
Examining the Origins of Gender Differences in Marital Quality:
A Behavior Genetic Analysis

Erica L. Spotts
George Washington University

Carol Prescott
University of Southern California

Kenneth Kendler
Virginia Commonwealth University

Numerous researchers have examined gender differences in marital quality, with mixed
results. In this study, the authors further this investigation by looking for genetic and
environmental sources of variation in marital quality. The 1st aim of the study was to replicate
previous findings of genetic and nonshared environmental influences on marital quality. The
2nd was to explore the etiology of gender differences in marital quality. The Virginia Adult
Twin Study of Psychiatric and Substance Use Disorders sample of twin men and twin women
was used. Genetic and nonshared environmental factors were again found to influence marital
quality. Findings also suggest small differences between men and women in the levels of
genetic and environmental influence on variance in marital quality. The men’s reports of
marital warmth and conflict were influenced by the same genetic factors, but women’s reports
of marital warmth and conflict were influenced by different genetic factors. Results are
discussed in the context of previous research on social support and implications for future
studies of the etiology of marital quality.
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Important questions in family research have been whether
men and women experience similar levels of marital quality
and whether the same factors contribute to men’s and wom-
en’s marital quality. Thus far, the literature is mixed on both
accounts. In this study, we address these issues through a
genetically informative design examining the underlying
genetic and environmental influences on levels of and fac-
tors contributing to marital quality of men and women.

Previous genetically informed research has found that
individual differences in various aspects of social support in
general, and marriage in particular, are partially due to
genetic differences between these individuals. For example,
marital status (Johnson, McGue, Krueger, & Bouchard,
2004) and divorce (McGue & Lykken, 1992) are modestly
genetically influenced (h2 � .68, .52, respectively). Modest
genetic influences were found for women’s reports of mar-
ital quality (h2 � .22–.34), with nonshared environmental
influences accounting for most of the individual differences

observed (Spotts, Neiderhiser, Towers, et al., 2004). Be-
cause Spotts, Neiderhiser, Towers, et al. (2004) included
female twins only, its authors were unable to address any
questions regarding gender differences in marital quality, as
we are able to do in the current study.

Relevant to this discussion are genetically informed stud-
ies of social support, as spouses are a primary source of
social support for one another (Beach, Martin, Blum, &
Roman, 1993). Perceived adequacy of support, a subjective
measure, is strongly influenced by genetic factors, whereas
the quantity of supportive relationships, a more objective
measure, is influenced entirely by environmental factors
(Bergeman, Plomin, Pedersen, McClearn, & Nesselroade,
1990). A previous study that used the same sample used in
the current report examined several types of social support:
support from relatives and from friends, problems with
relatives and with friends, social integration, and confidants
(Kendler, 1997). Kendler (1997) found genetic and non-
shared environmental influences for all types of support, and
in most cases genetic influences accounted for more of the
variance than did nonshared environmental influences. Sup-
port and problems from relatives were also influenced by
shared environmental factors, most likely because the twins
have the same relatives (Kendler, 1997). It should be noted
that this model corrected for measurement error, so it may
not be strictly comparable with other reports using single
assessments. In a subsequent report based on an expanded
sample from the same twin registry, Agrawal, Jacobson,
Prescott, and Kendler (2002) searched for genetic and en-
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vironmental sources of gender differences in social support.
They used the same aspects of social support used in the
first study, but they found no evidence for qualitative dif-
ferences in the source of variance by gender for any of the
six types of social support. They found some evidence for
quantitative differences in the sources of genetic and envi-
ronmental variance on relative support and confidants, but
overall it appears that men’s and women’s perceptions of
social support are similarly influenced by genetic and envi-
ronmental factors

In this study, we do what other genetically informed
studies of marriage have been unable to do, namely examine
the possibility of different genetic and environmental influ-
ences on marital quality for men and women. The results of
phenotypic studies have been unclear as to whether there are
meaningful gender differences in levels of marital quality.
Several large studies have found at least some differences in
marital quality, typically with women having lower levels
of self-reported marital quality than did men (Fowers, 1991;
Rhyne, 1981; Whisman, Uebelacker, & Weinstock, 2004).
Other studies have found an overall absence of gender
differences in marital quality (Lauer, Lauer, & Kerr, 1990;
Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002). Gender differences
that are found may be related differences in how men and
women perceive conflicts that begin before marriage
(Lloyd, 1987). Men and women may also consider different
factors when reporting on their marital quality, although
they seem to consider most factors similarly (Rhyne, 1981).

Differences might be attributable to cardiovascular, en-
docrine, and immune functions (Robles & Kiecolt-Glaser,
2003), among other physiological responses that are linked
with marital interaction. Whereas men may show larger
physiological responses to acute stress (e.g., Earle, Linden,
& Weinberg, 1999), women seem to be more susceptible to
the long-term stressors of marital discord and to experience
more persistent physiological effects of negative marital
interactions than do men (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001).
This effect is particularly apparent in links between mar-
riage and health, in which marriage typically is more ben-
eficial to men’s health than to women’s health across many
domains, such as arthritis, self-rated health, and depression
(see Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001, for an extensive re-
view). Not all physiological effects are sex-biased, however.
For example, endocrine levels of both newlywed spouses
predicted marital satisfaction or dissolution 10 years later
(Kiecolt-Glaser, Bane, Glaser, & Malarkey, 2003).

In sum, it is difficult to put forth expectations regarding
how genetic and environmental factors might influence
men’s and women’s marital quality. Because of the uncer-
tainty of the literature, it is unclear whether we should
expect gender differences in individual variation in genetic
influences on marital quality. Differences that have been
found between husbands’ and wives’ marital quality are
often attributed to differences in socialization of men and
women. When looking at sources of marital quality (e.g.,
love, help at home, sexual gratification), differences in
overall marital quality most often seem to result from dif-
ferences in levels of satisfaction, rather than from differ-
ences in the causes and sources of satisfaction (Rhyne,

1981). However, there do seem to be qualitative differences
between men and women on some sources of marital qual-
ity, such as friendship, interest, and time spent with chil-
dren, in that these aspects of relationships are more impor-
tant for women than for men (Rhyne, 1981). Differences in
hormonal and endocrine responses also suggest (but do not
necessitate) the possibility of different genetically influ-
enced pathways to marital quality (e.g., Kiecolt-Glaser et
al., 2003). In this study, we first test whether genetic and
environmental influences contribute differentially to men’s
and women’s marital satisfaction in terms of the magnitude
of influence (i.e., quantitative differences). Then we test
whether the sources of genetic and environmental variance
are the same for men and women (i.e., qualitative differ-
ences). Finding qualitative differences, quantitative differ-
ences, or both in the sources of environmental variance
would be consistent with the socialization hypotheses. In
other words, different environmental exposures result in
different characterizations of marriage for men and women.
Qualitative or quantitative differences in sources of genetic
variance would indicate inherent differences between men
and women that differentially affect their perceptions of
their marriage. To further clarify the role of genetic and
environmental influences on marital quality, we also exam-
ine the extent to which genetic and environmental influ-
ences for warmth overlap with those influencing conflict.

Method

Subjects

The twin pairs were a part of the Virginia Adult Twin Study of
Psychiatric and Substance Use Disorders. The sample was drawn
from the population-based Virginia Twin Registry, formed from
systematic review of all birth certificates in the Commonwealth of
Virginia. More information on the sample can be found elsewhere
(e.g., Kendler, Neale, Kessler, Heath, & Eaves, 1992a). The Vir-
ginia Twin Registry now constitutes part of the Mid-Atlantic Twin
Registry. The Virginia Adult Twin Study of Psychiatric and Sub-
stance Use Disorders was approved by the Virginia Common-
wealth University Institutional Review Board. Signed informed or
verbal consent was obtained, respectively, prior to all face-to-face
and telephone interviews.

Data for this report were obtained during interviews conducted
as part of two longitudinal twin studies. The male–male (MM) and
male–female (MF) pairs were drawn from a sample of male and
opposite-sex pairs (Kendler & Prescott, 1999). The female–female
(FF) pairs were taken from a female data set (Kendler, Neale,
Kessler, Heath, & Eaves, 1992b; Kendler & Prescott, 1999). Anal-
yses were limited to pairs in which both twins were either married
or cohabiting with a significant other. Twin pairs concordant for
being separated, divorced, widowed, or never married made up
15% of those excluded, and twin pairs discordant for marital status
comprised the remaining 85%. No zygosity or gender differences
in marital status were found for those excluded. This resulted in
794 female pairs (446 monozygotic [MZ], 348 dizygotic [DZ]),
549 male pairs (328 MZ, 221 DZ), and 445 opposite-sex pairs.

All twins were sorted by zygosity and sex into MZ and DZ male
and female groups. The zygosity of the twins was determined by
a computer algorithm for responses to questions relating to their
physical similarities and how often people confused them when
they were children. The zygosity algorithm was verified in a subset

606 SPOTTS, PRESCOTT, AND KENDLER



of pairs by analysis of DNA markers (Kendler & Prescott, 1999).
Questionable cases were resolved by using photographs and, when
available, DNA testing. The average age for the sample at the time
of assessment was 35.6 years (SD � 8.5), and the average years of
education were 13.4 (SD � 2.3).

Measures

The measure of marital quality was an eight-item scale used in
the National Comorbidity Study (Zlotnick, Kohn, Keitner, & Della
Grotta, 2000). Information on reliability has been reported previ-
ously (Zlotnick et al., 2000). The 5-point Likert-type scale ranges
from a great deal to not at all, and possible scores for each scale
range from 0 to 20. The items were positively skewed, so the
distribution was normalized using a PROC RANK procedure
(Eaves et al., 1997). Then, a principal-component factor analysis
using a promax rotation was conducted. One item differed between
the questionnaires given to the FF and those given to the MM and
MF twins, so the factor analysis was conducted separately for the
two samples, resulting in two clear factors that did not differ by
gender. For each sample the differing item loaded primarily on the
Conflict factor. Items on the perceived Warmth factor were “How
much does s/he make you feel loved & cared for?” “How much is
s/he willing to listen when you need to talk about your worries or
problems?” “How much can you depend on him/her to be there
when you really need him/her?” and “How much can you open up
to him/her about things that are really important to you?” Items on
the perceived Conflict factor were “How much do you feel s/he
makes too many demands on you?” “How much is s/he critical of
you or what you do?” “How much tension is there between you
and your husband/wife?” and “How much do you give into his
wishes more than he gives into yours” (FF) or “How often did you
& your husband/wife have unpleasant disagreements or conflicts?”
(MM/MF). For brevity, we refer to the factors as Warmth and
Conflict. Warmth and Conflict correlated �.44 for the FF twins
and �.45 for the MM and MF twins. Each subject received two
factor scores based on these factor loadings.

Estimates of genetic and environmental influences on each
measure were obtained via maximum-likelihood model-fitting
analysis using the program Mx (Neale, 1997). Model-fitting anal-
ysis allows for simultaneous multiple comparisons and expecta-
tions, as well as for the testing of alternative models (Eaves, Last,
Young, & Martin, 1989; Jinks & Fulker, 1970).

In this case, we used sex-limitation models to provide informa-
tion on quantitative differences in the magnitude of genetic and
environmental influences on marital quality for men and for
women, as well as to inform us about qualitative differences in
genetic and environmental influences on men’s and women’s
reports of marital quality. More information on these models can
be found elsewhere (Neale & Cardon, 1992). To examine whether

the magnitude of the estimates of genetic and environmental
influences was the same for men and women, we compared the fit
of the model that constrained the estimates to be equal for men and
women to the fit of a model in which the estimates were allowed
to vary. To examine the extent to which the same genetic factors
influence men and women, we compared the fits of two additional
models: one in which the correlation between male and female
genetic influences was constrained to 1.0 (the value representing
no difference) and a second model in which this correlation was
allowed to vary. The Akaike information criterion (AIC) was used
as a goodness-of-fit index (Tanaka, 1993) to compare the fits of the
alternative models (a negative AIC indicates a good fit). The AIC
addresses issues related to the use of chi-square tests by penalizing
highly parameterized models relative to simpler models and
thereby encouraging the researcher to pick the simplest from a
range of alternative models (Tanaka, 1993).

Results

Preliminary descriptive analyses indicate that the range of
variability in marital quality did not differ depending on the
gender of the reporter, what type of twin they were, or
whether they were included in the analyses. We conducted
t tests on the Warmth and Conflict scales to see whether
there were gender differences. Significant differences were
found by gender for the Warmth (p � .0001) and Conflict
(p � .001) scales, indicating that women reported higher
Warmth (mean factor score � .18, SD � .98) and Conflict
(M � .11, SD � .98) in their marriages than did men (M �
�.13, SD � .95, and M � .02, SD � .96, for Warmth and
Conflict, respectively). The effect sizes for the differences
were small (r � .16 for Warmth, r � .05 for Conflict);
however, it should be noted that these small effects have no
bearing on further analyses because there could still be
gender differences in genetic and environmental influences
on marital quality, even if there are few to no gender
differences in the mean levels.

Intraclass correlations and cross-sibling correlations are
reported in Table 1. The first two columns (Warmth, Con-
flict) are the correlations of Twin 1 on Measure 1 with Twin
2 on Measure 1. The third column (Warmth–Conflict) is the
correlation of Twin 1 on Measure 1 with Twin 2 on Measure
2. These correlations provide a rough idea of the genetic and
environmental influences on individual measures and on the
covariance between the measures, respectively. In this case,
the correlations suggest modest genetic influences, substan-

Table 1
Intraclass and Cross-Sibling Correlations for Warmth, Conflict, and the Overlap
Between the Two

Zygosity

Warmth Conflict Warmth–Conflict

r CI r CI r CI

Female MZ .20 .10, .30 .13 .01, .22 .25 .15, .35
Female DZ .12 .00, .24 �.02 �.14, .10 .25 .13, .36
Male MZ .15 .06, .23 .20 .12, .28 .16 .08, .24
Male DZ .01 �.09, .11 .05 �.05, .15 �.04 �14, .06
Opposite-sex .12 .05, .19 .10 .03, .17 .05 �.02, .12

Note. CI � 95% confidence interval; MZ � monozygotic; DZ � dizygotic.
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tial nonshared environmental influences, and few shared
environmental influences.

Warmth

The results of the sex-limitation models for the Warmth
factor are reported in Table 2. For this and subsequent
tables, the columns labeled A, C, and E contain the esti-
mates for the genetic, shared environmental, and nonshared
environmental parameters, respectively. The results from
full models, which were used for comparison purposes, are
reported in the first row. In the best-fitting model, in the
third row, the genetic correlation was fixed at .50, meaning
that the same genetic influences operate for men and
women, and shared environmental influences were set to
zero. This model provided a better fit than did the model
equating the magnitude of genetic influences for men and
women, �2(11, N � 2340) � 17.68, p � .13, AIC � �6.32.
In the final model, there was slightly more genetic influence
on warmth in marriage and a corresponding smaller amount
of nonshared environmental influences for women than for
men.

The last row of Table 2 shows estimates adjusted for
reliability. A small subset (180 female twins) of the sample
was assessed for test–retest reliability. The women were
chosen at random from the full sample and were reinter-
viewed, on average, 30.4 days after the initial assessment.
The reliability for Warmth was relatively high (r � .67 and
r � .73 for men and women, respectively). Using this
information and assuming that genetic variance does not
contribute to the unreliable part of the score, we adjusted
estimates accordingly. For men’s Warmth, 33% (1.00 �
.67) of the total variance is assumed unreliable. The remain-
ing variance is thus .15 genetic and .52 reliable nonshared
environment. The heritable part of the reliable variance is
expressed as .15/(.15 � .52), or .22. The results presented in
the Table 2 are standardized so that they sum to unity. The
estimates for women’s Warmth were calculated in the same
way.

Conflict

The results for the Conflict factor are reported in Table 3.
The full models are shown in the first two lines as points of
comparison. The best-fitting model resembles the best-
fitting model for Warmth, in which the genetic correlation
was fixed at .50 and all shared environmental influences
were set to zero. Again, a model that equated the magnitude
of genetic and environmental influences for men and
women did not provide a better fit, �2(11, N � 2340) �
12.55, p � .40, AIC � �11.44. Men showed slightly
greater amounts of genetic influences on Conflict than did
women, the reverse of the results for Warmth.

The last row of Table 3 reflects estimates from the best-
fitting model adjusted for reliability and then standardized
to sum to unity. The reliability was higher for Conflict than
for Warmth (r � .78 and r � .86 for men and women,
respectively). T
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Overlap

Marital warmth and conflict are not independent con-
structs; in this sample they correlated �.43 for men and
�.51 for women. To paint a clearer picture of the genetic
and environmental influences on marital quality, we exam-
ined the extent to which the same genetic and environmental
factors influenced marital warmth and low conflict. For
these analyses, we examined separately data from men and
women.

The best-fitting model (Table 4) indicates that the genetic
influences on women’s marital conflict were not the same as
the genetic influences on warmth, as indicated by the
uniqueness of all genetic influences on conflict. The entire
covariance between Warmth and Conflict could be ex-
plained by common nonshared environmental factors. This
finding was strengthened when we found no decrement in fit
by dropping the common genetic factor from the model,
�2(13, N � 2340) � 11.64, p � .56. In other words, the
nongenetic factors that make twin sisters different in their
perceptions of marital warmth are the same factors that
make the sisters different in their perceptions of marital
conflict.

The picture was slightly different for male twins, as seen
in Table 5. The genetic contribution to the overlap between
Warmth and Conflict is obtained by multiplying the two
paths together (.32 � .42 � .13); the same is true for the
nonshared contribution (.29). Dividing these estimates by
the phenotypic correlation of .42 yields the proportion of
covariance explained by genetic and nonshared environ-
mental influences (.31 and .69, respectively).

Discussion

In this study, we examined genetic and environmental
influences on marital quality in a sample of male, female,
and opposite-sex American twin pairs. Phenotypic sex dif-
ferences in perceived warmth and conflict were found. Mod-
est genetic and substantial nonshared environmental influ-
ences were also found on warmth and conflict, replicating
previous findings from a Swedish sample (Spotts, Neider-
hiser, Towers, et al., 2004). We extended these findings by
exploring by gender the possibility of different sources of
genetic and environmental variance for perceptions of mar-
ital quality.

We replicated in this American sample previous findings
from the Swedish Twin Moms sample that indicated some
genetic influences and substantial nonshared environmental
influences on marital quality (Spotts, Lichtenstein, et al.,
2005; Spotts, Neiderhiser, Towers, et al., 2004). We found
modest amounts of genetic influence for both men’s and
women’s reports of warmth and conflict. Nonshared envi-
ronmental factors explained most of the variance in marital
quality for men and for women. These findings suggest that
heritable characteristics, possibly personality characteristics
(Spotts, Lichtenstein, et al., 2005) or psychopathology
(Spotts, Neiderhiser, Ganiban, et al., 2004), contribute ei-
ther directly to the quality of marriage or to how the mar-
riage is perceived. In addition to including measurementT
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error and short-term effects, the nonshared environmental
influences consist of enduring factors that make each twin
different. Other researchers from the Twin Moms project
have made a strong case for the influence of spouses ex-
plaining a majority of the nonshared environmental variance
in marital quality (Spotts, Neiderhiser, Ganiban, et al.,
2004; Spotts, Pedersen, et al., 2005; Towers, 2003). Con-
sidering that the spouses of MZ twins are not very similar to
each other (Lykken & Tellegen, 1993), spouses are likely to
be a large source of differential experience for the twins.

Because we were able to evaluate the reliability of the
marital composites, we can be fairly certain that a substan-
tial portion of the nonshared environmental factors influ-
encing marital quality results from factors other than mea-
surement error and short-term fluctuations. Adjusting for
reliability also shows that genetic factors may be more
important for marital quality than initially thought and em-
phasizes the importance of accounting for error variance in
future investigations of interpersonal relationships.

Phenotypic research has been mixed as to gender differ-
ences in marital quality. Evidence for differences ranges
from marital satisfaction in general (Kiecolt-Glaser & New-
ton, 2001; Rhyne, 1981; Schumm, Resnick, Bollman, &

Jurich, 1998) to specific aspects of the marital relations,
such as interaction patterns (Carrere & Gottman, 1999;
Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998) and the impor-
tance of relationships (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001).
Many theories address these differences, but to date, no one
has examined the possibility of underlying differences in the
sources of genetic and environmental variance as an expla-
nation for phenotypic sex differences. The best-fitting
model for both marital warmth and conflict shows that the
same genetic influences operate for men and women and
allows for quantitative differences in genetic and environ-
mental influences between the genders, lending support to
previous research suggesting that any differences that exist
between men and women are of degree (quantitative) rather
than of kind (qualitative; Rhyne, 1981).

It is intriguing that, to the extent that there were differ-
ences, these differences fell along gender-congruent lines;
women showed higher heritabilities for warmth, whereas
men showed higher heritabilities for conflict. Too much
should not be made of this until the findings are replicated.
However, one possible explanation is that women, for ex-
ample, are socialized to be warm and relationship-oriented,
which reduces environmental variation in their perceived

Table 4
Genetic and Environmental Influences on Association Between Women’s Marital Warmth and Conflict

Factor

Common to Warmth and Conflict Specific to Conflict

A C E A C E

Full modela

Warmth .00 (.00, .58) .40 (.00, .49) .91 (.81, .96)
Conflict .32 (.00, .44) .07 (.00, .21) .45 (.35, .51) .00 (.00, .46) .00 (.00, .36) .83 (.78, .90)

Best-fitting modelb

Warmth .44 (.33, .53) — .90 (.85, .94)
Conflict — — .48 (.43, .54) .28 (.00, .40) — .83 (.78, .88)

Note. 95% confidence intervals for A, C, and E columns are in parentheses. Dashes indicate parameters that were dropped from the
model. A � genetic estimate; C � shared environmental estimate; E � nonshared environmental estimate.
a �2(11, N � 2,340) � 11.64; Akaike information criterion � �10.36. b �2(15, N � 2,340) � 9.83; Akaike information criterion �
�20.17.

Table 5
Genetic and Environmental Influences on Association Between Men’s Marital Warmth and Conflict

Factor

Common to Warmth and Conflict Specific to Conflict

A C E A C E

Full modela

Warmth .37 (.06, .47) .00 (.00, .36) .93 (.88, .98)
Conflict .33 (.07, .48) .26 (.00, .41) .34 (.26, .41) .00 (.00, .41) .00 (.00, .38) .84 (.79, .89)

Best-fitting modelb

Warmth .32 (.16, .45) — .95 (.90, .99)
Conflict .42 (.28, .52) — .31 (.24, .38) — — .85 (.80, .90)

Note. 95% confidence intervals for A, C, and E columns are in parentheses. Dashes indicate parameters that were dropped from the
model. A � genetic estimate; C � shared environmental estimate; E � nonshared environmental estimate.
a �2(11, N � 2,340) � 21.40; Akaike information criterion � �0.60. b �2(15, N � 2,340) � 23.89; Akaike information criterion �
�6.11.
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warmth, which in turn increases genetic variation and her-
itabilities. A more detailed explanation of these differences
may have to wait for future research that focuses on more
specific aspects of marriage. The current study did not use
measures as detailed and subtle as those used in other
studies that have found evidence for gender differences. For
example, social interactions between husband and wife are
an important component of marital satisfaction (Carrere &
Gottman, 1999; Notarius & Pellegrini, 1987). The measure
used in our study does not provide a detailed picture of
spousal interactions and was not administered to both
spouses. The Swedish study assessed the marital quality of
both husband and wife and then, as a crude proxy of marital
interaction, examined the overlap of the spouses’ percep-
tions of their marriage (Spotts, Neiderhiser, Towers, et al.,
2004). In so doing, Spotts, Neiderhiser, Towers, et al.
(2004) discovered the importance of gene–environment
correlations. In other words, the results suggest that genet-
ically influenced characteristics of the wife influence her
husband’s perceptions of their marriage. This could be the
result of the husband responding to genetically influenced
characteristics of his wife, such as personality characteris-
tics, psychopathology, or relationship behaviors. Studying
more nuanced aspects of marriage will better define the role
that differences in genetic and environmental variance play
in the observed differences between men and women in
marriages.

In an additional set of analyses, we examined the extent
to which the genetic and environmental sources of variance
for marital warmth were the same as those for conflict. For
both men and women, nonshared environmental influences
could explain most or all of the covariance between the two
marital constructs. This indicates that the same nonshared
environmental influences that served to make the twins
different in their perceptions of marital warmth also made
the twins different in their perceptions of marital conflict.
An obvious and plausible source of this nonshared environ-
mental influence is the spouses of the twins. Previous re-
search has identified husbands as an important source of
nonshared environmental influences for wives (Spotts, Nei-
derhiser, Ganiban, et al., 2004; Spotts, Neiderhiser, Towers,
et al., 2004).

The role that genetic factors played in influencing both
warmth and conflict differed for men and women. Genetic
factors did not covary for women’s perceptions of warmth
and conflict. In other words, the genetic influences that
affected their perceptions of marital warmth were different
from the genetic factors influencing their perceptions of
marital conflict. For men, however, all genetic influences on
warmth and conflict were shared, with no unique genetic
influences. These genetic factors are likely to operate via
personality characteristics, as previous research has re-
ported that personality characteristics account for all of the
genetic variance in perceived marital quality (Spotts, Lich-
tenstein, et al., 2005).

Our findings differ somewhat from those from examina-
tions of social support. Social support tends to have higher
heritabilities than does marital quality (Bergeman et al.,
1990; Kendler, 1997) and virtually no differences in levels

of genetic and environmental influences for men and
women (Agrawal et al., 2002). The differences could be the
result of both the nature of these two types of relationships
and how they were assessed. Social support is, to some
extent, dependent on the subject eliciting support from
others, an action that might be genetically based. Addition-
ally, the assessment of social support is concerned with the
broad support network and whether one perceives that it is
supportive. On the other hand, questions about marital qual-
ity are directed toward a relationship with one specific
person, and the subject is asked about how that one specific
person interacts with the subject. The nature of these ques-
tions seems likely to result in higher amounts of nonshared
environmental variance because the twins are reporting on
different spouses who are unlikely to be very similar
(Lykken & Tellegen, 1993). Genetic factors influence the
choice of a mate, but in the long term, nonshared environ-
mental factors (e.g., day-to-day interactions with one’s
spouse) may play a larger role in overall marital quality.

Limitations

Several limitations to this study should be acknowledged.
The sample is Caucasian, thus limiting the generalizability
of these results to other ethnic groups. Additionally, only
twins for whom both members of a pair were married or
cohabiting with a significant other were used for these
analyses. Basing our analyses on only pairs in which both
twins were part of stable relationships may have reduced
some of the genetic or environmental variation of the sam-
ple and affected estimates.

As we discussed above, the measure of marital quality
used in this study was very general and did not tap into
specific behavioral and emotional details. Future studies
using more nuanced measures are necessary to further de-
fine these results. Another limitation to these measures is
that they are self-reported and thus reflect the individual’s
perceptions as opposed to an objective assessment of mar-
ital quality and interaction. Future studies should consider
observational assessments of marriage. Finally, the ques-
tionnaires differ by one item between the FF and the MM
and MF samples. However, an examination of the means of
the items (not reported here) reveals nearly identical results
for men and women, and the items loaded very similarly on
the Warmth and Conflict factors. These results reassure us
that the difference of one item does not have a large impact
on our findings.

As with any form of statistical analysis, certain assump-
tions accompany the use of quantitative genetic models.
One such assumption is that environmental effects relevant
to marital quality are shared to the same extent by twins
from MZ and DZ pairs (i.e., equal environments assump-
tion). This assumption has been tested extensively in at least
five different ways, including other studies that have used
subjects from the current sample (Hettema, Neale, & Ken-
dler, 1995; Kendler, Neale, Kessler, Heath, & Eaves, 1993,
1994), all of which have supported its tenability (Hettema et
al., 1995). Although the effects on marital quality have not
been specifically tested, there is no reason to assume that

611GENDER DIFFERENCES IN MARITAL SATISFACTION



marital quality would be affected differently than are psy-
chiatric, personality, or other constructs.

Another key assumption is assortative, or random, mat-
ing. Nonrandom mating results in spouses who are more
genetically similar to each other than they would be by
chance. This can inflate shared environmental estimates of
their offspring, a problem not relevant here. In a cross-
sectional study such as the current one, it is not possible to
separate the genetic factors that influence the twin’s choice
of a spouse and the genetic factors that influence the quality
of that twin’s marriage. In fact, one of the paths from genes
to marital quality could be through the choice of a spouse.
Longitudinal data will be needed to begin to untangle these
entwined genetic and environmental effects.

Finally, quantitative genetic research also assumes that
the effects of Genotype � Environment (GE) interactions
are negligible. The most common type of GE interaction
occurs when the environment is individual-specific; this
type of GE interaction is reflected in the nonshared envi-
ronmental estimate. The less common type, in which the
environment is shared, seems irrelevant in a sample of
grown twins but would be expressed in the genetic estimate.
To support this assumption, previous researchers have
shown that there is not likely much of a shared environment
for adult twins, at least in the form of contact (Pedersen et
al., 1999). If GE interactions were present in this study, they
would likely serve to underestimate the genetic effect on
marital quality rather than to overestimate it.

Having a better understanding of the etiology of gender
differences in marital relationships can only improve treat-
ments of distressed marriages. For example, had different
sources of genetic and environmental variation in warmth
and conflict for men and women been found, it might have
been prudent to think about substantially different courses
of treatment for men and women. Additionally, studies of
this sort are stepping stones for future studies that will
search for more specific gene and environment processes.
For example, future researchers might attempt to identify
specific sources of nonshared environment that influence
marital quality. Future work will also begin to identify
specific genes involved in marital quality and how these
genes interact with specific environmental factors, allowing
researchers to further refine their interventions and
treatments.
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