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Perceptions of spouses’
weight and weight
concerns predict marital
relationship quality
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Abstract
The majority of adults in the U.S. are overweight or obese, and yet Western ideals of
beauty include low body fat composition as a component of physical attractiveness. In
turn, perceived discrepancies between actual and ideal body shape and weight mean that
many adults experience weight concerns—and they also may be dissatisfied with their
spouse’s weight. This study examined whether weight concerns were linked to romantic
relationship quality, an important domain of adult development. Specifically, we applied
the Actor–Partner Interdependence Model to test how wives’ and husbands’ weight
concerns and perceptions of their spouses’ overweight contributed to their own and
their spouse’s reports of marital satisfaction and conflict over time. The sample was 197
heterosexual married couples (Mage ¼ 40.85 and 42.81 years for wives and husbands,
respectively; Mlength of marriage¼ 18.6 years at Time 1) with children, who participated in a
short-term longitudinal study of family relationships and adolescent development. Two-
way interactions between partner perceptions of spouses’ weight and gender indicated
that husbands’ perceptions that their wives were overweight predicted decreases in
wives’ marital satisfaction and increases in wives’ reports of marital conflict across 1 year.
In contrast, wives’ perceptions of husbands’ weight were not associated with changes in
husbands’ marital satisfaction or conflict. A two-way interaction between actor and
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partner weight concerns indicated that individuals reported more marital conflict when
there was a discrepancy between their own and their spouse’s weight concerns. Finally, a
two-way interaction between actor and partner perceptions of spouse’s weight indi-
cated that, for individuals whose spouses rated them as below ideal weight, their per-
ceptions of the spouse’s overweight predicted their own lower marital satisfaction.
Findings suggest that concerns about one’s own and one’s spouse’s weight have negative
ramifications for marital relationships.

Keywords
Body image, marital conflict, marital satisfaction, overweight, weight concerns

Recent estimates suggest 75% of middle-aged adults in the U.S. are overweight or obese

(overweight defined as a body mass index (BMI) � 25 and < 30, obese defined as a BMI

� 30; Ogden, Carroll, Kit, & Flegal, 2014). This obesity epidemic has led to incon-

gruence between Western ideals of attractiveness, which emphasize low body fat

composition, and adults’ actual bodies. As a result, many adults experience concerns

about their weight, and they also may be dissatisfied with their spouses’ weight. Indeed,

estimates suggest that 21–41% of middle-aged men and 36–64% of middle-aged women

report concerns about their weight, and 26% of middle-aged women report experiencing

negative body- or weight-related comments from their spouse or significant other

(Fallon, Harris, & Johnson, 2014; Frederick, Peplau, & Lever, 2006; Gagne et al., 2012;

Mclaren, Kuh, Hardy, & Gauvin, 2004). In turn, concerns about one’s own weight and

dissatisfaction with one’s spouse’s weight may have detrimental effects on relationship

quality, an important contributor to adult well-being (Holt-Lunstad, Birmingham, &

Jones, 2008). This study sought to address a critical gap in knowledge about how men’s

and women’s perceptions of their spouses’ weight and their own weight concerns may

impact marital relationship quality.

According to the sociocultural model of body image, individuals internalize societal

ideals of beauty as the result of repeated exposure to these ideals in the media and

through interactions with family and peers (Tiggemann, 2011). Western ideals of beauty

are particularly exacting for women, as they emphasize an extremely thin physique,

often referred to as the ‘thin ideal of beauty’, that is difficult to attain for the majority of

women (Tiggemann, 2011). In contrast, Western ideals of beauty for men are less

stringent and emphasize a muscular physique (Tiggemann, 2011). Gender socialization

processes lead both women and men to understand women’s bodies as objects to be

looked at and men’s bodies as active (Murnen, 2011). Not only is a thin physique part of

women’s expected social roles, but sociocultural messages suggest that the thin ideal of

beauty is key to the success of romantic relationships (Murnen, 2011). As a result,

discrepancies between ideals and individuals’ actual bodies (real or perceived) predict

weight concerns (i.e., dissatisfaction with one’s own weight, fear of weight gain,

overvaluation of body shape and weight, and attempts to lose weight), particularly for

women, and may negatively impact marital relationship quality (Killen et al., 1994;

Markey & Markey, 2011, 2013; Murnen, 2011; Tiggemann, 2011).
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Evidence from studies of romantic couples generally aligns with sociocultural and

gender socialization models of body image. For example, Meltzer, McNulty, Jackson,

and Karney (2014) found that men, but not women, reported higher marital satisfaction

during the first 4 years of marriage if they perceived their spouse to be attractive.

Although attractiveness is not synonymous with a slim physique, both men and women

rate potential overweight romantic partners as less desirable (Boyes & Latner, 2009;

Chen & Brown, 2005). Moreover, stigmatization appears to be stronger toward over-

weight women than men, and for men is linked with lower perceived relationship quality

(Boyes & Latner, 2009; Chen & Brown, 2005). One study of heterosexual romantic

relationships found that overweight women reported more relationship conflict than

healthy weight women, regardless of their significant other’s weight status, and healthy

weight men with significant others who were overweight reported more couple conflict

compared with other men (Burke, Randall, Corkery, Young, & Butler, 2012). This

suggests that among heterosexual couples, there may be more relationship conflict when

women are overweight—or further from a contemporary Western ideal of beauty. Prior

research also suggests that weight concerns are associated with romantic attachment

insecurity for women but not men (Cash, Theriault, & Annis, 2004), further underlining

the centrality of women’s weight and appearance in women’s social roles and romantic

relationship quality.

The links between weight concerns, perceptions of spouse’s weight, and romantic

relationship quality may be best understood within the couple context. A key tenet of

family systems theory is the interdependence of subsystems, meaning that that members

of family systems, or in this case, the marital subsystem, exert mutual influences on one

another (Minuchin, 1985). From this perspective, spouses influence each other’s feelings

and behaviors. Similarly, a fundamental idea within Braiker and Kelley’s (1979)

reformulation of interdependence theory is that individuals in close relationships exhibit

interdependence of behavior, personal characteristics, and attitudes. For this reason, we

cannot fully understand the implications of weight concerns and perceptions of a

spouse’s weight for marital relationship quality without considering the perspectives of

both members of the marital dyad and how each member contributes to their own and

their spouse’s marital evaluations. Congruent with the notion of interdependence (as well

as gender socialization theory), among heterosexual newlyweds, wives’ BMIs were

negatively associated with husbands’ reports of initial marital satisfaction as well as

wives’ reports of marital satisfaction across the first few years of marriage; further, both

men and women were more satisfied with their marriages when wives’ BMIs were lower

than their husbands’ (Meltzer, McNulty, Novak, Butler, & Karney, 2011). This pattern

suggests that when husbands are relatively heavier than wives, there is reduced pressure

on wives to conform to the thin ideal of beauty, and in turn, greater marital satisfaction

for both spouses. Alternatively, when wives have lower BMIs, their bodies are closer to

the thin ideal of beauty and the consequential satisfaction husbands experience may lead

to greater affection toward wives, and in turn, improvements in wives’ marital satis-

faction. Similar findings highlighting both interdependence and gender differences in the

importance of appearance for marital relationship quality have been reported for

attractiveness: Among newlyweds, women’s perceptions of their own attractiveness are
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positively associated with their own and their husbands’ marital satisfaction (Meltzer &

McNulty, 2010).

Although this literature is informative, there are still gaps in our understanding of the

interplay between individuals’ weight concerns, perceptions of their spouses’ weight,

and marital relationship quality. Much of the extant literature linking weight and marital

relationship quality has focused on weight status as opposed to weight concerns or

perceptions of spouse’s weight, which, although closely related to objective weight

status, are subjective. Given that individuals’ feelings and behavior are shaped, in large

part, by their perceptions (Thomas & Thomas, 1928), examining the effects of weight

concerns and perceptions of spouse’s weight on husbands’ and wives’ marital rela-

tionship quality may yield important new insights.

In addition, marital relationship quality is multidimensional, with positive (e.g.,

relationship satisfaction) and negative (e.g., conflict) characteristics (Fincham & Lin-

field, 1997). With some exceptions (e.g., Skoyen, Rentscher, & Butler, 2018), most

studies linking physical appearance or weight with relationship quality have reported on

relationship satisfaction alone or have treated relationship quality as a unidimensional

construct (e.g., Boyes & Latner, 2009; Meltzer & McNulty, 2010; Meltzer et al., 2011;

Meltzer, Novak, McNulty, Butler, & Karney, 2013). However, high conflict does not

necessarily imply low relationship satisfaction. Thus, we can develop a more complete

understanding of the role of weight concerns and perceptions of spouse’s weight in

marital relationships by examining their links with both relationship satisfaction and

conflict.

The current study

This study builds on prior research by applying a dyadic data analysis technique, the

Actor–Partner Interdependence Model (APIM; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006), to

examine prospective links between weight concerns, perceptions of spouses’ weight, and

marital relationship quality among married couples in midlife. This approach enabled us

to examine gender differences in these associations, as well as determine whether

individuals’ reports of marital satisfaction and conflict are driven by their own or

spouses’ weight concerns, their perceptions of their spouses’ weight, or their spouses’

perceptions of their weight. A prospective study design was selected to elucidate the

direction of effect between weight concerns, perceptions of spouse’s weight, and

dimensions of marital relationship quality, a necessary step for determining risk and

protective factors for marital relationship quality that cannot be accomplished with

cross-sectional study designs (Kraemer et al., 1997). By controlling for initial marital

relationship quality, this prospective approach enables detection of relative change in

marital relationship quality over time attributable to the predictors. Further, unlike most

prior research in this area, the current study examined middle-aged couples who had

been married for an average of nearly two decades. Relationship dynamics may be quite

different among long-term married couples than among newlyweds, and evidence sug-

gests that men’s and women’s weight concerns do change across the lifespan (Keel,

Baxter, Heatherton, & Joiner, 2007; McCabe, 2006). Thus, the current study extended
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our understanding of the links between perceptions of spouse’s weight, weight concerns,

and marital relationship quality to midlife.

Based on prior research and sociocultural and gender socialization models of body

image, we hypothesized that (1) actor effects and (2) partner effects for perceptions of

spouses’ weight and weight concerns would predict marital conflict and satisfaction 1 year

later. Within the context of Western society, wherein sociocultural influences perpetuate

thin ideals of beauty, an individual’s perception that their spouse is overweight may be

associated with reductions in their own marital satisfaction because it implies that they

view their spouse as less attractive. Likewise, the recipient of this evaluation may feel

dissatisfied with the relationship and may report more marital conflict, potentially because

they feel objectified or even viewed critically by the spouse. Individuals with elevated

weight concerns consider weight more important than other aspects of their lives (Killen

et al., 1994); thus, weight concerns may predict lower marital satisfaction and higher

conflict for individuals with weight concerns and their spouses. Based on the sociocultural

and gender socialization models of body image and prior research suggesting a relatively

greater importance of wives’ weight for men’s and women’s evaluations of marital rela-

tionship quality, we also hypothesized that actor and partner effects would differ by

gender, with (3) stronger actor and partner effects for wives’ weight concerns than hus-

bands’ predicting marital relationship quality, (4) stronger actor effects for perceptions of

spouse’s weight among men, and (5) stronger partner effects for perceptions of spouse’s

weight among wives, such that husbands’ perceptions of wives’ weight would be more

predictive of wives’ marital relationship quality. We also explored interactions between

actor and partner effects to determine whether the links between weight concerns and

perceptions of spouses’ weight were more nuanced than main actor and partner effects, and

examined gender differences in these interactions.

Method

Participants

Participants included 197 heterosexual married couples with adolescent children who

were part of a 3-year study of family relationships and development. The purpose of the

parent study was to investigate how parents’ work and personal characteristics were

linked to family socialization experiences of adolescent siblings. We used data from

Years 2 and 3 (referred to as Time 1 and Time 2 hereafter) because measures for key

predictors were not collected in Year 1. Participants were predominantly European

American, middle-aged adults: Mean age at Time 1 was 40.85 years for wives (SD ¼
3.93 and range ¼ 32.85–51.20) and 42.81 years for husbands (SD ¼ 4.24 and range ¼
33.89–59.01). On average, couples had been married for 18.6 years at Time 1 (SD¼ 3.22

and range ¼ 4.94–31.04).

Study procedure

Recruitment letters were mailed through schools to families with one or more adoles-

cents in 8th, 9th, or 10th grade in a northeastern state. Families were invited to participate
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in the study if their first-born child was in 8th–10th grade, their second-born child was 1–

4 years younger, and parents were married and both employed at least part-time. Parents

provided informed consent and completed annual home interviews conducted by trained

research assistants. All procedures were approved by the university’s institutional review

board.

Measures

Marital relationship qualities were captured by two dimensions: marital conflict and

marital satisfaction. Husbands and wives reported marital conflict using the 5-item

conflict subscale of Braiker and Kelley’s (1979) Relationships Questionnaire at Times

1 and 2. Items reflect frequency, for example, “How often do you and your partner argue

with each other?” (1 ¼ never/very infrequently, 9 ¼ very often/frequently) and intensity,

for example, “When you and your partner argue, how serious are the problems or

arguments?” (1 ¼ not at all, 9 ¼ very much) of conflict. Husbands’ and wives’ conflict

scores were calculated by summing responses to each item. Cronbach’s alphas were a ¼
.80 for men and a¼ .77 for women at Time 1 and a¼ .77 for men and a¼ .79 for women

at Time 2. Husbands and wives reported their marital satisfaction at Times 1 and 2 using

the 7-item Domains of Marriage scale (Huston, McHale, & Crouter, 1986), for example,

“How satisfied are you with how the two of you divide housework such as cooking,

cleaning, yard work, and so on?” (1 ¼ extremely dissatisfied, 9 ¼ extremely satisfied).

Cronbach’s a ¼ .88 and a ¼ .86 for men and women, respectively, at both Times 1 and

2).

Participants reported their perceptions of their spouses’ weight at Time 1 by rating

their spouse on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ underweight, 4 ¼ just about right, and 7 ¼ over-

weight). Test-retest reliability over a 1-year interval suggested acceptable reliability in

this sample (r ¼ .78 for women and r ¼ .74 for men). Weight concerns were assessed

with the Weight Concerns Scale (Killen et al., 1994) at Time 1. This 6-item scale

captures preoccupation with body shape and weight, belief that one is overweight, fear of

weight gain, and recent dieting behavior, for example, “How afraid are you of gaining

three pounds?” (Killen et al., 1994). Response scales for items vary, thus items were

rescaled then summed, with higher scores representing higher weight concerns. Internal

consistency was acceptable (women’s a ¼ .84 and men’s a ¼ .78).

Participants’ reports of their age in years at Time 1 and household income (averaged

across Times 1 and 2) were included as controls.

Analyses

Descriptive statistics were calculated for husbands’ and wives’ perceptions of their

spouses’ weight and weight concerns at Time 1 and marital conflict and marital satis-

faction at Times 1 and 2. These were followed up with paired t-tests to test for mean

differences in husbands’ and wives’ perceptions of their spouses’ weight, weight con-

cerns, marital conflict, and marital satisfaction, and change in relationship quality from

Time 1 to Time 2. Holm-Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons were applied

to all paired t-tests to reduce the likelihood of Type 1 error.
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APIM within a multilevel modeling framework was used to address hypotheses and

account for nonindependence of spouses’ reports. APIM is dyadic data analysis technique

that models individuals within couples by disentangling effects on a given outcome

variable that can be attributed to each member of the couple (Kenny et al., 2006). For

example, APIM can reveal how Person A’s weight concerns predict their own marital

satisfaction (an “Actor effect”) and how Person B’s weight concerns predict Person A’s

marital satisfaction (a “Partner effect”), as well as whether there are differences between

husbands and wives (Gender � Actor and Gender � Partner interactions), or how Person

B’s weight concerns moderate the association between Person A’s weight concerns and

marital satisfaction (Actor weight concerns � Partner weight concerns interaction). In a

multilevel modeling framework, individual-level predictors are included at Level 1, and

couple-level predictors are included at Level 2. One benefit of conducting APIM using

multilevel modeling is that multilevel modeling allows for missing data (Kenny et al.,

2006), although less than 6% of data were missing in the years used in this study.

Based on recommendations by Kenny, Kashy, and Cook (2006) for multilevel data for

distinguishable dyads, nonindependence of dyad members was handled by treating each

spouse’s scores as repeated measures within the dyad, and APIM models were estimated

using restricted maximum likelihood and heterogeneous compound symmetry. Hetero-

geneous compound symmetry allowed for differences in error variances between husbands

and wives. Weight concerns and perceptions of spouses’ weight at Time 1 were examined

as predictors of marital relationship qualities at Time 2 in separate models because the

actor effect for weight concerns was correlated with the partner effect for perceptions of

spouses’ weight, and the partner effect for weight concerns was correlated with the actor

effect for perceptions of spouses’ weight. As two distinct dimensions of marital rela-

tionship quality were of interest, a total of four models were estimated. For the two models

with weight concerns as a predictor (referred to as “weight concerns” models hereafter),

Level 1 predictors were: the dependent variable at Time 1, age, gender, actor weight

concerns at Time 1, partner weight concerns at Time 1; the two-way interactions between

gender and actor weight concerns, gender and partner weight concerns, and actor and

partner weight concerns; and the three-way interaction between gender, actor, and partner

weight concerns. The Level 2 predictor was household income. In the two models using

perceptions of spouses’ weight at Time 1 as a predictor (referred to as “weight

perceptions” models hereafter), perceptions of spouses’ weight replaced the measure of

weight concerns. Sensitivity analyses were conducted to confirm the direction of hypo-

thesized associations between weight concerns, perceptions of spouse’s weight, and

marital relationship quality. All analyses were conducted in SAS version 9.4.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. On average, both husbands and wives

perceived their spouse to be slightly overweight at Time 1 (means between 4 and 5 on a

scale where 4 ¼ just about right). A paired t-test, however, revealed that wives’ ratings

of their spouses’ weight tended to be higher than husbands’ ratings, t(191) ¼ 1.94,
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p ¼ .05, suggesting that wives perceived husbands as more overweight than husbands

perceived wives. Wives also reported significantly higher levels of weight concerns (i.e.,

concerns about their own weight), than husbands did at Time 1, t(191) ¼ 6.40, p < .001,

with wives’ mean signifying moderate and husbands’ mean signifying low weight

concerns. With respect to marriage relationship ratings, compared to their husbands,

wives reported significantly more marital conflict at both measurement occasions, t(191)

¼ 4.15, p < .001; t(189) ¼ 3.88, p < .001, as well as less marital satisfaction, t(190) ¼
�2.87, p¼ .005; t(189)¼�3.08, p¼ .002, though in these established marriages, means

were well below the midpoint of the scale for conflict and above the midpoint of the scale

for satisfaction. Results from all paired t-tests comparing husbands and wives were

statistically significant after Holm-Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons with

the exception of perceptions of spouses’ overweight, which was trending at p ¼ .05.

As indicated by the high correlations between husbands’ reports of marital conflict at

Times 1 and 2 and marital satisfaction at Times 1 and 2, and wives’ reports of marital

conflict at Times 1 and 2 and marital satisfaction at Times 1 and 2 reported in Table 1,

there was high stability in relationship quality across the 1-year measurement interval.

Paired t-tests to assess change in relationship quality between Times 1 and 2 further

indicated continuity over time: t(189) ¼ �0.86, p > .05 for husbands’ marital conflict,

t(189) ¼ �0.32, p > .05 for husbands’ marital satisfaction, t(192) ¼ 1.94, p ¼ .04 for

wives’ marital conflict, and t(191)¼�0.58, p > .05 for wives’ marital satisfaction. Once

Holm-Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons were applied, change in wives’

marital conflict was no longer statistically significant.

As might be expected based on the conceptual overlap between perceptions of

spouses’ weight and spouses’ actual weight, there were statistically significant corre-

lations between husbands’ perceptions of wives’ weight at Time 1 and wives’ weight

concerns at Time 1 (r ¼ .23, p ¼ .001), and between wives’ perceptions of husbands’

weight at Time 1 and husbands’ weight concerns at Time 1 (r ¼ .44, p < .001). Wives’

perceptions of their husbands’ weight were also positively correlated with their own

reports of marital conflict at Time 2 (r ¼ .15, p ¼ .04). Husbands’ perceptions of their

wives’ weight at Time 1 were also negatively correlated with their own satisfaction at

Times 1 and 2 (r ¼ �.16, p ¼ .03; r ¼ �.22, p ¼ .002) and with their wives’ marital

satisfaction at Times 1 and 2 (r ¼ �.16, p ¼ .03; r ¼ �.19, p ¼ .01). In addition, wives’

weight concerns were positively correlated with their own marital conflict (r ¼ .20, p ¼
.005) and negatively correlated with their own marital satisfaction (r¼ �.17, p¼ .02) at

Time 2, and positively correlated with husbands’ reports of marital conflict at Times 1

and 2 (r ¼ .16, p ¼ .03; r ¼ .17, p ¼ .02). Husbands’ weight concerns at Time 1 were

positively correlated with their own reports of conflict at Time 1 (r ¼ .19, p ¼ .01).

APIM model results

Marital conflict. In the two models predicting marital conflict (Table 2), the only signif-

icant control variable was prior level of conflict (standardized g ¼ .68, SE ¼ .04,

p < .001, 95% CI [0.61, 0.75] for the weight perceptions model, and standardized g¼ .69,

SE ¼ .04, p < .001, 95% CI [0.61, 0.76] for the weight concerns model). Neither age nor

household income were statistically significant. Gender was not a significant predictor of
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conflict in the weight perceptions model, but there was a main effect for gender on

conflict in the weight concerns model, such that wives reported more marital conflict

than did husbands (standardized g ¼ �.16, SE ¼ .08, p < .03, 95% CI [�0.31, �0.01]).

Turning to main effects of the predictor variables, neither the actor effect of perceptions

of spouse’s weight on marital conflict nor the actor effect for weight concerns on marital

conflict was significant (H1). Although the partner effect for weight concerns was

nonsignificant, a significant partner effect of perceptions of spouse’s weight on marital

conflict emerged (standardized g ¼ .24, SE ¼ .08, p ¼ .003, 95% CI [0.08, 0.39]; H2).

This main effect was qualified by an interaction with gender (standardized g ¼ �.20, SE

¼ .09, p¼ .04, 95% CI [�0.38,�0.01]), and a follow-up test revealed that only the slope

for wives was significant, as shown in Figure 1 (H5): On average, each SD increase in

husbands’ perceptions of wives’ weight above the value for ideal weight was associated

with a 0.24-SD increase in wives’ reports of marital conflict, p ¼ .003. That is, con-

trolling for prior conflict, husbands’ perceptions of wives’ overweight predicted relative

increases in wives’ reports of marital conflict across 1 year. The other interaction terms

for perceptions of spouse’s weight and marital conflict [i.e., gender by actor (H4), actor

by partner (exploratory), and gender by actor by partner (exploratory)] were not statis-

tically significant. The only statistically significant interaction in the weight concerns

model predicting conflict was an actor by partner weight concerns interaction (stan-

dardized g ¼ �.16, SE ¼ .07, p ¼ .02, 95% CI [�0.30, �0.02]; exploratory). This

Table 2. Unstandardized coefficients, SE, and CIs for Actor–Partner Interdependence Model
examining associations between husbands’ and wives’ weight concerns, perceptions of each
other’s weight, and marital conflict the following year.

Marital conflict Perceptions of spouse’s weight Weight concerns

Fixed effects g SE 95% CI g SE 95% CI

Intercept 18.91** 0.52 [17.89, 19.94] 20.65** 0.40 [19.86, 21.45]
Prior marital conflict 0.66** 0.04 [0.59, 0.73] 0.67** 0.04 [0.60, 0.74]
Age �0.02 0.06 [�0.14, 0.10] 0.01 0.06 [�0.10, 0.13]
Household income �0.00 0.00 [�0.00, 0.00] �0.00 0.00 [�0.00, 0.00]
Gender �0.58 0.61 [�0.62, 1.78] �1.01* 0.48 [�1.95, �0.07]
Actor effect 0.74 0.40 [�0.06, 1.54] 0.02 0.06 [�0.11, 0.14]
Partner effect 1.44** 0.48 [0.50, 2.39] 0.10 0.06 [�0.02, 0.23]
Gender � Actor �0.24 0.57 [�1.36, 0.89] �0.07 0.09 [�0.24, 0.11]
Gender � Partner �1.19* 0.57 [�2.32, �0.06] �0.10 0.09 [�0.27, 0.07]
Actor � Partner �0.49 0.36 [�1.21, 0.24] �0.02* 0.01 [�0.04, �0.00]
Actor � Partner �

Gender
0.20 0.42 [�0.63, 1.03] 0.01 0.01 [�0.01, 0.03]

Note. SE ¼ standard error; CI: confidence interval. Gender coded as females ¼ 0, males ¼ 1. Models estimated
with heterogeneous compound symmetry and restricted maximum likelihood. Predictors were measured one
year prior to the outcome variable, marital conflict. Actor effects represent the prospective association
between individuals’ perceptions of their spouses’ weight/their own weight concerns and their own marital
conflict. Partner effects represent the prospective association between spouses’ perceptions of individuals’
weight/spouses’ weight concerns and individuals’ marital conflict.
**p < .01; *p < .05.
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interaction was probed at 1 SD above and below the mean for partner weight concerns.

As shown in Figure 2, results indicated that the slope for individuals who had spouses

with low weight concerns was significant: For individuals whose spouses reported lower

than average weight concerns, a 1-SD increase in their own weight concerns above the

sample mean corresponded to a 0.18-SD increase in their own reported marital conflict, p

¼ .002. The slope for individuals whose spouses’ weight concerns were above the

sample average was nonsignificant.

Marital satisfaction. Turning to the two models predicting marital satisfaction, shown in

Table 3, the only statistically significant control variable was prior level of marital

satisfaction (standardized g ¼ �.76, SE ¼ .03, p < .001, 95% CI [0.69, 0.83] for the

weight perceptions model and standardized g ¼ .77, SE ¼ .03, p < .001, 95% CI [0.70,

0.84] for the weight concerns model). The main effect for gender was not significant for

either model. There were also no significant actor effects for perceptions of spouse’s

weight or weight concerns in predicting marital satisfaction (H1). A significant negative

partner effect emerged for perceptions of spouses’ weight (standardized g ¼ �.20, SE ¼
.07, p ¼ .004, 95% CI [�0.34, �0.06]; H2). However, this was qualified by significant

two-way interactions with gender (H5) and with actors’ perceptions of spouses’ weight

(exploratory). The trend for the exploratory three-way interaction with gender and

actors’ perceptions of spouses’ weight was not followed up. The partner perception of
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Figure 1. Gender by partner interaction effect for perceptions of spouses’ weight predicting
marital conflict the following year. Note. The variable “Perception of Spouse’s Weight” was cen-
tered at the value corresponding to a weight of “just about right.” Thus, low and high values for
perceptions of spouse’s weight refer to body weights that were respectively lower and higher than
the weight that individuals viewed as ideal for their spouse. Simple slopes reflect unstandardized
estimates.
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Table 3. Unstandardized coefficients and SEs for Actor–Partner Interdependence Model exam-
ining associations between husbands’ and wives’ weight concerns, perceptions of each other’s
weight, and marital satisfaction the following year.

Marital satisfaction Perceptions of spouse’s weight Weight concerns

Fixed effects g SE 95% CI g SE 95% CI

Intercept 46.67** 0.76 [45.17, 48.17] 45.33** 0.59 [44.17, 46.49]
Prior marital satisfaction 0.76** 0.03 [0.70, 0.83] 0.78** 0.03 [0.71, 0.84]
Age 0.03 0.08 [�0.13, 0.20] �0.01 0.08 [�0.18, 0.15]
Household income 0.00 0.00 [�0.00, 0.00] 0.00 0.00 [�0.00, 0.00]
Gender 0.07 0.99 [�1.88, 2.02] 1.11 0.78 [�0.43, 2.66]
Actor effect �0.61 0.59 [�1.77, 0.55] �0.12 0.09 [�0.29, 0.06]
Partner effect �2.00** 0.69 [3.37, �0.63] �0.05 0.09 [�0.23, 0.13]
Gender � Actor �0.51 0.86 [�2.20, 1.17] 0.19 0.13 [�0.06, 0.44]
Gender � Partner 2.09* 0.86 [0.40, 3.79] �0.08 0.13 [�0.33, 0.17]
Actor � partner 1.38* 0.53 [0.33, 2.42] 0.01 0.01 [�0.02, 0.03]
Actor � Partner � Gender �1.38 0.69 [�2.74, �0.02] �0.01 0.02 [�0.04, 0.02]

Note. SE ¼ standard error; CI: confidence interval. Gender coded as females ¼ 0, males ¼ 1. Models estimated
with heterogeneous compound symmetry and restricted maximum likelihood. Predictors were measured 1
year prior to outcome variable, marital satisfaction. Actor effects represent the prospective association
between individuals’ perceptions of their spouses’ weight/their own weight concerns and their own marital
satisfaction. Partner effects represent the prospective association between spouses’ perceptions of individuals’
weight/spouses’ weight concerns and individuals’ marital satisfaction.
**p < .01; *p < .05.
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Figure 2. Actor by partner interaction effect for weight concerns predicting marital conflict the
following year. Note. The weight concerns variable was grand mean centered. The simple slopes
reflect unstandardized estimates.
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spouse’s weight by gender interaction (standardized g ¼ .21, SE ¼ .09, p ¼ .02, 95% CI

[0.04, 0.38]) was probed for wives and husbands, and as shown in Figure 3, results

revealed that only the slope for wives was significant: Each SD increase in husbands’

perceptions of their wives’ weight was associated with a 0.20-SD decrease in wives’

marital satisfaction, p ¼ .004. That is, controlling for prior satisfaction, the more

overweight husbands perceived their wives to be, the less satisfied wives were with their

marriages 1 year later. The actor perception by partner perception of spouse’s weight

interaction also was probed at 1 SD above and below the value for ideal weight (see

Figure 4). On average, for men and women whose spouses perceived them to be below

ideal weight (i.e., less than “just about right” on our scale), every 1 SD increase in actors’

perceptions of spouses’ weight was associated with a 0.20-SD decrease in their own

marital satisfaction, p ¼ .05. The slope for men and women whose partners perceived

them to be above ideal weight was nonsignificant. Finally, neither the partner effects

(H2) nor any of the interaction terms for the weight concerns model predicting marital

satisfaction (actor by gender [H3], partner by gender [H3], actor by partner [explora-

tory], actor by partner by gender [exploratory]) were significant.

Sensitivity analyses

As a sensitivity analysis for the hypothesized direction of effect, main effects models

were estimated with actor and partner effects for marital conflict and satisfaction
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Figure 3. Gender by partner interaction effect for perceptions of spouses’ weight predicting
marital satisfaction the following year. Note. The variable “Perception of Spouse’s Weight“ was
centered at the value corresponding to a weight of “just about right.” Thus, low and high values
for perceptions of spouse s weight refer to body weights that were respectively lower and
higher than the weight that individuals viewed as ideal for their spouse. The simple slopes are
unstandardized estimates.
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predicting weight concerns and perceptions of spouse’s weight 1 year later. Control

variables from the main analyses were included in these sensitivity analyses. For the

marital conflict model predicting weight concerns, there was a small, yet statistically

significant, actor effect (g¼ .06, SE¼ .03, p¼ .04, 95% CI [0.004, 0.12]) indicating that

the more marital conflict individuals reported at Time 1, the more weight concerns they

experienced the following year. For the marital conflict model predicting perceptions of

spouse’s weight, neither the actor nor partner effects were statistically significant. For

the marital satisfaction model predicting weight concerns, there was a statistically sig-

nificant, albeit small, negative actor effect (g¼�.05, SE¼ .02, p¼ .02, 95% CI [�0.09,

�0.01]) suggesting that the more satisfied individuals were with their marriages at Time

1, the fewer weight concerns they reported 1 year later. The partner effect for marital

satisfaction predicting weight concerns was not significant. For the marital satisfaction

model predicting perceptions of spouse’s weight, neither the actor nor partner effects

were statistically significant.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to test whether individuals’ weight concerns and per-

ceptions of their spouses’ weight predicted changes in their own and spouses’ reports of

two dimensions of marital relationship quality: marital conflict and satisfaction. The

hypotheses for the study were guided by sociocultural and gender socialization models of

body image as well as prior literature on individuals’ weight and romantic relationship

quality. Importantly, models used to test the study hypotheses controlled for individuals’

age, couples’ household income, and initial levels of marital relationship quality (i.e.,

marital conflict and satisfaction at Time 1), so that estimates for fixed effects reflect
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Figure 4. Actor by partner interaction effect for perception of spouse’s weight predicting marital
satisfaction the following year. Note. The variable “Perception of Spouse’s Weight” was centered
at the value corresponding to a weight of “just about right.” Thus, low and high values for
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relative changes in level of marital relationship quality over the following year that may

be attributed to the predictors, adjusting for age and income.

The first hypothesis, that individuals’ weight concerns and perceptions of their

spouses’ weight would be positively associated with their own reports of marital conflict

and negatively associated with their own reports of marital satisfaction (main actor

effects), was not supported. Instead, more complex findings emerged. The second

hypothesis, that individuals would experience decreases in marital satisfaction and

increases in conflict when their spouse reported elevated weight concerns or perceived

them to be overweight (main partner effects) was partially supported: There was a

significant, positive partner effect for perceptions of spouse’s weight predicting marital

conflict and marital satisfaction, but no partner effects for weight concerns predicting

marital conflict or satisfaction were detected. However, as hypothesized, these partner

effects were moderated by gender, such that the heavier husbands perceived their wives

to be, the more conflict and less satisfaction wives reported the following year (see

Figures 1 and 3). Contrary to the third hypothesis, women’s weight concerns did not

better predict their own and husbands’ reports of marital relationship quality than men’s

weight concerns predicted their own and wives’ reports of marital relationship quality

(gender by actor and gender by partner interactions). Similarly, husbands’ perceptions of

their wives’ weight did not better predict husbands’ reports of marital relationship

quality than wives’ perceptions of their husbands’ weight predicted wives’ marital

relationship quality (gender by actor interaction). In terms of the exploratory actor by

partner and actor by partner by gender interactions, two effects emerged. A significant

actor by partner interaction effect for weight concerns predicting marital conflict

revealed that, for individuals whose spouses reported low weight concerns, elevations in

their own weight concerns predicted increases in their own marital conflict (see Fig-

ure 2). A significant actor by partner interaction effect for perceptions of spouse’s weight

predicting marital satisfaction indicated that individuals’ perceptions that their spouses

were overweight predicted lower marital satisfaction the following year, but only if their

partners perceived them to be thin. These actor by partner interaction effects suggest that

mismatches between spouses’ weight or weight concerns predicted declines in marital

relationship quality for the individual with lower weight and for the individual with

higher weight concerns, respectively.

These findings are consistent with family systems and interdependence theories,

which highlight the interdependence of married individuals (Braiker & Kelley, 1979;

Cox & Paley, 1997). The partner effects and actor–partner interactions observed in this

study demonstrate the importance of considering how individuals’ functioning is shaped

by their own and their family members’ experiences.

Our findings of gender differences in the associations between partner perceptions of

spouse’s weight and marital relationship quality are consistent with our hypotheses and

prior work by Meltzer and colleagues (Meltzer & McNulty, 2010; Meltzer et al., 2014)

who studied samples of newlyweds, and Burke and colleagues (Burke et al., 2012), who

studied a small sample of heterosexual couples in romantic relationships, and extended

this work to longer term marital relationships in midlife. The finding that husbands’

perceptions that their wives were overweight were linked to women’s reports of marital

conflict and satisfaction, but wives’ perceptions of their husbands’ weight were unrelated
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to men’s reports of conflict and satisfaction is in line with gender socialization processes

that are theorized to sensitize women, more so than men, to the importance of physical

appearance (Murnen, 2011; Smolak, 2004). It may be that in the context of sociocultural

pressure to be thin, women whose husbands perceive them to be heavier than ideal

weight feel objectified or slighted by their husbands, which manifests as increases in

marital conflict and decreases in marital satisfaction. The women in this study also

reported higher mean levels of weight concerns, more marital conflict, and less marital

satisfaction; and they were more likely to report that their spouse was overweight than

were men. Thus, the significant partner effect for husbands’ perceptions of their wives’

weight suggests that women may be more sensitive to their spouses’ perceptions, and,

coupled with the trend for wives to report greater spouse overweight than husbands, that

men, specifically those in midlife, may be unfairly criticized for overvaluing wives’

physical appearance. Further, although the strength of the associations in the actor-

partner interactions did not differ for men and women, their average scores on these

measures suggested that, consistent with our hypotheses, women were more negatively

impacted by these processes than were men. On the other hand, our failure to detect

gender differences in the actor-partner interactions may suggest that the implications of

heterosexual men’s weight concerns have been underestimated. Some men do experi-

ence weight concerns, and these concerns may have consequences for men’s relationship

quality. Gender socialization processes are thought to objectify women more so than

men (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Moradi & Huang, 2008), and yet, both men and

women reported poorer marital quality when there were mismatches between the

spouses on the measures of weight concerns and perceptions of spouse’s weight.

The finding that mismatches between spouses’ weight predicted lower marital

satisfaction for the thinner spouse is consistent with interdependence theory, which holds

that conflict or dissatisfaction arises within close relationships when there is incom-

patibility between individuals’ personal characteristics or attitudes such that the rela-

tionship is not highly rewarding for both individuals (Braiker & Kelley, 1979). Through

the lens of interdependence theory, this finding may be interpreted to suggest that the

thinner individual in the marital dyad may find their relationship less satisfying, or

rewarding, as the extent of their spouse’s overweight increases. This finding also appears

to reflect thin ideal internalization, or the acceptance of a societal ideal of beauty

emphasizing a slim physique, a key principle of sociocultural models of body image

(Tiggemann, 2011). Notably, Meltzer and colleagues (Meltzer et al, 2011) reported

similar findings for discrepancies between spouses’ weight predicting marital satisfac-

tion using individuals’ actual weight status as opposed to perceptions of spouses’ weight.

However, in that study, the results were gendered, such that both men and women

reported higher marital satisfaction when wives were thinner than husbands (Meltzer

et al., 2011). It may be that the lack of gender differences for this effect in the current

study reflects a difference between married couples in midlife (the current study) and

newlywed couples in young adulthood (Meltzer et al., 2011).

The finding that mismatches in spouses’ levels of weight concerns predicted increases

in conflict for the spouse with higher weight concerns also can be interpreted in light of

interdependence theory. However, a more intuitive interpretation may be that individuals

with elevated weight concerns who are married to individuals with low weight concerns
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may perceive lower levels of understanding from their spouse, which in turn manifests in

conflict. These findings should not be overinterpreted prior to replication. However, the

consequences of both men and women’s concerns about weight for marital relationship

functioning merit additional research.

Findings from this study have implications for marriage intervention programs. Our

findings suggest that weight is a salient issue among married couples—even those in

long-term marriages such as our sample. However, individuals may not know how to

discuss concerns about their own or spouse’s weight in a supportive manner. An

important step is to investigate how couples can optimally navigate discussions about

weight in ways that are supportive of one another’s health and maintain marital harmony.

Additionally, it may be useful to adopt and refine strategies developed for eating disorder

prevention programs for marriage interventions. In particular, cognitive dissonance

exercises aimed at discrediting the thin ideal of beauty (Stice, Rohde, Butryn, Shaw, &

Marti, 2015) may mitigate weight concerns and, in turn, the link between perceptions of

partners’ weight and marital relationship quality. New content could also be added to

emphasize and reframe the natural changes in physical appearance that occur with

childbirth and aging in positive ways.

This study was limited to a focus on couples in established relationships and data

from two measurement occasions spaced 1 year apart. It may be enlightening to

examine the linkages revealed in the current study across more than 2 years of marriage

and at different points in the marital relationship. In addition, replication in larger,

diverse samples with differing body ideals will be critical to establish whether these

findings generalize beyond the population examined in the current study. A further

limitation of this study is the one-item measure of perceptions of spouse’s weight.

Although a multi-item, validated measure of perceptions would be preferable, the

measure utilized in the current study exhibited high stability over a 1-year interval and

was correlated with spouses’ weight concerns in the expected direction, and the

findings suggest that it may prove fruitful to include this construct in future research. A

potentially meaningful addition to this study would have been an objective measure of

body composition. Although self-reports of height and weight were collected for men

and women, 25% of these data were missing. Thus, due to concerns about biasing

model estimates, BMI was not included as a covariate. However, using the available

BMI data, it appears that perceptions of spouses’ weight were highly correlated with

spouses’ reports of their own BMI. This suggests that our measure of perceptions of

spouse’s weight is closely related to spouses’ actual weight, but includes a subjective

component. Nevertheless, future studies should consider including an objective mea-

sure of body composition as a covariate. Finally, an important direction for future

research will be to evaluate mediators that explain the links between perceptions of

spouse’s weight, weight concerns, and marital relationship quality. We have suggested

a few possible explanations, but there may be others, such as intimacy, that mediate

these links. Such research is key to advancing theory in this area.

Despite these limitations, at the most general level, this study revealed nuanced

connections between husbands’ and wives’ psychological and physical health and

marital relationship qualities. Moreover, findings suggest the need for a critical exam-

ination of the narrative surrounding men and women’s weight concerns, perceptions of
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spouses’ weight, and relationship quality. In light of the obesity epidemic in the U.S. and

a relentless thin ideal of beauty, future research should continue to investigate the

consequences of concerns about weight for individuals and families.
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