles, the extracted
factors related to long-term marriage can be classified into several
main categories or dimensions. As seen in Tables 1 and 2, protec-
tive factors in marital life can be divided into intrapersonal (or in-
tra-dyadic) and interpersonal (extra-dyadic) factors. Prominent
intrapersonal factors include religiosity and spirituality, commit-
ment and loyalty, personality characteristics, capability to trust
and empathize, patience, being supportive, forgiveness, and self-
and other-acceptance. Prominent interpersonal factors consist of
communication, sexual relationship, love and attachment, inti-
macy, religious agreement, mutual respect, role division, spending
quality time, and approach to problem-solving and conflict reso-
lution. Moreover, some aspects, such as the role of children and
couples’ financial issues, extend beyond the intrapersonal and in-
terpersonal components.

As shown in Tables 1 and 2, in American countries, the most
prominent aspects of couples’ relationships linked to marital sta-
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bility consisted of religion, sexual relationship, commitment, inti-
macy, and congruence in values and beliefs. In Asian countries,
the most prominent factors included communication, religion,
children, conflict resolution, emotional issues and love, and in in
European countries, the key factors included sexual relationship,
commitment, relationship satisfaction, and support from one’s
mate.

A comprehensive list of the protective factors of marital stabili-
ty extracted from qualitative and quantitative articles are shown
in Tables 1 and 2.

DISCUSSION

The main finding of this study is that numerous components in
many studies have been considered to be factors influencing long-
term marriage stability. We divided these factors into interper-
sonal and intrapersonal or intra-dyadic and extra-dyadic factors.
Interpersonal components refer to how behavioral interactions
between members of couples are associated with relationship sta-
bility and quality, while intrapersonal components focus on how
diversity in either psychopathology or personality characteristics
relates to the functioning of couples’ relationships [39,40].

According to the paradigm proposed by Karney & Bradbury
[21], 3 dimensions of couple’s lives affect marital stability. First,
enduring vulnerabilities are aspects such as psychological disor-
ders that affect people’s ability to interact efficiently in marital re-
lationships. Second, stressful events include challenges such as
unemployment in a couple’s daily life, and third, adaptive pro-
cesses include the manners of interaction such as approaches to
conflict resolution that influence a couple’s ability to successfully
deal with daily stressors [41]. Therefore, we can implement the
findings of the present study within this framework. Intrapersonal
protective factors, such as commitment and loyalty, personality
characteristics, capability to trust, and empathy can be considered
as enduring vulnerabilities. Some components, such as social
norms and expectations, play the role of stressful events. Next,
many interpersonal factors are considered as adaptive processes,
such as religious agreement and approaches to problem-solving,
decision-making, and role division.

In most studies, the role of religion in long-term marriage has
been highlighted. In moments of hardship, religion and spirituali-
ty are coping strategies that give couples commitment, capability
to accept adversity, and a sense of family community and stability
[42-46]. Similarly to the present study, numerous studies have
emphasized the role of religion in marital stability and prevention
of divorce [47-50]. Religious affiliation and attendance contribute
to couples” well-being, and support and foster marital relation-
ships [51,52]. Religious couples are happier, have higher life and
marital satisfaction, and have marital boundaries that preserve
them in conflict situations [53,54]. Furthermore, religion teaches
that marriage is sacred and divorce is to be avoided, and marriage
is a place to engage with other institutions, couples, and families
that support family and couple life [53,55]. When people with re-
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ligious faith face difficulties, they enter into contact with God or
another superior being, which gives them a sense of safety and
control over the situation [56].

Commitment is defined as the desire to remain in the marriage
even when confronted with confusion and difficulties [57]. Com-
mitment theory states that couples with a powerful commitment
to marriage consider marital problems to be solvable; because
they believe that their paired unit can and must work to solve
problems, they choose behavioral steps that improve marital rela-
tionships [58]. Therefore, we can conclude that committed cou-
ples develop an identity as a couple that gives them a sense of to-
getherness. Based on this, they consider themselves to be a pair
with a common future, and make further efforts to preserve their
identity as a couple.

Responsiveness to the positive emotions of one’s partner plays a
key role in fostering stable relationships [59]. When partners ex-
perience authentication of positive, rather than negative, emo-
tions, the possibility of accepting incongruities among partners
increases [60]. Carstensen et al. [61] found that in long-term mar-
riages, husbands were more defensive than wives, whereas wives
were more emotionally negative, and that partners in happy mar-
riages engaged more in positive emotions than those in unhappy
marriages. Therefore, we can infer that positive emotional en-
gagement between partners in a couple leads to a happy marriage,
and that happiness in marriage is a protective factor of marital
stability.

Sexual satisfaction is necessary for marital stability and is cor-
related with general happiness, mental health, and successful so-
cial communications [62]. In contrast, Bliimel et al. [63] conclud-
ed that a sexual relationship is not necessary for a couple’s stability.
This study also noted that good mutual understanding is a key el-
ement of a couples sexual relationship and that sexual satisfaction
arises in happy couples. Therefore, we can state that a sexual rela-
tionship is important, but the quality of communication is para-
mount.

There are different ways that partners in a couple can show af-
fection to each other, but a healthy sexual relationship is consid-
ered to be a major signifier of marital well-being and a fundamen-
tal way that couples can show care and love to each other. Thus, it
may be consider as a powerful symbol of a couple’s relationship
[12]. Sexual relations are an arena in which partners in a couple
share love, intimacy, and deep feelings [64], creating a sense of
unity and intimate belonging between couples, which leads to a
diminution of individual boundaries and a strengthening of the
couple’s boundaries [65].

Conflict, which refers to disagreement or incompatibility be-
tween partners in a couple, is inevitable; however, experiencing
high levels of stress in conflict can be destructive of marital satis-
faction and stability [66]. Based on their attachment style, part-
ners in a couple may resolve conflict (constructive engagement),
intensify conflict (destructive engagement), or avoid conflict
(conflict avoidance) [67]. Of these conflict management strate-
gies, constructive engagement is considered to be a protective fac-

tor in long-term relationships. Constructive engagement involves
affirmative problem-solving approaches, which include mutual
negotiation and conversation, cooperation with one’s partner, and
the willing commitment to openness, spousal support, and re-
sponsibility [66]. Additionally, a link of secure attachment be-
tween partners in a couple can create a sense of support and avail-
ability, which can generate a sense of care and empathy in times
when it is needed [68].

Happy couples tend to perceive constraints such as shared prop-
erty, friends, and children as sources of joy and evidence of invest-
ment [58]. When partners in the role of parents cooperate as a
team to care for their children, this leads to a greater appreciation
of the partner and a sense of care in the relationship [69,70]; there-
fore, raising children creates a sense of responsibility, teamwork,
togetherness, and effectiveness between partners, which can pro-
mote a stable marriage.

Regarding gender differences in perspectives on the basic pro-
tective factors of marital stability, a number of the reviewed stud-
ies reported common components for men and women, while
several other studies reported different findings. A point of com-
mon consensus is that gender for men and communication for
women are crucial to marital stability, but there is no agreement
on other components. It seems that future research should more
focus on this age-old source of disputation through question-
naires and in-depth interviews of women and men to clarify their
views on this issue.

This study has some important limitations that should be con-
sidered. First, the search was conducted only in the English and
Persian languages. Access to articles in other languages would
have increased the breadth of the study and its social and cultural
richness. This limitation may have caused us to miss a number of
valuable research studies. Second, we did not search a compre-
hensive set of databases, so there might have been important arti-
cles in uninvestigated databases that were not included in the cur-
rent study. Another limitation is that some important data, such
as couples’ religion, number of children, age at first childbirth,
economic status, age at the time of marriage, and status in terms
of remarriage, were not investigated because few articles present-
ed data on those factors. It is possible that information on these
parameters would influence the interpretation of our findings.
The final limitation is that because of inconsistency and heteroge-
neity in the statistical methods used in quantitative articles, it was
not feasible to conduct a meta-analysis.

CONCLUSION

It should be noted that this study identified fundamental pro-
tective factors of marital stability in long-term marriage in differ-
ent countries with diverse cultures. These protective factors are
inherently associated with environmental and individual differ-
ences and the interactions between them. The originality of this
systematic review lies in its strength-focused perspective on pro-
tective factors of marital stability and the fact that its results can
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be used to educate couples on ways to strengthen the foundations
of the family and for counselors and clinicians to take a preven-
tive perspective on many preventable cases of divorce.
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