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We examined 31 older couples’ wife demand/husband withdraw communication patterns
and cortisol responses to marital conflict. Regression analyses indicated that wife de-
mand/husband withdraw sequences during conflict related to cortisol responses only for
wives. Based on a mixed model that accounted for the interdependence of spouses’ percep-
tions of communication patterns and outcomes, older spouses who reported greater wife de-
mand/husband withdraw patterns in their marriage had greater cortisol responses during a
conflict discussion; actual demand-withdraw did not relate to cortisol responses in this model.
Findings suggest that perceived communication patterns contribute to neuroendocrine re-
sponses to marital conflict, and implications for marriage and health research with older cou-
ples are discussed.
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Married couples’ communication patterns
during conflict relate strongly to marital quality
(Weiss and Heyman, 1990), as well as physiological
function (Denton et al., 2001; Kiecolt-Glaser et al.,
1996). In light of suggested ties between short-term
physiological stress responses and long-term health
outcomes (Cacioppo et al., 1998), and the impact
of marital quality on health (Coyne et al., 2001;
Gallo et al., 2003), spouses’ communication patterns
and their physiological correlates merit significant
attention to understand the role of marriage in
physical well-being.

1Department of Psychology, Ohio University.
2Department of Human Ecology, The University of Texas, Austin.
3Department of Psychiatry, The Ohio State University.
4Department of Molecular Virology, Immunology, and Medical
Genetics, The Ohio State University.

5Department of Internal Medicine, The Ohio State University.
6To whom correspondence should be addressed at Department
of Psychology, Ohio University, 209 Porter Hall, Athens, OH,
45701; e-mail: heffner@ohio.edu.

The demand/withdraw communication pattern
(Christensen, 1987), characterized by commu-
nication of criticism, blame, and threats by one
partner and concomitant withdrawal or avoidance
by the other partner, is tied to marital dissatis-
faction and divorce (Caughlin and Huston, 2002;
Heavey et al., 1995; Noller et al., 1994). Wives are
reported to enact the demander role more often
than husbands, whereas husbands are more likely to
avoid or withdraw (Caughlin and Vangelisti, 1999;
Christensen and Heavey, 1990; Gottman and
Levenson, 1988). These roles are, however, contin-
gent upon contextual characteristics of relationship
conflict (for example, who is initiating discus-
sion about a problem), rather than gender-based
(Caughlin and Vangelisti, 1999), and husband
demand/wife withdraw is a dysfunctional commu-
nication style as well (Caughlin and Huston, 2002;
Denton et al., 2001). Importantly, demand/withdraw
is highly resistant to change (Jacobson et al.,
1986), underscoring the importance of studying
demand/withdraw in long-married older couples for

317

0160-7715/06/0800-0317/0 C© 2006 Springer Science+Business Media, Inc.



318 Heffner, Loving, Kiecolt-Glaser, Himawan, Glaser, and Malarkey

whom current communication patterns may mirror
years of marital functioning.

There are indeed neuroendocrine correlates
of demand/withdraw sequences. Newlywed wives’
daytime levels of stress hormones, including cortisol
levels, were related to wife demand/husband with-
draw sequences enacted during a conflict discussion;
husbands’ endocrine data were not associated with
behaviors during conflict (Kiecolt-Glaser et al.,
1996). Interestingly, in a longitudinal study of these
same newlyweds, wives’ stress hormone levels during
marital conflict and throughout the day predicted
marital dissolution and dissatisfaction 10 years
later (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2003). Whether de-
mand/withdraw has implications for longer-married,
older couples’ neuroendocrine responses to conflict
remains to be determined.

The findings from newlyweds suggest that phys-
iological correlates of couples’ communication pat-
terns can provide a window into spouses’ marital
quality and long-term relationship outcomes. Impor-
tantly, these neuroendocrine outcomes also suggest
potential pathways to spouses’ long-term physical
health via conflict communication patterns. Corti-
sol is important for maintaining normal metabolic
function; however, excessive cortisol secretion is im-
plicated in the dysregulation of immune function
(Lovallo, 1997), as well as memory and learning
deficits, osteoporosis, abdominal obesity, and de-
layed wound healing (Malarkey et al., 2001). Ag-
ing increases cortisol response to both physical and
psychological challenges (Otte et al., 2005). Such
increases to environmental demands may underpin
age-related disease risks given cortisol’s contribution
to cognitive and physical pathology (Meites et al.,
1987; Seeman et al., 1995). Thus, couples’ dysfunc-
tional communication patterns and the pernicious
physiological correlates of those patterns, if persist-
ing throughout the lifespan, may increase spouses’
vulnerability to poor health outcomes at older ages.

Although observing couples’ behaviors-and
physiological correlates of those behaviors-provides
valuable information about current marital qual-
ity and outcomes (Gottman and Levenson, 1988;
Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996), spouses’ perceptions of
their own marital functioning, including their per-
ceptions about their communication patterns, might
contribute considerably to their physiological re-
sponses during marital interactions. Indeed, spouses’
self-reported perceptions of communication provide
valuable information about the quality of relation-
ships (Noller and Guthrie, 1989). Further, spouses’

general sentiment toward their partner is an impor-
tant contributor to spouse behaviors and judgments
(Fincham et al., 1995; Hawkins et al., 2002), and can
take precedence over the immediate affective tone
or communication quality of the partner’s behaviors
(Weiss, 1980). For instance, wives in distressed mar-
riages, when observing their own pre-recorded mar-
ital interaction, were more likely to interpret their
husbands’ neutral and negative behaviors as nega-
tive compared to distressed husbands and spouses
in non-distressed marriages. These wives were also
more apt to respond negatively to their husbands’
messages that they evaluated negatively (Notarius
et al., 1989). In light of such “sentiment override”
(Weiss, 1980), spouses’ perceptions about the na-
ture of their conflict interactions in general could
be strong predictors of their physiological responses
during isolated conflicts. We suggest that spouses
who judge their usual marital conflicts to be char-
acterized by demand/withdraw have more negative
sentiments about their conflicts, and approach these
conflicts with more negative expectations about the
course of the discussion. In turn, they will likely re-
spond with greater physiological arousal during ac-
tual marital conflict relative to those who perceive
less demand/withdraw, despite the extent to which
demand/withdraw patterns are actually enacted.

Finally, communication patterns in marriage
may impact husbands and wives differently. Consid-
ering the etiology of demand/withdraw, long-married
men report feeling more negative when more physio-
logically aroused during conflict compared to women
(Levenson et al., 1994), and it has been suggested
that physiological arousal leads to withdrawal, es-
pecially in men (Gottman and Levenson, 1988).
More recently, however, husbands and wives who
were classified as avoiders evidenced heightened
blood pressure responses during a conflict discussion
(Denton et al., 2001), suggesting that withdrawal is
associated with physiological responses to conflict re-
gardless of gender. Further, as discussed elsewhere
(see Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996), cumulative evidence
calls into question the validity of models positing
general physiological arousal as an elicitor of hus-
bands’ behavioral withdrawal: Wives appear to re-
spond to marital conflict with greater physiological
change (Ewart et al., 1991; Malarkey et al., 1994),
and have stronger associations among physiologi-
cal responses and conflict behavior than do hus-
bands (Ewart et al., 1991; Jacobson et al., 1994; Smith
et al., 1998). Neuroendocrine studies of marital con-
flict in particular indicate greater effects of negative
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conflict behavior for wives than for husbands, includ-
ing stronger cortisol effects of wife demand/husband
withdraw for younger wives than husbands (Kiecolt-
Glaser et al., 1996), and associations among older
wives’, but not older husbands’, negative conflict be-
haviors and heightened cortisol responses (Kiecolt-
Glaser et al., 1997).

As noted above, spouses’ sentiments about their
marriage play an important role in their judgments
and behaviors, and here, too, gender differences
have emerged. Notarius et al. (1989) observed sen-
timent override among wives, but not husbands,
in distressed marriages. In contrast, Floyd (1988)
found that among premarital couples, men displayed
greater sentiment override when evaluating the im-
pact of their partners’ statements during a problem
solving interaction compared to women. In addition,
marital satisfaction, a global sentiment about mar-
riage, appears important for wives’ physiological re-
sponding during marital conflict but not husbands’
(for example, Ewart et al., 1991), but marital qual-
ity reported by husbands does have important ties to
their physical well-being (Coyne et al., 2001). We ad-
dressed in the current study the extent to which older
husbands’ and wives’ physiological responses are dif-
ferentially influenced by their marital sentiments as
indicated by their beliefs about demand/withdraw
during usual marital conflicts.

Specifically, we examined associations among
older spouses’ perceptions of wife demand/husband
withdrawal in their marital conflicts more generally,
coded instances of this communication pattern dur-
ing an observed marital conflict, and cortisol re-
sponses during that conflict. We focused on wife de-
mand/husband withdraw because of the prior associ-
ations reported between this pattern and newlyweds’
endocrine function (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996).

In light of findings from the young newlyweds
study (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996) and other psy-
chophysiological studies of marital conflict (for ex-
ample, Jacobson et al., 1994; Smith et al., 1998),
we hypothesized that wife demand/husband with-
draw behaviors observed during a marital conflict of
older, long-married couples would relate to wives’
but not husbands’ increased cortisol responses dur-
ing conflict. In light of the influence spouses’ mar-
ital sentiment has on marital functioning, we also
predicted that spouses’ general perceptions of wife
demand/husband withdraw would be important pre-
dictors of their stress hormone responses, inde-
pendent of coded wife demand/husband withdraw
behaviors during a marital conflict. In light of

inconclusive evidence for specific gender differences
in the role of marital sentiments in spouses’ function-
ing, no predictions were made regarding the differen-
tial impact of demand/withdraw perceptions on cor-
tisol responses to conflict for husbands versus wives,
though we explored this potential difference.

METHOD

Participants

The participants, 32 older couples (mean age:
66.75 years; SD = 4.96; range: 55–77 years) were
recruited from newspaper advertisements, notices
posted in senior citizen centers, and referrals from
other participants (for details, see (Kiecolt-Glaser
et al., 1997). Twenty-nine couples were composed
of spouses who were both White and three cou-
ples were composed of spouses who were both
African American. Couples had been married an av-
erage 42.28 years (SEM = 1.67), and had 11.26 years
(SEM = 0.85) of education. One couple was excluded
from the analyses due to missing questionnaire data
and outlying physiological data; thus, the final sample
for the analyses contained 31 older couples.

Participants were not eligible for the study if
they were taking beta-blockers or calcium channel
blockers because they could interfere with sympa-
thetic nervous system responses to conflict. Eighteen
of the women in the final sample of 31 were taking es-
trogen and/or Provera supplements; therefore, these
women on supplements were evaluated during the
estrogen only phase of their cycle. Other prescrip-
tion medications taken by older adult participants
included diuretics (2 women, 2 men), thyroid sup-
plements (2 women), nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
medication for arthritis (3 women, 3 men), and
antacids (2 women, 2 men).

Procedure

Participants were admitted to the clinical re-
search center, a hospital research unit, at 7:00 AM,
and a heparin well was inserted in each participant’s
arm. Participants then completed a battery of ques-
tionnaires. After a 1 1/2 hr adaptation period follow-
ing insertion of the heparin well, participants were
positioned in chairs facing each other in front of
a curtain. The couples completed several question-
naires and then sat quietly for 10 min.
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At the end of the baseline period a psychology
graduate student or postdoctoral fellow conducted
a brief interview (10–20 min) to help identify the
best topics for the problem discussion. Based on this
interview and the couples’ independent ratings of
their disagreements about common relationship is-
sues (e.g., in-laws, finances, leisure time), couples
were asked to discuss and try to resolve the two or
three marital issues that the interviewer judged to be
the most conflict-producing. The research team re-
mained out of sight behind a curtain during the 30-
min problem discussion that immediately followed.

Self-Report Measures

The short form of the Communication Patterns
Questionnaire was used to assess spouses’ percep-
tion of their typical communication patterns dur-
ing relationship problem discussions (Christensen
and Heavey, 1990). This instrument was among
the initial battery of questionnaires spouses com-
pleted after admission to the clinical research cen-
ter. Three items are conventionally summed to
produce a score reflecting the likelihood of wife de-
mand/husband withdraw when relationship problems
arise and when they are discussed (Christensen and
Heavey, 1990). However, we summed only the two
items that assessed wife demand/husband withdraw
communication during “the discussion of a relation-
ship problem.” The third item, assessing wife de-
mand/husband withdraw “when some problem in the
relationship arises,” was not included in our calcula-
tion. We were interested in spouses’ expectations of
demand/withdraw during discussion about a current
relationship issue that was identified through our in-
terview procedure, and thus, the third item was not
relevant to our context. Each item was rated from
0 (very unlikely) to 9 (very likely). In accordance
with prior reliability analyses of the Communication
Patterns Questionnaire subscales (e.g. (Heavey et al.,
1993), we computed Cronbach’s (Cronbach, 1951)
alpha to determine the internal consistency of the
two-item subscale based on wives’ and husbands’ re-
sponses. Alpha was .76, similar to previous reports
of alphas computed for the three-item subscale (e.g.,
(Heavey et al., 1993) reported an α = 71), and demon-
strated an adequate degree of internal consistency.

The Marital Adjustment Test (Locke and
Wallace, 1959), used to assess marital satisfaction,
was administered during an initial telephone screen-
ing interview. Marital satisfaction plays a pivotal role

in determining spouses’ behaviors and judgments
(Gove et al., 1983; Pasch et al., 1997) and was in-
cluded in analyses to rule out the possibility that
any observed relationships were primarily driven by
marital satisfaction. The Marital Adjustment Test is
widely used in marital research because of its reliabil-
ity and validity in discriminating satisfied and dissat-
isfied couples (Krokoff, 1989). Lower scores indicate
lower marital satisfaction. The mean for our sample
of 62 spouses was 122.61 (SD = 21.22), with only 13%
scoring below 100, the mean population score for this
measure (Locke and Wallace, 1959).

Behavioral Coding and Sequential Analysis

The Marital Interaction Coding System-IV, the
most widely used marital behavioral coding system,
provided data on problem solving behaviors dur-
ing the 30-minute marital conflict resolution task
(Heyman et al., 1995). The videotapes were coded by
the Oregon Marital Studies Program under the di-
rection of Robert L. Weiss. The Marital Interaction
Coding System is designed to describe couples’ be-
haviors, through continuous coding of wives and hus-
bands’ concurrent behaviors (called dual-stream cod-
ing), as they attempt to resolve a relationship issue.
A number of studies have shown that the Marital In-
teraction Coding System (MICS) discriminates well
between happy and unhappy couples, and marital
therapy studies show changes in MICS-coded behav-
iors from pre-to post-treatment (Floyd et al., 1987).
Following Oregon Marital Studies Program coding
conventions, each coder maintained code-by-code
agreement with a master coder of at least 70% on
a random sample of 20% of the tapes. Tapes were
recoded when agreement fell below this criterion.
One study that used generalizability theory as a
method for evaluating the dependability of the Mar-
ital Interaction Coding System produced impres-
sive evidence supporting its reliability (Wieder and
Weiss, 1980).

We used the results of factor analyses as well
as the conventional groupings from our prior work
(for details, see (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1993); see also
(Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996)) and others’ (Weiss and
Summers, 1983) to help determine the final clus-
tering of Marital Interaction Coding System codes.
Fifteen negative behavior codes constituted two clus-
ters; the first cluster included eleven active neg-
ative behaviors (criticize, disagree, deny respon-
sibility, excuse, interrupt, negative mind reading,
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noncompliance, put down, turn off, disapprove, dys-
phoric affect), and composed our demand category.
Our second negative dimension included four avoid-
ance or withdrawal behaviors: not tracking, with-
drawal, off-topic, and disengage (Weiss and Heyman,
1990), and constituted our withdraw category. These
clusters resulted in behavioral categories consistent
with those used in prior studies (Ewart et al, 1991;
Weiss and Summers, 1983; Jacob and Krahn, 1987;
Weider and Weiss, 1980; see also Jacob and Krahn,
1987 for a discussion of classification strategies).

Bakeman’s (Bakeman, 1983) lag sequential
analysis program, ELAG, was used to assess wife de-
mand/husband withdraw sequences across the con-
flict task. In such analyses, the base rate or uncon-
ditional probability of a target behavior is compared
to its conditional probability, i.e., the probability of
the target behavior given the occurrence of a par-
ticular criterion behavior. This difference is then di-
vided by an estimate of the standard error of the
difference, thereby expressing the relationship be-
tween the conditional and unconditional probabili-
ties as a z-statistic. Positive z statistics indicate wife
demand increases the likelihood of husband with-
draw. Negative z scores signify that wife demand de-
creases the likelihood that husband withdraw will fol-
low. We used lag 1 data (the immediate response of
one spouse to the other) for our analyses.

Endocrine Measures

For frequent, unobtrusive cortisol sampling dur-
ing the interaction task, a long polyethylene tube was
attached to the heparin well, allowing nurses to draw
blood samples at set intervals, out of participants’
sight. During the marital interaction tasks the cou-
ples were seated facing each other in front of a cur-
tain, with the polyethylene tubes easily accessible to
two nurses who sat behind the curtain. Two psychol-
ogy team members were also seated behind the cur-
tain during the interviews, monitoring the videotap-
ing and adjusting the remote-controlled cameras.

Approximately 90 min after the heparin well
had been inserted, the baseline blood samples were
drawn. At the end of the interview and immediately
before the conflict task, the second blood sample
was drawn; the third and fourth samples were drawn
15 min after conflict began and again at the end of the
30-minute conflict task. Measurable increases in cor-
tisol appear in the plasma approximately 15 minutes
after the start of a stressor. The half-life of cortisol
is 60–90 min; because we were interested in the cu-

mulative effect of the conflict discussion on spouses’
physiological response, cortisol analyses focused on
cortisol at the end of conflict, controlling for baseline
cortisol levels. Cortisol assays were performed with
well-established methods, described in detail else-
where (Malarkey et al., 1994).

RESULTS

Spouses’ Communication Patterns and Associations
with Marital Satisfaction

Communication Patterns Questionnaire Scores

Wives’ and husbands’ Communication Patterns
Questionnaire scores did not differ significantly, in-
dicating similar perceptions of the likelihood of
wife demand/husband withdraw during their conflicts
(wives’ perceived likelihood: M = 6.68, SD = 3.98;
husbands’ perceived likelihood: M = 4.90, SD = 2.81;
paired t(30) = 1.07, ns).

Marital Interaction Coding System (MICS): Coded
Behaviors of Wife Demand/Husband Withdraw

Z statistics greater than ± 1.96, computed from
the sequential analysis of wife demand/husband with-
draw, would indicate that husbands’ withdraw was
significantly influenced by wives’ demanding behav-
ior. The mean z score was − .89 (SD = .55), indicat-
ing, on average, no significant influence of wife de-
mand on husband withdraw at lag 1 (the immediate
response of husbands to their wives’ behavior).

Self-Reports, Behavioral Coding,
and Marital Satisfaction

Correlations among spouses’ Communica-
tion Patterns Questionnaire scores of wife de-
mand/husband withdraw (self-reports), z statistics
for Marital Interaction Coding System-coded wife
demand/husband withdraw during the marital con-
flict, and marital satisfaction are depicted in Table I.
The only significant correlation was among wives’
and husbands’ marital satisfaction.

Spouses’ Cortisol Effects of Demand/Withdraw

We conducted separate regression analyses for
wives and husbands, as in our prior work, to
determine whether, like newlyweds, coded wife
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Table I. Correlations Among Perceptions of Wife Demand/Husband Withdraw, MICS Wife De-
mand/Husband Withdraw Sequences (z Scores), and Marital Satisfaction

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. Wives’ perceived wife demand/husband withdraw — − .07 .24 .08 − .03
2. Husbands’ perceived wife demand/husband withdraw — .05 − .23 − .18
3. MICS wife demand/husband withdraw sequences — − .09 − .01
4. Wives’ marital satisfaction — .66∗∗
5. Husbands’ marital satisfaction —

Note. N = 31 couples. MICS, Marital Interaction Coding System.
∗∗p < .001.

demand/husband withdraw during the conflict re-
lated to older wives’ cortisol responses. Included in
the model were baseline cortisol levels and coded
wife demand/husband withdraw. Older wives’ corti-
sol during conflict (model: R2 = .70, F(2,27) = 28.45,
p < .001), after controlling for baseline cortisol
levels (β= .87, p < .05), was indeed higher with
greater wife demand/husband withdraw (β= .30, p
< .05). Just as we found for newlyweds, older hus-
bands’ cortisol responses were not a function wife de-
mand/husband withdraw during the conflict (model:
R2 = .08, F(2,27) = 1.14, ns).

To assess the contribution of spouses’ wife
demand/husband withdraw perceptions and actual
demand/withdraw to explaining cortisol responses
during the conflict, we implemented the Actor-
Partner Interdependence Model (Campbell and
Kashy, 2002). This analytic strategy takes into ac-
count spouses’ mutual influence on their outcomes
by incorporating into a mixed effects model the indi-
vidual’s own impact on his or her outcomes (actor ef-
fects), as well as the individual’s impact on his or her
partner’s outcomes (partner effects). We used PROC
MIXED in SAS to simultaneously estimate actor and
partner effects of spouses’ self-reports of wife de-
mand/husband withdraw on cortisol responses dur-

ing the conflict. We included sex in our model and
its interactions with the wife demand/husband with-
draw self-reports and coded sequences to determine
if effects differed for men and women. We also in-
cluded actor and partner Marital Adjustment Test
scores given marital satisfaction’s pivotal role in de-
termining spouses’ behaviors and judgments (Pasch
et al., 1997).

Results from the mixed model analysis are pre-
sented in Table II. After controlling for baseline
cortisol levels, spouses’ own self-reports of wife de-
mand/husband withdraw were positively associated
with their cortisol responses during conflict. No part-
ner effects emerged, and sex was not a moderator in
this model.

DISCUSSION

We examined associations among older cou-
ples’ perceptions about their communication
patterns, the enactment of wife demand/husband
withdraw communication, and cortisol responses to
marital conflict. Wife demand/husband withdraw
coded behaviors were associated with wives’, but
not husbands’, cortisol responses to a problem

Table II. Summary of Actor-Partner Interdependence Model of Spouses’ Cortisol During Conflict

Estimate Error df T p

Baseline cortisol 0.49 0.08 45.5 5.84 .00
Own marital satisfaction 0.01 0.02 36.9 0.60 .55
Spouse’s marital satisfaction − 0.01 0.02 36.8 − 0.60 .55
Own self-reported wife demand/husband withdraw 0.31 0.11 46 2.87 .01
Spouse’s self-reported wife demand/husband withdraw 0.09 0.11 46 0.86 .40
Sex 1.40 1.02 32.2 1.37 .18
MICS wife demand/husband withdraw sequences 0.61 0.76 24.6 0.80 .43
Own self-reported wife demand/husband withdraw X sex − 0.04 0.10 41.3 − 0.40 .69
MICS wife demand/husband withdraw X sex 0.76 0.71 24.7 1.08 .29

Note. N = 62 spouses. Variables in italic signify significant effects. MICS, Marital Interaction Coding System. Self-
reported wife demand/husband withdraw assessed via Communication Pattern Questionnaire. Convergence crite-
rion = 0.00000000.
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solving discussion. This pattern is consistent with
our previous work involving primarily younger,
newlywed couples (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996). This
is an important replication given the limited mar-
ital behavior research utilizing samples of spouses
married over 10 years (Matthews et al., 1996), and
supports prior evidence for the greater impact of
negative conflict behaviors on wives’ physiologi-
cal responses during marital conflict compared to
husbands’ (Kiecolt-Glaser and Newton, 2001).

More intriguing, however, were results from the
mixed-model analysis indicating that perceived wife
demand/husband withdraw, for both wives and hus-
bands, was positively associated with cortisol re-
sponses to conflict. This model produced no effect for
coded behaviors when considering them simultane-
ously with spouses’ perceptions of demand/withdraw,
as well as when also taking into considering the con-
tribution of the couple unit on spouses’ individual
cortisol outcomes . Why might older spouses’ percep-
tions be more strongly related to spouses’ physiolog-
ical responses to conflict than their actual behaviors?
Perhaps long-married spouses’ history together has a
greater physiological impact than their immediate in-
teractions observed by third parties. This perspective
is consistent with the psychological construct of sen-
timent override (Baucom et al., 1989; Weiss, 1980),
and research on older couples’ stress responses to
conflict would benefit from greater attention to such
processes. Spouses, particularly those with a long his-
tory together, likely perceive and interpret marital
interactions as a function of their general feelings to-
wards, and expectations of, their partner, rather than
via specific behaviors displayed during a given inter-
action (Weiss, 1980). Among younger couples, the
stress of demand/withdraw is denoted by increased
stress hormone responses to conflict, especially for
wives (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996). Although couples
may engage in fewer negative conflict behaviors as
they age (Carstensen et al., 1995), perceptions and ex-
pectations of dysfunctional behavior may endure and
maintain stressful responses to conflict.

Our findings are also consistent with recent
calls to consider multi-method assessments of marital
function (Heyman, 2001). Using both observational
coding and self-reports conjointly can shed light on
the ways couples’ communication pattern percep-
tions are formed and influence marital and physio-
logical outcomes over time. For instance, repeated
assessments of both perceptions and actual commu-
nication patterns during conflict might reveal the
processes by which spouses form their perceptions

and how these perceptions influence subsequent in-
teraction and concomitant physiological responses.
Given the correlational nature of the present study,
we cannot rule out the possibility that individuals
more threatened by conflict, and thus more prone
to heightened cortisol responses, come to develop
dysfunctional communication patterns. Only longi-
tudinal studies of stress appraisals and behavioral
and physiological assessments can reveal such cause-
effect relationships.

The absence of associations among our older
couples’ demand/withdraw and marital satisfaction
may seem surprising in the face of much research
linking demand/withdraw to marital distress. The
small sample of couples employed in the study
may have contributed to the null findings reported
here. However, idiosyncratic characteristics of our
sample perhaps played a role. Our couples were
extraordinarily satisfied with their marriages. We
have previously noted that these same older cou-
ples were highly satisfied with the support they re-
ceive from their spouses in general (Heffner et al.,
2004). Further, high levels of affection, a character-
istic of more satisfying marriages, may reduce the
inverse association between marital satisfaction and
demand/withdraw (Caughlin and Huston, 2002). A
less homogeneous sample, representing the spectrum
of marital satisfaction and associated characteristics,
is needed to clarify the role of demand/withdraw in
marital satisfaction.

In addition to sample size limitations, the lack
of association between actual demand/withdraw dur-
ing conflict and older spouses’ perceptions might al-
ternatively suggest that the conflict discussion in the
laboratory was not representative of these spouses’
conflicts in their natural environments. Indeed, cou-
ples’ arguments in the home last longer and are
more negative than those observed in a laboratory
setting (Margolin et al., 1989). Importantly, even
in our contrived laboratory setting, where wife de-
mand/husband withdraw was observed only mini-
mally, there emerged demand/withdraw associations
with wives’ cortisol responses. We believe the degree
of stress hormone change is likely greater in response
to more realistic, more intense naturalistic interac-
tions involving demand/withdraw. Further, if indeed
the disparity between observed behaviors and per-
ception of demand/withdraw indicates an inhibition
or modification of these specific marital communica-
tion patterns in the laboratory, our findings suggest
that self-reported perceptions are certainly useful in
studies of couples’ physiological responding in such
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contrived settings. Current methodological advances
in field assessment will be invaluable for determining
the degree of physiological impact of marital discord,
as well as influence of the environment on marital in-
teractions. In a related vein, and as mentioned ear-
lier, our couples were quite happy in their marriages
and physically healthy in light of our stringent inclu-
sion criteria. These characteristics limit the general-
izability of our findings while concurrently highlight-
ing the prospect that individuals in more distressed
marriages might experience pernicious physiological
responses during relationship conflict.

In conclusion, these findings suggest that among
older adults, wife demand/husband withdraw plays
a role in stress hormone responses during marital
conflict, especially for wives. For both wives and
husbands, perceiving greater wife demand/husband
withdraw during conflicts more generally is associ-
ated with greater cortisol responses during an actual
conflict, and these perceptions appear to be more im-
portant to physiological responding than the imme-
diate enactment of demand/withdraw during a given
conflict. The present findings underscore the need
for greater exploration of marital dynamics among
older couples with careful consideration given to
life-course models of relationship and individual de-
velopment. In light of accumulating evidence link-
ing stress hormones with age-related health pro-
cesses (Malarkey et al., 2001), spouses’ perceptions of
marital characteristics may reveal pathways to older
spouses’ health and illness. Longitudinal studies of
communication patterns, endocrine-immune interac-
tions and health outcomes would clearly be worth-
while.
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