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Abstract
Romantic relationship qualities are likely to change from adolescence to adulthood. Therefore, we undertook a longitudinal
study to examine changes in satisfaction, intimacy, and conflict over this period by simultaneously testing the effects of age,
relationship length, and their interaction. These qualities were measured at nine-time points from ages 16 to 30 in a Canadian
sample of 337 participants (62.9% women) who reported being in a romantic relationship at least once over this period. The
results of multilevel analyses show that satisfaction, intimacy, and conflict decline with age but increase with relationship length.
Moreover, age and relationship length were found to have a significant interactive effect on satisfaction and intimacy.
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Introduction

The quality of the relationship refers to the positive or negative
evaluation an individual makes of their interpersonal rela-
tionships (Morry et al., 2010). Being in a romantic relationship
with positive qualities is associated with well-being in ado-
lescence and emerging adulthood (Gómez-López et al., 2019;
Kansky, 2018). Developmental models of romantic relation-
ship qualities spanning adolescence to adulthood argue that as
individuals grow older, romantic relationships meet specific
and changing emotional and social needs (Brown, 1999;
Furman &Wehner, 1994). Thus, these changes in the function
of romantic relationships would result in changes in rela-
tionship qualities. However, in addition to age, the length of a
relationship with the same partner may be associated with the
qualities of a romantic relationship (Furman et al., 2019).
Regardless of age, romantic partners that have been together a
long time do not interact in the same way as those who have
been together a short time (Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). Therefore,
age and duration must be considered together, as they would
reflect different aspects of development (Zimmer-Gembeck &
Ducat, 2010). Available research investigating how romantic
relationship qualities change over time has simultaneously
considered age and relationship length during the first part of
emerging adulthood (up to age 25). However, it has focused
mainly on the negative qualities of relationships and is limited
to young Americans (Lantagne & Furman, 2017). This study
aims to fill these gaps by examining the effect of age and
relationship length on satisfaction, intimacy, and conflict in

romantic relationships in a Canadian sample assessed on nine
occasions between adolescence and the beginning of adult-
hood (up to age 30). Doing so will lead to a better under-
standing of how romance develops at this time of life and can
be used to identify possible objectives for integration into a
therapeutic intervention (i.e., individual and couple).

Development of Romantic Relationships
from Adolescence to Adulthood

Theories of relationship development have the particularity of
focusing on specific and age-circumscribed developmental
aspects (adolescence 12–20 years: Brown, 1999; Furman &
Wehner, 1994; emerging adulthood 20–29: Shulman &
Connolly, 2013; Nelson, 2020, established adulthood 30–
45: Mehta et al., 2020). There is, therefore, no universal theory
that encompasses all these developmental phases. Brown
(1999) and Furman and Wehner (1994), who address ado-
lescence and the first part of emerging adulthood, argue that
romantic relationship development is sequential and advances
with age. The partner rises in the individual’s social hierarchy
and becomes increasingly important. According to these
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authors, advancing age is associated with a greater commit-
ment to one’s romantic partner, likely impacting the rela-
tionship’s quality positively.

Shulman and Connolly (2013) proposed an update to these
models to include the period of emerging adulthood (i.e.,
until the late 20s). As reported by these authors, emerging
adults tend to invest more markedly in personal devel-
opment and certain individual needs, such as work or
school, which may interfere with the level of commitment
to a long-term relationship. Thus, variations in the quality
of romantic relationships can be observed during this
period.

According to Arnett (2000), emerging adults can be
distinguished from adolescents and established adults
because although they have reached majority, they have
few responsibilities and greater freedom of choice.
Therefore, the emerging adult period would represent the
richest developmental phase for opportunities (growth and/
or failure) to explore the different aspects of identity, es-
pecially on the romantic side. Nelson (2020) specifies that
the exploration of identity would represent a focal issue for
emerging adults during the first half of their twenties (20–
24 years), whereas a more pronounced commitment to
identity in the various spheres of life, particularly romantic
relationships, would characterize the second half of this
decade (25–29). Thus, the qualities of the couple’s rela-
tionship are likely to change between the first and second
half of their twenties. As they age, the acquisition of
specific skills in the context of a romantic relationship
could explain this trend. Emerging adults who have de-
veloped skills to maintain a satisfying romantic relation-
ship and manage conflicts with their partners will be more
likely to have good quality relationships as couples.

Erikson’s psychosocial theory (1968) provides further
insights into the developmental tasks present in emerging
adulthood that are likely to be associated with the quality of
the romantic relationship. First, everyone in this stage of
their lives will be confronted with having to resolve an
identity crisis (Identity vs. Role Confusion). Then, once an
emerging adult has established a coherent and consistent
sense of identity, the building of an intimate relationship
can become important (Intimacy vs. Isolation). According
to Erikson, the stronger each partner’s self-image is, the
more likely the couple will develop a successful intimate
relationship.

Arnett (1997) maintains that entry into adulthood (age 30)
will be marked by accepting responsibilities, a decentring of
self, and the desire to start a family. For Mehta et al. (2020),
this period is characterized by a “rush-hour life” where the
advent of children and a career is highly demanding in terms of
energy for most adults (Knecht & Freund, 2016), which often
results in lower levels of satisfaction and intimacy between
romantic partners and more conflict (Mickelson & Biehle,
2017).

Age and Relationship Length

Aside from age, research on romantic development must also
consider relationship length. The length of a relationship is not
entirely independent of the individual’s age, as it increases as
they get older (Carver et al., 2003). However, given that
individuals do not all follow the same romantic trajectory
(Boisvert & Poulin, 2016), there is no reason to assume that
age-related change is systematically associated with changes
in relationship length. Studies have demonstrated that the
longer the relationship, the higher the intimacy and com-
mitment in couples (Giordano et al., 2012). Negative qualities,
such as jealousy and conflict, also may increase with rela-
tionship length (Seiffge-Krenke & Burk, 2013). In short,
relationship length is a factor to consider when examining
changes in the qualities of a romantic relationship because it
reflects time spent with the same partner. Age, on the other
hand, may reflect the accumulation of romantic experiences
over time (Zimmer-Gembeck & Ducat, 2010). Therefore, a
longitudinal design where age and relationship length are
examined simultaneously is essential to understand better
these two variables’ main and interactive effects on specific
relationship qualities.

Lantagne and Furman (2017) simultaneously examined the
impact of age, length, and their interaction on different ro-
mantic relationship qualities among 200 American partici-
pants evaluated at eight-time points from ages 15 to 25. Their
results revealed the presence of an age-main effect on jealousy,
whereby jealousy diminished with age. In addition, rela-
tionship length’s main effects have also been observed: Length
was associated with increased support, conflict, controlling
behaviors, and jealousy. Finally, the interaction between age
and relationship length was significant. Specifically, support
increased with age in short relationships. Moreover, conflict
and controlling behaviors declined with age in long rela-
tionships, and jealousy dropped in medium-length and long
relationships as the partners get older. Though the results of
the Lantagne and Furman (2017) study clearly illustrated the
relevance of examining the interactive effect of age and re-
lationship length on romantic relationship qualities, there are
at least three reasons for further pursuing this line of
investigation.

First, more longitudinal studies must be conducted with
samples that are not American and may differ in romantic
behaviors. For example, according to the 2018 U.S. census,
the mean age for marriage in the United States was 29.8 years
for men and 27.8 years for women (United States Census
Bureau, 2018), whereas in Québec (Canada), it was 33.6 and
32 years respectively for the same period (Institut de la
Statistique du Québec [ISQ], 2020). Moreover, the mean
age of mothers at first birth in the United States in 2014 was
26.3 years (Mathews & Hamilton, 2016), compared to
30.4 years in Québec in the same period (ISQ, 2020). Que-
becers tend to commit to forming a family a little later in life
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than their American counterparts. By 2016, the percentage of
unmarried couples living together in Canada rose to 21.3%
(Statistique Canada, 2016), whereas for the same year in the
United States, it was 7% (Pew Research Center analysis,
2016). These cultural differences could impact how roman-
tic relationship qualities change over time.

Second, changes that may occur in these qualities from
the mid-20s until adulthood must also be considered
(Nelson, 2020). Major transitions tend to occur from ages
25 to 30, notably in terms of residential independence,
marital status, and parenthood. For example, in Québec in
2016, 48.7% of 25-to 29-year-olds lived with a romantic
partner, compared with 17.5% of 20- to 24-year-olds (ISQ,
2016). Moreover, in the same period, 51% of 25-to 29-year-
olds married or became parents, compared with 19% of 20-
to 24-year-olds.

Third, the main focus of the study by Lantagne and Furman
(2017) was on the negative qualities of romantic relationships
(i.e., negative interactions, controlling behaviors, and jealousy).
However, only one positive quality — support — was inves-
tigated. Consequently, age and the length of a relationship’s
main and interactive effects on other key qualities of romantic
relationships, such as satisfaction and intimacy, remain un-
known. This last point will be discussed in further detail below.

Change in the Qualities of
Romantic Relationships

Regarding positive characteristics, the quality of the romantic
relationship was first defined in relation to the couple’s sat-
isfaction (Spanier, 1976). It can be understood as an intra-
personal assessment of the positive effects associated with a
romantic relationship. In addition, partner intimacywould also
be pivotal to the quality of the romantic relationship, relating
as it does to the sharing of thoughts and feelings with one’s
partner (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987). Regarding negative
aspects, behavioral interaction models have identified one,
namely, conflict (Fincham & Beach, 1999). Available studies
suggest that age and relationship length likely impact these
three qualities.

Satisfaction

A longitudinal study by Zimmer-Gembeck and Petherick
(2006), spanning ages 17 to 21, showed that romantic rela-
tionship satisfaction increased with age. Another longitudinal
study by Stafford et al. (2004) with 30-year-olds showed that
the longer the relationship, the less satisfied the partners. Other
studies have also revealed a significant drop in satisfaction over
the first years of marriage (Bradbury & Karney, 2004). Finally,
Lavner and Bradbury (2010) identified five marital satisfaction
trajectories as a function of relationship length (from 4 months
to 4 years). Of the five, four showed a decline in satisfaction,
while the other showed no significant change. In summary, it is
possible that satisfaction is positively associated with age and

negatively associated with length. These two factors would
benefit from being examined together in the same study.

Intimacy

Advancing age has been found to be associated with increased
intimacy between romantic partners (Giordano et al., 2012).
Moreover, various cross-sectional studies (Hurley & Reese-
Weber, 2012; Reese-Weber, 2015) and one longitudinal study
(Meier & Allen, 2009) have reported a positive link between
relationship length and intimacy. This link has also been
observed in adolescents (Rostosky et al., 2000). However,
other cross-sectional studies have revealed a negative asso-
ciation between relationship length and intimacy (Lemieux &
Hale, 2002). Simultaneously examining the unique effect of
age, length, and their interaction upon intimacy in a longi-
tudinal design would clarify these discrepancies in the
literature.

Conflict

Two longitudinal studies spanning ages 13 to 23 observed more
conflict in romantic relationships with age (Johnson et al., 2015;
Vujeva& Furman, 2011). However, in the longitudinal study by
Robins et al. (2002), conflict diminished from ages 21 to 25,
whereas in the one by Chen et al. (2006), it increased over the
same period. In addition, Lantagne and Furman (2017) have
reported increased conflict as a function of relationship length.
Further longitudinal studies are therefore needed to clarify the
link between age and conflict in a romantic relationship.

Objective and Hypotheses

The purpose of this study was to examine changes in satis-
faction, intimacy, and conflict in romantic relationships from
adolescence to adulthood, taking age and relationship length
into account simultaneously. A longitudinal design measured
these dimensions at nine-time points from ages 16 to 30. These
three dimensions were analyzed separately by examining the
effects of age, relationship length, and their interaction. Linear
and non-linear (quadratic and cubic) forms of change were
also tested. Studies have suggested that cubic or quadratic
forms of change might better represent how certain romantic
relationship features change by age and relationship length
(Chen et al., 2004; Kurdek, 1999). Finally, gender, cohabi-
tation, and parenthood were included as control variables, as
these might potentially affect romantic relationship qualities.
Research has shown that women are more committed to their
romantic partners and tend to perceive a higher degree of
intimacy and support than men (Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). Re-
search has also shown that partners who cohabit are at a higher
risk of conflict and diminished satisfaction than those who do
not (Rhoades et al., 2012). Finally, the transition to parenthood
has been associated with a decline in relationship quality and
increased conflict (Mickelson & Biehle, 2017).
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For satisfaction, we expected advancing age to be asso-
ciated with increased satisfaction (H1), as reflected in the
results of empirical studies (Young et al., 2011; Zimmer-
Gembeck & Petherick, 2006). In light of the divergence be-
tween linear change trajectories (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010)
and non-linear trajectories (Kurdek, 1999), the form of change
was examined in an exploratory manner. Relationship length
was also anticipated to be associated with diminished satis-
faction (H2) (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010). However, given the
lack of data on the interactive effect of age and length on
satisfaction, no hypothesis was formulated.

For intimacy, we expected advancing age to be associated
with increased intimacy (H3), as the form of change in intimacy
was examined in an exploratory manner. We also anticipated
that longer relationships would be associated with increased
intimacy (H4). These hypotheses were based on theoretical
models of romantic development (Brown, 1999; Furman &
Wehner, 1994) and the results of empirical studies (Giordano
et al., 2012; Meier & Allen, 2009). However, no study to date
has examined the interactive effect of age and relationship
length on this variable, so no hypothesis was formulated.

For conflict, the varied results of empirical studies con-
strain us from formulating clear hypotheses for the effect of
age (Robins et al., 2002; Vujeva & Furman, 2011). However,
based on the results of Chen et al. (2006), change in conflict was
expected to be cubic in form, that is, a decline at the end of
adolescence, an increase in emerging adulthood, and finally, a
decline in adulthood (H5). Also, we expected longer relation-
ships to be associated with increased conflict (H6) (Lantagne &
Furman, 2017). Finally, based on the study by Lantagne and
Furman (2017), we expected the interaction between age and
length to affect conflict: Longer relationships were expected to
be associated with a decline in conflict with age (H7).

Method

Participants

The data used in our study were collected for a longitudinal
study begun in 2001 with a sample of 390 six-graders (58%
girls; mean age = 12.38 years, SD = 0.42). The students came
from eight elementary schools that reflected different socio-
economic levels in a large city. The majority were Caucasian
and French-speaking (about 3% Black, 1% Asian, 3% Latino,
and 3% Arab). Most were born in Canada (90%) and lived
with both biological parents (72%). Mean family pre-tax
income stood between $45,000 and $55,000 in 2001.
Mothers and fathers had completed approximately the same
number of years of schooling (M = 13.10, SD = 2.68 and
M = 13.20, SD = 3.20, respectively).

These participants were followed until the age of 30. The
retention rate varied from 75% to 83% year to year and stood
at 83% at age 30. The 337 participants (62.9% women) who
completed the measure of romantic relationship qualities at
least once from ages 16 to 30 constituted our study sample. Of

the 337 participants, 47 completed the relationship quality
measure in one data point, 28 in two, 37 in three, 46 in four, 46
in five, 51 in six, 36 in seven, 31 in eight, and 15 in nine. They
did not differ from the rest of the initial sample (n = 53) in
terms of parent education, annual family income, gender, and
ethnic background.

Design and Procedures

At ages 16 and 17, participants completed questionnaires at
school under the supervision of trained research assistants. At
ages 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, and 25, participants completed the
questionnaires at home during visits from research assistants.
At ages 23, 24, and 26, participants underwent a structured
telephone interview administered by trained and supervised
research assistants. No data were collected for ages 27, 28, and
29. Finally, at age 30, participants completed an online
questionnaire on the LimeSurvey platform. Written consent
was obtained from parents when participants were aged 16 and
17. From the age of 18 onward, written consent was obtained
directly from participants. A gift certificate or monetary
compensation was offered as a token of appreciation at each
time point. The study was approved by the Research Ethics
Board of Université du Québec à Montréal.

Measures

Romantic Relationship Qualities at Ages 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22,
25, and 30. At each time point, participants were asked if they
currently had a romantic partner. Those who responded yes
were then asked to write down the name of their romantic
partner and to complete items from the Network of Relation-
ships Inventory (NRI) developed by Furman and Buhrmester
(1985), with this current partner as the point of reference. They
had to indicate how much their relationship with this person
corresponded to the items on a five-point Likert scale from 1,
“Little or not at all,” to 5, “The most.” Three items measured
satisfaction (e.g., “How satisfied are you with your relationship
with this person?”; alpha of .92–.97 for all evaluations).
Likewise, intimacy (e.g., “Howmuch do you share your secrets
and private feelings with this person?”; alpha of .81–.92) and
conflict (e.g., “How much do you and this person disagree and
quarrel with each other?”; alpha of .85–.93) were each mea-
sured by three items. Scores were obtained by calculating the
average for the items composing each scale. Furman and
Buhrmester (1992) documented the instrument’s reliability
and validity with a sample of adolescents and emerging adults.

Length of Romantic Relationship at ages 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21,
22, 25, and 30. Each year from ages 16 to 26, participants
were invited to indicate whether they currently had a romantic
partner. If yes, they had to write down the partner’s full name.
At 30, aside from identifying their current partner, participants
reported names of their former partners, if any, for each year at
ages 27, 28, and 29.
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This information was used to calculate the length of
a romantic relationship. Length scores were created for
each year that the relationship qualities were measured
(i.e., ages 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 25, and 30; qualities were
not assessed at ages 23, 24, 26, 27, 28, and 29). These scores
were calculated by tallying the number of times the partner
was mentioned, including for the current year. For example:
(1) if at age 20 the partner mentioned was never mentioned
in previous years, the length score was 1; (2) if at age 17
the partner mentioned was also named at age 16, the length
score was 2; and (3) if at age 22 the partner mentioned was
also named at ages 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, and 21, the length
score was 7.

This procedure is based on the study by Rauer et al. (2013),
in which participants were asked to name their partner for each
year between the ages of 18 and 25. These authors then used
this information to calculate the length of romantic relation-
ships (in years). On-and-off romantic relationships (charac-
terized by making up, then breaking up, and then making up
again) were rare (n = 4) and were included.

Parenthood at Ages 19, 20, 21, 22, 25, and 30. Parenthood was
measured through the following question: “Do you have
children of whom you are the biological parent? (yes/no).”

Cohabitation with a Romantic Partner at ages 18, 19, 20, 21, 22,
25, and 30. Participants had to indicate whether yes/no they
lived with their romantic partner.

Results

Preliminary Analyses and Descriptive Statistics

A multilevel analysis made it possible to include partici-
pants whose data was missing without needing to change
the data (Hox, 2013). The lme4 package in R was used to
manage missing data by maximum likelihood (Bates et al.,
2015).

Histograms and the Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that
skewness and kurtosis coefficients fell beyond the normal
limit (ceiling effect) for the three dependent variables. As no
transformation managed to resolve the non-normality of the
data, these variables were dichotomized. Two groups were
formed for each variable, a reference group, and a modeled
group. The cut-off for intimacy and satisfaction was set at 4
(on a scale of 1–5) to distinguish participants who enjoyed a
high level of intimacy (or satisfaction) with their partner
(scores of 4 or more; 75% of the sample) from those who
enjoyed a lower level (scores less than 4; 25%). For conflict,
the cut-off was set at 2 to distinguish participants who ex-
perienced little or no conflict (scores of 2 or less; 75% of the
sample) from those who experienced more (scores above 2;
25%).

Table 1 gives the raw means and standard deviations for the
predictors and qualities of romantic relationships at ages 16,

17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 25, and 30. At 16, 29.1% of participants
reported being in a romantic relationship, compared with
76.3% at 30. The mean length of a romantic relationship
increased with age.

Principal Analyses

The dichotomized scores for each romantic relationship
feature obtained at the nine-time points were subjected to
multilevel analyses via binomial logistic regressions to test
the different hypotheses. A model for each characteristic was
tested. Gender, cohabitation, and parenthood were inserted
as control variables. The interaction between age and rela-
tionship length was then added to the model. Finally, dif-
ferent forms of change were tested: linear, quadratic, and
cubic. The main and interactive effects are presented in
Table 2.

Satisfaction

Age and relationship length were found to have significant
main effects on satisfaction. Satisfaction declined with age
(H1). However, satisfaction increased with relationship length
(H2). No significant gender, cohabitation, or parenting effect
was observed.

The interaction between age and relationship length was
found to have an effect on satisfaction. To interpret the
effect, three relationship lengths were defined. The age
effect was thus examined by short length (1 year), medium
length (2 years), and long length (4 years). These were set
based on percentiles: 1 year = 25th percentile; 2 years = 50th

percentile; and 4 years = 75th percentile (see Lantagne &
Furman, 2017). The use of percentiles is usually recom-
mended when data are not normally distributed. As il-
lustrated in Figure 1, the likelihood of being in the satisfied
group only declined significantly in long relationships
(4 years) at ages 16 to 21.5, b = �.02, t (1161) = �2.38, p =
.01. The Johnson-Neyman test showed the length effect to
be significant only below age 21.57 years. The level of
satisfaction did not change in short-and medium-length
relationships.

Another way to parse the interactive effects on satisfaction
was to examine how the length effect varied by age. The
length effects were examined at three different ages, namely, at
18 (25th percentile), 20 (50th percentile), and 22 (75th per-
centile). Regarding satisfaction, the likelihood of being in the
satisfied group increased significantly at ages 18 and 20 when
romantic relationship length was longer than 2.19 years.
However, by age 22, the length effect was no longer
significant.

Intimacy

Age and relationship length were found to have significant
main effects on intimacy. Intimacy declined with age (H3).
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The form of change that best represented the data for intimacy
was quadratic, owing to an accelerated phase of change,
namely, a marked decline in the degree of intimacy from ages
25 to 30. Moreover, intimacy increased with relationship
length (H4). No significant gender, cohabitation, or parenting
effect was observed.

The interaction between age and relationship length was
found to have an effect on intimacy. The method of inter-
pretation was the same as for satisfaction. As illustrated in
Figure 2, the likelihood of being in the intimate group declined
significantly only in medium-length relationships (2 years)
and long relationships (4 years) at ages 16 to 24.5, b = �.02,
t (1161) = �2.21, p = .02. The Johnson-Neyman test showed
the length effect to be significant only when age was below
24.5 years. Intimacy did not change in short romantic
relationships.

Another way to decode the interaction was by examining
the effect of duration as a function of age. Regarding intimacy,
the likelihood of being in the intimate group increased sig-
nificantly at all ages, that is, at ages 18, 20, and 22. However,
the age effect proved significant only when the relationship
length exceeded 1.1 years.

Conflict

Age and relationship length were found to have significant
main effects on conflict. Conflict declined with age. A linear
form of change best represented the data for conflict (H5), and
a marginal effect was observed: Conflict increased with re-
lationship length (H6). A parenthood main effect proved
significant as well: Being a parent increased the likelihood of
experiencing conflict. No significant gender or cohabitation
effect was observed. Furthermore, it was found that there was
no interaction between age and length (H7).

Discussion

We examined changes in satisfaction, intimacy, and conflict in
a romantic relationship from adolescence to the end of
emerging adulthood, taking into account age and relationship
length simultaneously. Overall, the results show that satis-
faction, intimacy, and conflict decline with advancing age but
increase with relationship length. Moreover, the interaction
between age and relationship length was found to have a
significant effect on satisfaction and intimacy. These findings
are consistent with developmental theories that underscore the
presence of identity issues in emerging adulthood and their
impact on romantic relationships (Arnett, 2000; Nelson, 2020;
Shulman & Connolly, 2013).

Satisfaction

Results concerning satisfaction were the inverse of what was
expected: Satisfaction tended to decline with age (H1) but
increased with relationship length (H2). Changes in romantic
satisfaction had a linear form, that is, following a steady decline
over time, which is consistent with the results of other studies
(Karney&Bradbury, 1997). Although Kurdek (1999) observed
a cubic change trajectory, this could be due to differences in the
age groups considered (30–40 vs. 16–30) and in the measures
used (quality of marriage vs. romantic satisfaction).

The decline in satisfaction as a function of age could be
attributable to certain factors external to the couple, such as
stress related to searching for work, dealing with financial
difficulties, pursuing higher education, and leaving the par-
ents’ home (Randall & Bodenmann, 2017). Moreover, a
change in romantic satisfaction is “stochastic”, which is to say
that it is strongly influenced by factors proximal to the couple
(Young et al., 2011). The decrease in satisfaction with ad-
vancing age can also be understood by the “sliding versus
deciding” theory proposed by Stanley et al. (2006). Partners
who tend to rush through the stages of relationship devel-
opment (cohabitation, marriage, etc.) are at risk of “sliding”
into an unsatisfying romantic relationship. Nelson (2020)
argues that this “sliding” phenomenon is an issue that char-
acterizes the period of emerging adulthood. Finally, certain
personal characteristics such as an insecure attachment pattern

Table 2. Multilevel Analysis of Level of Characteristics of Romantic
Relationship.

Predictors Satisfaction Intimacy Conflict

Intercept (B0) 8.71 (0.00) 13.36 (0.00) 1.43 (0.70)
Gender (γ01) 1.29 (0.25) 0.81 (0.34) 1.41 (0.33)
Cohabitation (β2) 0.72 (0.16) 0.79 (0.30) 1.00 (0.99)
Parenthood (β3) 1.05 (0.85) 1.05 (0.87) 2.41 (0.02)*
Age (β4) 0.93 (0.01)* 0.90 (0.00)** 1.17 (0.00)**
Age2 (β5) — 0.99 (0.00)** —

Length (β6) 1.16 (0.04)* 1.19 (0.02)* 0.84 (0.06)∼

Age X length (β7) 0.98 (0.01)* 0.98 (0.02)* 1.01 (0.51)

p∼ < .07 *p < .05. **p < .01.

Figure 1. Interactive effect of age and relationship length on
satisfaction scores.
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(Collins et al., 2002; Meyer et al., 2015), a high degree of
neuroticism (Schaffhuser et al., 2014) or borderline person-
ality traits (Howard et al., 2022), could interfere with the
development of a satisfying relationship with age.

The positive link between relationship length and sat-
isfaction might be explained by the complicity between
partners and better knowledge of the partner, which refers to
the concept of a couple’s friendship (Gottman et al., 2002).
In long-term couples, romantic satisfaction has also been
associated with the presence of “positivity resonance” be-
tween partners, defined as a sharing of positive emotions and
a sense of emotional attachment (Otero et al., 2020). Humor
is one example of shared positive emotions associated with
relationship maintenance (Haas & Stafford, 2005). Hall
(2013) demonstrated that humor was related to satisfac-
tion in longer relationships as it created a general atmo-
sphere of fun and reinforced the mutual tie between partners.
It is also possible that, as the relationship develops over
time, partners set common future objectives (Gottman &
Gottman, 2017).

A significant interaction between age and relationship
length showed that the likelihood of satisfying relation-
ships diminished only in long relationships (4 years) from
ages 16 to 21.5. A similar result was obtained for intimacy:
It diminished in medium-length (2) and long relationships
from ages 16–24.5 years. At least two explanations can be
put forth to account for these two findings. First, this is a
period of life characterized essentially by identity ex-
ploration (Arnett, 2000). Consistent with Erikson’s theory
(1968), it is possible that partners who have not devel-
oped a sufficiently integrated and solid self-identity
experience problems with intimacy in their romantic re-
lationships. In this respect, the non-resolution of identity
in emerging adults can be an issue that hinders the sat-
isfaction and intimacy of the couple. Second, from Nel-
son’s perspective (2020), the decline of these two qualities
in longer relationships from the end of adolescence to the
mid-20s may represent the need for emerging adults to
explore their personal and couple identities further.

Moreover, Zimmer-Gembeck and Petherick (2006)
showed that the most satisfied couples were those that had
explored and defined their identities more, were more
committed professionally, had set clear goals in the ro-
mantic sphere, and, consequently, were able to share a
similar vision of the couple.

Intimacy

Contrary to expectations, the older the participants got, the
less intimacy they reported in their romantic relationship
(H3). Change in intimacy had a quadratic form marked by a
more pronounced decline from ages 25 to 30. This finding
could be explained by the concept of “career-and-care-
crunch” proposed by Mehta et al. (2020). This notion un-
derscores an increase in professional and family responsi-
bilities in established adulthood that can translate into more
demanding roles at work (Day et al., 2012) and new obli-
gations related, for example, to child-care, home ownership,
and aging parents. In other words, around the age of 30,
individuals are called upon to face a host of demands ex-
ternal to the couple, which can cut into the time and energy
that the couple could otherwise invest. It could also be that a
decline in intimacy at this stage in life corresponds to the
tendency of the Québec population to form families at an
older age. This finding clearly illustrates the relevance of
extending the investigation of change in romantic rela-
tionship qualities to the early 30s. Moreover, the divergence
between our findings and those reported in other works
(Giordano et al., 2012) might be attributable to how inti-
macy is operationalized in romantic relationships. In our
study, intimacy referred essentially to a form of self-disclosure
(sharing of thoughts; Buhrmester & Furman, 1987), whereas in
other studies, it has included the expression of intimacy (ex-
change of romantic feelings; Hurley & Reese-Weber, 2012)
and underlying dimensions (love, commitment; Solomon &
Knobloch, 2004).

The hypothesis that intimacy would increase with rela-
tionship length was confirmed (H4). This increase might re-
flect better knowledge of one’s partner and the development of
complicity in the dyad. Perhaps also, over time, the partici-
pants acquired a sense of confidence and became more
genuine about their way of being in a relationship and the
content of conversations. In this regard, a longer romantic
relationship might lead individuals to experience a sense of
security about the couple and consider one’s partner as the
primary figure in meeting the need for intimacy (Murray et al.,
2006).

Conflict

Older age was associated with a linear decline in conflict.
Contrary to expectations, the cubic effect did not prove sig-
nificant (H5). It should be noted that the study on which this
hypothesis rested (Chen et al., 2006) used retrospective data.

Figure 2. Interactive effect of age and relationship length on
intimacy scores.
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Adolescents and young emerging adults (early twenties) are
focused more on their own needs (Nelson, 2020) and place
greater importance on self-fulfillment, which might explain the
higher frequency of conflict in romantic relationships during
this period (Argyle & Furnham, 1983). It is also possible that,
with age, individuals develop better conflict-resolution strate-
gies that allow them to ease tensions within the couple (Smith
et al., 2009). Laursen et al. (2001) showed that, unlike ado-
lescents, emerging adults tended to resolve conflicts with their
romantic partners more through negotiation strategies than
through coercion or some form of disengagement.

As expected, relationship length was related to more
conflict (H6). Lantagne and Furman (2017) observed the same
phenomenon. Interdependence theory (Braiker & Kelley,
1979) might provide a line of approach to explain this. The
longer that individuals are involved in a romantic relationship,
the more likely they will become emotionally, materially, and
financially dependent on one another. Should an imbalance
occur between the need for independence and dependence
within the couple’s dynamics, this could represent a potential
source of conflict in partners with a longer commitment to a
relationship. It is also possible that the increase in conflict as
the relationship develops is associated with individual vari-
ables, such as the presence of negative relationship attributions
and enduring vulnerabilities. (i.e., hostility and depression)
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Marshall et al., 2011).

Contrary to expectations, age and relationship length did
not have an interactive effect on conflict (H7). These results
contrast with those of Lantagne and Furman (2017), who
noted that conflict declined in long relationships with age.
These authors might have detected this interaction because
they used a more complete measure of conflict that included
six items of the NRI related to conflict and antagonism, in
addition to conducting an interview that examined conflict
frequency and intensity. This divergence of results could also
be due to the use of designs covering different age spans.

Though it was only a control variable in our study, par-
enthood increased the likelihood of the couple experiencing
conflict. This result is consistent with what others reported
previously. Becoming parents requires adjustments on the part
of both partners and can generate stress (Vismara et al., 2016).
Finally, this change can also bring about a deterioration in
lifestyle and a loss of sexual intimacy and can increase the risk
of developing a vulnerability to psychological disorders
(Epifanio et al., 2015). Also, a drop in intimacy and satis-
faction has been frequently observed following this transition
(Mickelson & Biehle, 2017), but this was not the case in our
study. It may be that the absence of a significant effect on these
two variables was due to the lack of data on the number of
children per household (Meyer et al., 2016).

Strengths and Limitations

Our study’s strengths merit underscoring. First, the longitu-
dinal design comprised nine-time points that spanned mid-

adolescence to adulthood (ages 16–30). This allows us to
distinguish between certain issues faced by couples that
present at distinct stages of development. Second, the si-
multaneous examination of age and length shed fresh light on
the main effect of these variables and their interaction on the
three core qualities of romantic relationships.

Some limitations need to be highlighted as well. First,
while dichotomizing the dependent variables allowed us to
resolve the problem of normality, this technique reduced
variability. Second, the fact that relationship qualities were
not measured from ages 26 to 29 limited our examination of
the form that change can take in the late twenties. Third,
only one of the two partners’ viewpoints was considered; as
romantic relationships are a dyadic relational matter, we
would also stand to gain from considering the perceptions
of the other partner. Fourth, the partner’s age was not
considered in the analyses, although research shows that an
age difference within a couple during this developmental
period is not related to relationship quality (Lehmiller &
Agnew, 2008). Finally, only a few relationship qualities
were assessed in this study, and others should also be
investigated in future research, as well as factors that could
contribute to individual differences in change over time for
these qualities.

Practical Implications

In light of these results, it is important that therapists address
the characteristics pertaining to the period of emerging
adulthood when evaluating relational difficulties in the context
of a romantic relationship. In particular, it would be valuable
to highlight during psychological follow-up sessions the
perception of each partner’s personal and relational identity,
either qualitatively or quantitatively, for example, by ad-
ministering the questionnaire on aspects of identity (i.e., AIQ-
IV) (Yin & Etilé, 2019). This step could provide a more in-
depth clinical understanding of the nature of couple issues and
subsequently guide interventions with dyads. Furthermore, the
highlighted conclusions concerning the effect of age and
duration on the degree of satisfaction, intimacy, and conflict in
the romantic relationship could serve as guidelines for various
professionals (psychoeducators, sexologists, psychiatrists,
and social workers) in providing psychological education to
this clientele.

Conclusion

Our study contributes new elements to the understanding of
change in the qualities of romantic relationships from mid-
adolescence to the beginning of established adulthood. By
using a multilevel analysis, we were able to identify the in-
teractive effects of age and relationship length on the satis-
faction and intimacy of couples. This constitutes a novel
element in this literature. Moreover, our results highlight the
dynamic nature of romantic relationships (Furman et al., 2019)
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as they show that the effects of relationship length on a
couple’s satisfaction and intimacy depend on the age of the
individuals and, inversely, the age effect on these two qualities
depends on relationship length.
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https://doi.org/10.3917/reco.706.1053

Young, B. J., Furman, W., & Laursen, B. (2011). Models of change
and continuity in romantic experiences. In F. D. Finchman, &M.
Cui (Eds.), Romantic relationships in emerging adulthood
(pp. 44–66). Cambridge University Press.

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Ducat, W. (2010). Positive and negative
romantic relationship quality: Age, familiarity, attachment and
well-being as correlates of couple agreement and projection.
Journal of Adolescence, 33(6), 879–890. http://dx.doi.org/10.
1016/j.adolescence.2010.07.008

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Petherick, J. (2006). Intimacy dating
goals and relationship satisfaction during adolescence and
emerging adulthood: Identity formation, age and sex as mod-
erators. International Journal of Behavioral Development,
30(2), 167–177. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025406063636

Author Biographies

Maude Raymond is currently a doctoral student in psy-
chology (Psy.D.) at Université du Québec à Montréal. Her
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