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Abstract

Objectives

In the current study, we examined the relationship between differentiation of self (DoS) and

key relationship functioning variables among couples. This is the first study to test such rela-

tionships using a cross-cultural longitudinal approach (i.e., samples from Spain and the U.S.)

while controlling for stressful life events–a key theoretical construct in Bowen Family Systems

Theory.

Methods

A sample of 958 individuals (n = 137 couples from Spain, and n = 342 couples from U.S.)

was used in cross sectional and longitudinal models to analyze the effects of a shared reality

construct of DoS on anxious attachment, avoidant attachment, relationship stability, and

relationship quality while considering gender and culture.

Results

Our cross-sectional results indicated that men and women from both cultures experienced

an increase in DoS over time. DoS predicted increased relationship quality and stability and

decreased anxious and avoidant attachment in U.S. participants. Longitudinally, DoS pre-

dicted increased relationship quality and decreased anxious attachment for Spanish women

and men, while it predicted greater relationship quality and stability and decreased anxious

and avoidant attachment of U.S. couples. Implications of these mixed findings are

discussed.

PLOS ONE

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482 March 2, 2023 1 / 21

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

a1111111111

OPEN ACCESS

Citation: Rodrı́guez-González M, Bell CA, Pereyra
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Conclusions

Higher levels of DoS are linked with a better couple relationship across time, despite varying

levels of stressful life events. Although some cultural differences regarding the links

between relationship stability and avoidant attachment exist, this positive link between dif-

ferentiation and the couple relationship is mostly consistent across the U.S. and Spain. The

implications and relevance for integration into research and practice are discussed.

Introduction

Understanding relationship functioning and how it can be improved, whether through pre-

vention, training, or psychotherapeutic interventions/programs, is a high value research goal

[1–4]. This is particularly important given that healthy and happy relational functioning is a

strong predictor of psychological and physical health, and better social and work functioning

[5, 6]. Among the variables and theories developed to understand relationship functioning,

differentiation of self (DoS), the cornerstone construct of Bowen Family Systems Theory

(BFST), has received increasing empirical support [7, 8]. Differentiation can be conceptualized

as both: (a) an individual’s awareness of the differences between emotional and intellectual

processing, and (b) a dyad’s ability to engage in a healthy balance of connectedness and sepa-

rateness. Given its association with individuals’ capacity to self-regulate within the context of

their significant relationships, it is especially relevant to couples therapy and relational psy-

choeducation programs [2, 9].

Notwithstanding increased research attention to DoS, there are several key limitations asso-

ciated with this growing body of research that are directly countered in this study. First, the

majority of studies of DoS (a relational variable) have maintained an individual perspective or

have utilized an actor-partner interdependence (APIM) model [3, 10–12]. The APIM

approach is one possible way to statistically analyze the relationship as a system among others

[13]. In the current study, we created a DoS shared reality variable. A shared reality perspective

is another way to statistically deal with the complexities that data from multiple system mem-

bers present, allowing for the combination of individual scores to create a sense of shared

meaning [13]. We chose an analytical approach informed by Busby and colleagues’ shared

reality method. We posited that combining the individual self-reported perceptions of DoS

from each member of the dyad would result in a sense of the emotional climate of the couple

system. This aligns with Bowen’s theory that the family functions as an emotional unit [9, 14].

The use of a path analytical approach permitted us to examine how a single predictor (com-

bined DoS scores) would influence multiple relational variables simultaneously. Doing so pro-

vided a clearer picture of the influence the emotional climate of the couples’ relationship had

on these relational variables. Second, very few studies have examined DoS in relation to key

relational variables (e.g., anxious attachment, avoidant attachment). Finally, relatively few DoS

studies include an examination of longitudinal data [10].

Addressing these limitations, the current study examines DoS (at time 1) across time with

other relational outcomes (at time 2), including relationship quality and stability and anxious

and avoidant attachment. In an effort to further examine the context in which DoS and couple

outcomes occur, we controlled for the effect of stressful life events. Moreover, we explored

these relationships using a culturally diverse sample of couples from two countries (i.e., Spain

and the U.S.), with longitudinal and dyadic data (from both members of the couple). Although

Bowen´s theory claims that DoS is universal and thus applies to all cultures [14], there has
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been some research pointing to the idea that it is modulated by the cultural background [8].

Therefore, considering cultural and gender factors will aid researchers in the development of

personalized prevention programs and/or couples therapy.

Literature review

Differentiation and attachment in relationship functioning

Differentiation and attachment conceptualizations. Bowen family systems theory

(BFST) provides an understanding of how early family relations shape the development of

adult couple bonds [7]. Bowen found that under stressful situations, individuals high in DoS

were more successful in balancing thinking and feeling systems as individuals [13], and auton-

omy and intimacy needs as individuals/couples. Conversely, individuals with low levels of DoS

were more likely to display behavior predominately governed by automatic emotional

responses, such as emotional isolation, emotional flooding, or lability [15].

Relatedly, attachment helps us understand our responses in intimate relations based on two

dimensions: anxiety and avoidance [16]. Avoidant attachment relates to deactivation of attach-

ment and emotion-regulation strategies (e.g., suppression of attachment related thoughts and

emotions). Anxious attachment relates to hyperactivation of attachment and emotion-regula-

tion strategies (e.g., insistent attempts to obtain care, support, and love from their partner).

Attachment security, characterized by comfort with closeness and trust in the availability,

responsiveness, and supportiveness of their partner, is related to low levels of anxiety and

avoidance.

Relationship of differentiation and attachment. Researchers have suggested ways BFST

and attachment could explain intimacy and closeness in couple and other interpersonal rela-

tionships in a complementary way [7, 17, 18]. More specifically, individuals low in DoS often

employ two common strategies to regulate anxiety: emotional cutoff and emotional reactivity,

which correspond to avoidant and anxious responses, respectively, which are theoretically

associated with insecure attachment styles. Avoidant individuals, when under stress, tend to

suppress emotional connections and needs and avoid closeness, behaviors akin to emotional

cutoff. Anxious individuals are preoccupied with abandonment, demand a supportive and car-

ing response when they feel threatened or distressed, and protest perceived unavailability or

lack of responsiveness–similar to, yet distinct from, emotional reactivity [19]. Couples research

supports an empirical connection among maladaptive affect regulation and anxious and avoi-

dant attachment behaviors [17, 20–22]. More specifically, three studies reported an association

between emotional cutoff and avoidant tendencies, and between emotional reactivity and anx-

ious tendencies [17, 18, 21].

Although interest continues to grow regarding the link between differentiation and attach-

ment in couples therapy [7], a paucity of empirical research focusing on relationship variables

with couples persists. Based on this review of the available literature, only three studies focus-

ing on couple relationships linked DoS and attachment [17, 22, 23]. These studies found both

differentiation and attachment variables relevant to relationship outcomes (e.g., dyadic adjust-

ment). First, Dell’Isola and colleagues assessed anxious attachment in a sample of North Amer-

ican university students and found lower levels of DoS resulted in higher anxious attachment

levels seven weeks later [23]. Second, Timm and Keiley found [22], in a sample of 205 married

adults living in the midwestern U.S., that higher differentiation was significantly (positively)

associated with secure attachment, and their model suggested attachment could have a direct

impact on relationship adjustment. They also found DoS had a positive impact on relationship

adjustment, but this effect was indirect and mediated through sexual communication. Third,

Lampis and Cataudella conducted a study with 350 romantically involved Italian adults [17].
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Their results also showed higher DoS was associated with more secure attachment. However,

they did not include measures of relationship adjustment or satisfaction.

In sum, extant research supports DoS and attachment as potentially interrelated constructs

with complex interlocks, requiring further research. Nevertheless, the aforementioned studies

share a common limitation in that they did not study both partners [17, 22, 23], thereby limit-

ing a clearer understanding of how the two constructs operate within couples and how inter-

ventions might interrupt maladaptive relational patterns. As a clear strength, we designed our

study to explore both DoS and attachment variables with a sample comprised of both partners

in each couple.

Differentiation of self and relationship outcomes: Filling the gaps

The positive impact higher differentiation levels have on relationship quality has support from

several empirical studies in the last two decades [8, 24]. Empirical research validates Bowen’s

hypothesis that individuals who report higher DoS levels have better relationship quality as

they can experience emotional intimacy without renouncing their sense of autonomy.

Differentiation of self and relationship stability. Most previous studies that tested how

DoS influences relationship functioning focused on dyadic adjustment or relationship satisfac-

tion. In our study, we built upon their work, seeking to replicate their findings by examining

the relationship between DoS and relationship quality [25]. Simultaneously, we focused on

extending this examination of potentially co-occurring interactions by analyzing relationship

stability. While some researchers have conceptualized (and assessed) relationship stability as a

component of relationship quality [11], other convincing evidence suggests that the stability of

and satisfaction in a relationship represent two distinct constructs [26, 27]. More specifically,

an individual may remain in a relationship (i.e., stability) and not find satisfaction in it and, on

the other hand, satisfaction may be relatively high, yet the individual remains open to finding a

“better” partner. Relationship stability, directly assessed, has received little attention in connec-

tion with DoS, with one exception. Cabrera Garcı́a and colleagues [28], with a sample of

Colombians, found that DoS did not correlate significantly with relationship stability.

Differentiation of self and longitudinal data. The limited number of studies utilizing

longitudinal data represents another relevant gap in the DoS literature and relationship vari-

ables. To our knowledge, only two studies analyzed DoS and relationship outcomes with longi-

tudinal data, both with U.S. couples. First, Bartle-Haring et al. found that DoS mediated the

relationship between depression and relationship satisfaction among 412 North American

couples [10]. Second, Dell’Isola and colleagues found differentiation did not significantly pre-

dict relationship satisfaction directly or indirectly among 162 romantically involved university

students from the U.S. [23].

Differentiation of self and stress

The scarcity of longitudinal data collected from both relationship partners led to another sig-

nificant limitation. When reviewing studies that explore the association between differentia-

tion and relationship functioning, the majority did not control for stress, which we defined as

an occurrence of significant magnitude to potentially provoke anxiety and change in a family

system. We found no empirical studies that examined the impact of differentiation on relation-

ship functioning (e.g., relationship adjustment, relationship quality, relationship stability, etc.),

and which controlled for the effects of stressful events. Stress, and specifically stressful life

events, are a key variable in Bowen’s theory, with Kerr and Bowen positing that “people at any

point on the scale (of differentiation), if stressed sufficiently, can develop physical, emotional,

or social symptoms.” [29, p.97]. This implies that a couple with lower levels of differentiation
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could exhibit a high degree of relationship adjustment in low stress circumstances. In addition,

Bowen posited that the couple functions as an emotional system, so it is necessary to control

for the stressful life events each partner endures.

Prior research on couples shows the relevance of stress to relational functioning [5, 6, 30, 31].

Couples can face numerous stressful events and situations over a lifetime. The ability to cope with

stress and make a healthy adjustment is key for maintaining relationship satisfaction [1]. Further-

more, stressful life events and their accumulation increase the degree of pressure on couples and

difficulty when dealing with other stressors [32]. According to Bowen, DoS is the key factor for

dealing with stress and reducing relationship distress by minimizing its negative impact on the

individual and the relationship. Considering that couple stress models emphasize the dyad’s

capacity for coping with stress [1], exploring the relationship between the couple’s joint DoS and

relationship outcomes, while controlling for stressful life events, will help us understand the role

DoS plays in relationship functioning.

Current study: Strengths, goal, and research questions

This study is the first, to our knowledge, to (a) use a cross-cultural longitudinal approach (i.e.,

samples from Spain and the U.S.), (b) assess both differentiation and attachment variables in a

Spanish sample of couples, and (c) use a “shared reality” framework, with the DoS variable, to

validate the hypotheses in question.

Bowen’s theory and previous studies suggest that similar patterns exist across cultures and

gender [8]; however, prior research also indicates that some cultural and gender differences

exist in the relationship between DoS and relational outcomes, for example in the relevance of

emotional cutoff [22, 33, 34]. This study contributes to an understanding of the impact of DoS

on relationship functioning in areas of attachment and relationship quality and stability. It also

contributes to the advancement of DoS because we considered the influence individual level

variables had on couple level variables from a novel perspective in the DoS literature. Using a

shared reality approach and exploring our research questions with two different cultures, we

examined the reality of the couple as an emotional unit, as postulated by Bowen [14]. To that

end, in accordance with Bowen’s theory [14], we considered DoS as a shared reality variable.

Thus, the goal of this study was to add clarity to the relationship between DoS and the fol-

lowing constructs: attachment, relationship quality, and relationship stability, using a longitu-

dinal, culturally sensitive shared reality approach. We also controlled for stressful life events

and explored gender differences. Moreover, we examined the stability of DoS, a hypothesis

with mixed empirical longitudinal support [26]. Specifically, we sought to answer the following

research questions:

Q1. Does differentiation change over time for women and men in each sample?

Q2. Do higher levels of DoS relate to better relational outcomes (lower attachment anxiety and

avoidance, higher relationship quality and stability) cross-sectionally and longitudinally?

Q3. Do differences exist, regarding the two previous questions, between Spanish and U.S.

couples?

Methods

Sample and procedure

A sample of 958 individuals (n = 137 couples from Spain, and n = 342 couples from U.S.) was

used in the present study. The sample was composed of nonclinical, heterosexual couples,

resulting in gender balanced numbers for both husbands and wives in both samples. All U.S.
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couples reported having children (because one of the selection criteria for the sample of the

original research project was having a child between the ages of 11–14 in 2005), and the major-

ity of the Spanish couples also reported having children (70.1%).

The 274 Spanish individuals in this sample had an average age of 43.19 years (SD = 8.73;

range = 24 to 64), and their current relationship status was 85% married and 15% cohabitating

(i.e., living together but not married; see S1 Table for sociodemographic data). In terms of the

highest obtained level of education, 57% of participants reported graduate studies, 14%

reported postgraduate education, 17% reported high school or some college, and 12% reported

basic primary education. Most participants were employed (76.3%), 12% were unemployed,

and the remaining reported other situations (e.g., retired, homemaker, etc.). The mean dura-

tion of couple relationships was 20.18 years (SD = 11.14; range = 26 months to 46 years). Race

and ethnicity were not collected for the Spanish sample, a typical practice in European psycho-

logical research, and in accordance with the local IRB protocols.

The 684 U.S. participants in the sample had an average age of 43.95 years (SD = 5.63;

range = 26 to 62), and their current relationship status was reported as 99% married, and 1%

cohabitating. In terms of the highest obtained level of education, 47% of the participants

reported completing graduate studies, 26% reported postgraduate education, 26% reported

high school or some college, and 1% reported basic primary education. The majority of partici-

pants were employed (81%), 14% reported being a “full-time homemaker,” and the rest

reported other situations (e.g., retired, unemployed, etc.). The mean duration of the relation-

ship was 17.98 years (SD = 4.79; range = 2 to 35 years). The race and ethnicity of the sample

was reported as follows: 82.4% Caucasian, 5.1% African American, 4.4% Hispanic, 3.5% Asian,

0.8% Native American, and 3.8% self-classified as “other”.

Participants in this study were drawn from non-clinical samples in each country, each of

which received approval by the institutional review board at the institution of each principal

investigator. The U.S. data came from the Flourishing Families Project (FFP), a longitudinal

research project investigating family processes. The first wave of Spanish data came from a

doctoral dissertation on DoS in a Spanish community sample. In the Spanish study, inclusion

criteria included identifying as Spaniard and being 18 years or older, without any specific crite-

ria about the family status or having a partner. A subsequent wave of data was collected with a

specific consideration for the measures used by the FFP in order to conduct this cross-cultural

study.

In both countries, some participants were recruited through convenience sampling using

mailings, local phone records, and local fliers; however, the bulk of the U. S. sample was

recruited using a purchased national telephone survey database (Polk Directories/InfoUSA).

Families identified using the Polk Directory were randomly selected from targeted census

tracts that mirrored the socio-economic and racial stratification of reports of local school dis-

tricts. Spanish data included in this study was collected in 2011 (time 1) and 2018 (time 2), and

U.S. data in 2007 (time 1) and 2011 (time 2). Participants were informed about the voluntary

nature of the study, that the information they provided would be confidential, and that they

could withdraw at any time.

Measures

Participants completed all measures in their native language. Where noted below, a specific

Spanish version of the measure was used. Relationship stability, relationship quality, and life

events items were provided based on the RELATE assessment battery [35].

Differentiation of self. Spanish couples’ level of DoS was measured using the Spanish-

Differentiation of Self Inventory (S-DSI) [36], which is composed of 26 items and two

PLOS ONE Couple relationship and differentiation in us and Spain

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482 March 2, 2023 6 / 21

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482


subscales: emotional cutoff (13 items) and emotional reactivity (13 items). U. S. couples

reported DoS through two subscales of the Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI) [37]: emo-

tional reactivity (11 items) and emotional cut-off (12 items). Participants responded using a

6-point scale ranging from 1 (Not at all true for me) to 6 (Very true for me). Higher scores indi-

cated higher levels of DoS and lower levels of emotional cutoff and emotional reactivity. In the

present study, we obtained adequate to high internal consistency reliability for both samples

and genders (see Table 3).

Informed by the shared reality method proposed by Busby and colleagues [13], we created a

combined DoS score for the couple. First, we created an individual DoS score for everyone by

summing their own emotional cutoff and emotional reactivity scores. Second, DoS scores for

each partner were then summed together to form a combined DoS score to represent a shared

reality of the couple’s level of differentiation.

Attachment. Eight items from the Revised Experiences in Close Relationships Question-

naire (ECR) [38] were used for measuring levels of anxious attachment (four items: “I am

afraid that I will lose my partner’s love”; “I often worry that my partner will not want to stay

with me”; “I often worry that my partner does not really love me”; “I often wish that my part-

ner’s feelings for me were as strong as my feelings for him or her”), and levels of an avoidant

attachment (four items: “I prefer not to show my partner how I feel deep down”; “I feel com-

fortable sharing my private thoughts and feelings with my partner”; “I find it difficult to allow

myself to depend on my partner”; “I am very comfortable being close to my partner”). Spanish

versions of these items were extracted from a validated version of ECR [39]. Participants were

asked to score these items on a 7-point Likert response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree), where higher scores indicated higher levels of avoidance or anxious

attachment. The reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) for this sample (see Table 3) were adequate to

high.

Relationship stability. A three-item measure from the RELATE assessment battery was

used for assessing relationship stability [40]: “How often have you thought your relationship

(or marriage) might be in trouble?”; “How often have you and your partner discussed ending

your relationship (or marriage)?”; and “How often have you broken up or separated and then

gotten back together?” This measure used a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5

(very often). We reversed the sign of the scores so higher scores would represent more stability

associated with the relationship. The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients for both samples and for

both men and women were adequate to high (see Table 3).

Relationship quality. Relationship quality was assessed using a modified, 4-item version

of the Quality Marriage Index [25]: “We have a good relationship”; “Our relationship is

strong”; “My relationship with my partner makes me happy”; and “I really feel like part of a

team with my partner.” We removed the item, “My relationship with my partner is very sta-

ble,” due to similarity with the relationship stability items. A 6-point Likert scale ranging from

1 (very strongly disagree) to 6 (very strongly agree) was presented for participants to rate the

items, where higher scores indicated higher perceived relationship quality. Reliability was

(Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient; see Table 3) good to high for each sample and both genders.

Stressful life events. Ten items from Johnson were used to assess stressful life events [41].

The items were as follows: the death of a child, needing to provide care for disabled relative or

friend, a residential move, a serious illness or injury in the family, the birth of a child, the death

of a partner, the death of a close friend, the death of a parent, loss of a job, or a victim of crime.

For this study, we produced a score summing the number of previous events each participant

endorsed as having occurred during the last year. Possible scores ranged from 0 to 10, where

10 indicated the highest level of stressful life events possible. We included stressful life events
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at time 2 as a control variable in our models, allowing us to examine the relationship among

key variables while also accounting for the sum of stressful life events up until time 2.

Data analysis plan

We addressed missing data (Spain = 0.04%; USA = 0.50%) with multiple imputation using

Bayesian analysis in Mplus 8.0. [42] Skew (Spain: -0.66 to 1.46; USA: -1.02 to 1.56) and kurtosis

(Spain: -1.11 to 2.26; USA: -0.75 to 3.83) were not problematic [skewness index < |3.0|; kurto-

sis index < |10.0|] [43].

Conceptually, we considered our dyads distinguishable, and conducted an omnibus test of

distinguishability to determine whether means, variances, and covariances differed between

women and men [44, 45]. Equality constraints were placed on men’s and women’s means and

variances, and we obtained a rejectable chi-square: χ2 (186) = 4897.52, p< .001. To ensure

misfit of the data to the model did not occur because of the equality constraints, we systemati-

cally removed them. Without mean, variance, and covariance constraints, we obtained the fol-

lowing respective rejectable chi-squares: χ2 (220) = 9298.25, p< .001; χ2 (247) = 20844.23, p<
.001; χ2 (254) = 9298.25, p< .001. These results support our conceptualization of distinguish-

ability between women and men.

The cross-sectional and longitudinal models in this study were assessed using multigroup

analysis with maximum likelihood estimation in Mplus version 8.0 [42]. Fig 1 depicts the con-

ceptual model for the longitudinal analysis. A path analytic approach allowed us to examine

how couples’ combined DoS influenced key relational variables cross-sectionally and longitu-

dinally simultaneously. The cross-sectional conceptualization was the same; however, we used

Fig 1. Conceptual path diagram. This figure represents the conceptual model used to analyze the association between a couple shared

reality score of differentiation of self on a variety of outcomes. a DoS = differentiation of self. The shared reality score was computed by

summing the scores of differentiation of self for each of the two individuals in each couple relationship. b Please note that the actual model

included paths from DoS shared reality to scores on the five outcomes for men and women within one model. Additionally, a multigroup

analysis was run therefore paths for U.S. and Spanish participants were estimated separately in two models.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482.g001
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the time 2 DoS shared reality and age variables. This allowed for simultaneous estimation of

the analytic models for both the Spanish and U.S. samples. To determine whether significant

differences existed between Spanish and U.S. couples on each of the effects, we used the

“model constraint” command in Mplus to subtract Spanish couples’ estimated effects from

that of U.S. couples (i.e., slope differences), and used significance testing (p-values) and 95%

confidence intervals with 10,000 bootstrap resamples.

We created a shared reality variable for DoS to represent the couple emotional system

Bowen postulated [14]. To accomplish this, we summed the men and women DoS scores at

time 1 and then those at time 2, for both Spanish and U.S. couples. In a study of multiple meth-

ods of creating shared reality scores, Busby and colleagues determined that combining scores

provided the most accurate representation of a shared couple reality [13]. This method

informed our creation of a shared reality DoS variable for Spanish and U.S. couples.

While controlling for stressful life events and age, we regressed the variables of relationship

quality, attachment, and relationship stability from time 2 on the combined DoS variable from

time 2 to conduct the cross-sectional analysis. For the longitudinal analysis, we regressed rela-

tionship quality, attachment, and relationship stability from time 2 on the combined DoS vari-

able from time 1, while controlling for stressful life events and age. In addition, to isolate the

effect time 1 combined DoS had on the key relational variables, we controlled for combined

DoS at time 2.

Results

Table 1 shows bivariate correlations among DoS subscales of emotional reactivity and emo-

tional cutoff, and Table 2 shows bivariate correlations among study variables, including the

covariates of age and stress. At time 1, the DoS subscales of emotional cutoff and emotional

reactivity correlated significantly for both Spanish and U.S. couples, and at time 2 for U.S. cou-

ples. At time 1, the correlations between couples in the U.S. and Spanish participant samples

were statistically significant (rs ranging from .14 - .53). At time 2, the correlations between

couples in the U.S. and Spanish participant samples, respectively, were lower, and statistically

significant for the U.S. couples only.

Table 3 contains descriptive statistics and mean comparisons across the samples for women

and men in Spain and the U.S., with several differences emerging. Spanish women reported

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations for U.S. and Spain women and men DoS subscales of emotional reactivity and emotional cutoff at Time 1 and Time

2.

Spain U.S.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD M SD

1 ER1: Female - .64�� .03 .00 .35�� .41�� -.18 -.15 3.17 0.89 3.39 1.02

2 EC1: Female .35�� - .08 .04 .39�� .53�� -.08 -.04 2.93 1.02 1.91 0.80

3 ER5: Female .73�� .26�� - .85�� .12 .12 .09 .08 2.90 1.00 2.99 1.00

4 EC5: Female .29�� .70�� .40�� - .15 .13 .13 .14 2.77 1.05 1.84 0.81

5 ER1: Male .14� .22�� .10 .18�� - .84�� -.04 -.01 2.93 0.87 2.87 0.86

6 EC1: Male .24�� .19�� .18�� .16�� .42�� - -.03 .01 2.94 0.92 2.09 0.76

7 ER5: Male .11 .18�� .12� .15�� .69�� .33�� - .90�� 2.87 0.96 2.54 0.90

8 EC5: Male .16�� .11� .19�� .17�� .32�� .69�� .56�� - 2.87 1.03 1.95 0.81

Note. ER = Emotional reactivity. EC = Emotional cutoff.

�p < .05.

��p < .01

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482.t001
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Table 2. Correlations among study variables for Spanish and U.S. couples.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

1. Age: (W) - .95�� -.20� .10 -.06 .13 .10 .21� -.04 .01 .03 -.08 .22�� .03

2. Age: (M) .75�� - -.20� .09 -.06 .15 .12 .19� -.02 -.03 .05 -.03 .23�� .04

3. Combined Differentiation T1 -.05 .01 - .13 .25�� -.20� -.07 -.01 -.03 .24�� -.18� -.10 -.05 -.13

4. Combined Differentiation T5 .03 .05 .69�� - .40�� -.34�� -.24�� .20� -.27�� .45�� -.30�� -.24�� .20� -.03�

5. Relationship Quality T2: (W) .01 -.02 .29�� .41�� - -.55�� -.40�� .15 -.54�� .75�� -.38�� -.25�� .11 -.70�

6. Anxious Attachment T2: (W) .03 -.02 -.29�� -.44�� -.54�� - .43�� -.02 .32�� -.48�� .75�� .25�� -.08 .43��

7. Avoidant Attachment T2: (W) .03 .03 -.35�� -.45�� -.68�� .58�� - -.03 .12 -.30�� .18� .71�� -.02 .31��

8. # Stressful events: (W) .19�� .19�� -.01 .02 -.02 -.01 -.07 - -.11 .19� -.03 -.13 .13 -.08

9. Marital Stability T2: (W) -.07 -.01 -.33�� -.41�� -.63�� .56�� .62�� .02 - -.65�� .42�� .30�� -.03 .70��

10. Relationship Quality T2: (M) .00 .03 .36�� .48�� .64�� -.47�� -.55�� .05 -.59�� - -.51�� -.41�� .16 -.54��

11. Anxious Attachment T2: (M) -.04 -.05 -.36�� -.49�� -.52�� .35�� .48�� .03 .48�� -.58�� - .38�� -.05 .28��

12. Avoidant Attachment T2: (M) .02 .03 -.32�� -.48�� -.53�� .39�� .45�� -.03 .45�� -.68�� .54�� - .01 .17�

13. # of Stressful events: (M) .07 .02 -.04 -.04 -.00 -.01 -.02 .45�� -.03 -.01 .06 .02 - -.04

14. Marital Stability T2: (M) -.07 -.04 -.28�� -.39�� -.54�� .42�� .48�� .02 .73�� -.70�� .60�� .55�� .04 -

�p< .05

��p< .01

���p< .001.

Note. Intercorrelations for Spanish participants (n = 137) are presented above the diagonal, and intercorrelations for U.S. participants (n = 342) are presented below the

diagonal. (W) = Women; (M) = Men; T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482.t002

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for U.S. and Spanish couples and comparisons of means across cultures with independent samples T-tests.

Spain (n = 137) U.S. (n = 342) 95%CI
Variables M SD α M SD α t (df) LL UL

Women
Differentiation T1 3.71 0.63 .76 3.50 0.56 .91 1.70(276.40) -0.011 0.220

Differentiation T5 3.76 0.64 .70 3.71 0.49 .92 0.95(322.74) -0.056 0.159

Relationship Quality T5 3.40 0.70 .88 3.87 0.87 .97 6.14(311.54) 0.317 0.616

Anxious Attachment T5 2.44 1.37 .81 2.04 1.31 .92 -2.87(241.20) -0.663 -0.123

Avoidant Attachment T5 2.89 1.34 .81 2.46 1.32 .80 -3.19(246.86) -0.695 -0.164

Stressful Events T5 0.93 1.11 0.85 1.01 -0.70(231.71) -0.292 0.136

Marital Stability T5 1.65 0.62 .90 1.66 0.60 .70 0.18(242.43) -0.112 0.134

Men
Differentiation T1 3.65 0.61 .79 3.56 0.58 .90 1.52(259.77) -0.027 0.208

Differentiation T5 3.85 0.66 .70 3.73 0.50 .93 2.09(329.66) 0.007 0.225

Relationship Quality T5 3.39 0.65 .88 3.90 0.81 .97 7.32(312.51) 0.378 0.655

Anxious Attachment T5 2.40 1.23 .73 2.25 1.33 .88 -1.21(269.08) -0.404 0.097

Avoidant Attachment T5 2.87 1.25 .72 2.43 1.19 .78 -3.49(239.84) -0.682 -0.190

Stressful Events T5 0.88 1.07 0.76 0.93 -1.13(221.36) -0.325 0.087

Marital Stability T5 1.65 0.64 .80 1.61 0.54 .68 -0.69(215.56) -0.165 0.079

Combined
Differentiation T1 7.06 9.14 7.26 0.98 2.07(267.59) 0.010 0.381

Differentiation T5 7.44 0.71 7.61 1.00 2.05(349.20) 0.010 0.328

Note. Two-tailed test. CI = Confidence interval.

Bold indicates significance at p < .05 level or greater.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482.t003
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significantly lower relationship quality, more anxious and avoidant attachment, and more

stressful life events than their U.S. counterparts. Similarly, Spanish men reported significantly

greater DoS, lower relationship quality, and more avoidant attachment than U.S. men. Spanish

couples had significantly lower combined differentiation scores than U.S. couples at both time

points.

We also examined whether women and men experienced changes in DoS using paired-

samples t-tests and determined significance based on p-values and a 95% confidence interval

range free of zero. Spanish women’s (t[136] = -3.20, p = .002, 95%CI = [-0.333, -0.079]) and

men’s (t[136] = -2.74, p = .007, 95%CI = [-0.298, -0.048]) ratings of differentiation changed

positively and significantly. U.S. women (t[341] = -5.56, p< .001, 95%CI = [-0.208, -0.099])

and men (t[341] = -6.69, p< .001, 95%CI = [-0.256, -0.140]) experienced significant, positive

changes in differentiation also. Stated differently, on average, Spanish and U.S. women and

men reported increased differentiation over time.

The cross-sectional path analytic model fit the data well, χ2 (36) = 55.755, p = .018,

CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.970, RMSEA = 0.048, SRMR = 0.045.034. We examined whether combined

DoS at time 2 predicted outcomes at time 2 while controlling for stressful life events and age.

Among Spanish and U.S. samples, we found similar concurrent (time 2) associations of com-

bined differentiation with women’s and men’s relationship variables (see Table 4). Specifically,

for both genders and countries, combined differentiation significantly and positively related to

relationship quality and stability and negatively related to anxious and avoidant attachment.

No significant differences emerged between Spanish and U.S. women or men when comparing

these associations across cultures at time 2.

The longitudinal path analytic model also fit the data well, χ2 (40) = 66.928, p = .044,

CFI = 0.994, TLI = 0.976, RMSEA = 0.040, SRMR = 0.028. We tested whether shared DoS at

time 1 predicted outcomes at time 2, while controlling for stressful life events, age, and com-

bined DoS at time 2 (see Table 5). Among Spanish couples, combined differentiation positively

predicted women’s and men’s relationship quality, and negatively predicted their anxious

attachment. Among U.S. couples, combined differentiation positively predicted women’s and

Table 4. Regression effects of women and men Time 2 combined differentiation of self scores on Time 2 outcome variables for couples from Spain and the U.S.,

and cultural differences among the effects.

SPAIN (n = 137) U.S. (n = 342) Slope Differences

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI
Outcome Variables β S.E. LL UL β S.E. LL UL β S.E. LL UL

Women
Relationship Quality 0.40��� 0.07 0.250 0.535 0.41��� 0.05 0.306 0.498 0.04 0.09 -0.128 0.204

Relationship Stability -0.27��� 0.08 -0.418 -0.094 -0.41��� 0.05 -0.505 -0.313 0.01 0.08 -0.137 0.172

Anxious Attachment -0.34��� 0.08 -0.489 -0.175 -0.44��� 0.05 -0.528 -0.337 -0.08 0.18 -0.426 0.270

Avoidant Attachment -0.24��� 0.08 -0.386 -0.082 -0.45��� 0.05 -0.535 -0.353 0.13 0.15 -0.159 0.452

Men
Relationship Quality 0.45��� 0.07 0.301 0.585 0.48��� 0.05 0.381 0.563 0.03 0.08 -0.136 0.184

Relationship Stability -0.30�� 0.10 -0.479 -0.101 -0.39��� 0.05 -0.483 -0.296 -0.06 0.08 -0.210 0.108

Anxious Attachment -0.30��� 0.08 -0.45 -0.122 -0.49��� 0.04 -0.562 -0.415 0.14 0.16 -0.165 0.453

Avoidant Attachment -0.24�� 0.08 -0.394 -0.069 -0.48��� 0.05 -0.564 -0.383 0.16 0.15 -0.141 0.469

Note. Slope differences tested whether country functioned as a mediator. Β = Unstandardized estimates; S.E. = Standard error; CI = Confidence interval.

�p< .05

��p< .01

���p< .001.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482.t004
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men’s relationship quality and stability, and negatively predicted anxious and avoidant attach-

ment. Differences between Spanish and U.S. women emerged but not men. Women in Spain

and the U.S. significantly differed on the effects that combined differentiation at time 1 had on

relationship stability and avoidant attachment at time 2.

Discussion

In this study, we sought to answer important questions about the impact of differentiation on

couple relationship variables, accounting for the possibility of gender and cultural differences

and controlling for age and stressful life events. Perhaps the most valuable contribution of this

project is the confirmation of the relevance of DoS in relationship functioning through two

different cultures and with longitudinal data, demonstrating that DoS may have long-term

benefit for couple relationships. Specifically, findings from our study suggest that a higher level

of DoS in the couple predicts a perception of increased relationship quality in women and

men (both in the cross-sectional and longitudinal models) and a reduction of anxious attach-

ment levels, as well as a positive effect on the perception of relationship stability (both cross-

sectionally and longitudinally for U.S. women and men, and only cross-sectionally for Spanish

women and men). Some significant differences by gender arise in avoidant attachment and

stability in the longitudinal model.

Changes in DoS over time

Regarding the first research question, this study shows evidence that women and men from

both cultural groups displayed increases in DoS over time. The variability of DoS within a per-

son might best be understood under Bowen’s conceptualization of the pseudo self and solid

self [14]. The pseudo self is characterized by more emotional reactivity and instability, and is

more prone to influence from stressors and to change based on perceived context. Individuals

with lower levels of differentiation are conceptualized to more commonly function based on

the pseudo self. Conversely, the solid self is characterized by more consistent conviction and

Table 5. Regression effects of women and men Time 1 combined differentiation of self scores on Time 2 outcome variables for couples from Spain and the U.S.,

and cultural differences among the effects.

SPAIN (n = 137) U.S. (n = 342) Slope Differences

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI
Outcome Variables β S.E. LL UL β S.E. LL UL β S.E. LL UL

Women
Relationship Quality 0.25�� 0.08 0.088 0.406 0.29��� 0.06 0.175 0.394 -0.06 0.08 -0.221 0.100

Relationship Stability -0.03 0.08 -0.172 0.124 -0.33��� 0.05 -0.421 -0.219 0.18�� 0.06 0.061 0.306

Anxious Attachment -0.20� 0.08 -0.351 -0.033 -0.29��� 0.05 -0.393 -0.184 0.10 0.15 -0.200 -0.382

Avoidant Attachment -0.07 0.09 -0.235 0.097 -0.35��� 0.05 -0.450 -0.242 0.37�� 0.15 0.081 0.647

Men
Relationship Quality 0.24�� 0.08 0.081 0.386 0.36��� 0.05 0.253 0.452 -0.13 0.08 -0.271 0.028

Relationship Stability -0.13 0.07 -0.266 0.009 -0.28��� 0.05 -0.380 -0.176 0.06 0.06 -0.052 0.170

Anxious Attachment -0.18� 0.08 -0.330 -0.026 -0.36��� 0.05 -0.441 -0.262 0.24 0.13 -0.021 0.484

Avoidant Attachment -0.10 0.08 -0.258 0.064 -0.32��� 0.05 -0.422 -0.213 0.26� 0.13 -0.003 0.507

Note. Slope differences tested whether country functioned as a mediator. Β = Unstandardized estimates; S.E. = Standard error; CI = Confidence interval.

�p< .05

��p< .01

���p< .001.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482.t005
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more stability over time, and individuals with higher levels of DoS are postulated to operate

from a place of the solid self [14, 29]. Handley and colleagues found more stability (less

change) in DoS over time with their sample [26], while the current study found a significant

increase in DoS over time in both men and women and in both cultures. Notably, Handley

and colleagues used yearly intervals in their assessment of changes in DoS [26], while the cur-

rent study had a much longer interval between the two time points assessed (four years in the

U.S. sample, seven years in the Spanish sample). It is possible that in the current sample, the

greater amount of time between assessments of DoS was an important factor in forming a

more solid self, particularly during a time of stressful events. Moreover, as Handley and col-

leagues [26] mentioned, it is uncertain whether this would reflect a change in the pseudo self,

or a change in the solid self. In other words, because our samples increased significantly in

DoS over such long periods, we postulate that the solid self could change over time.

The results of this study also show that the correlation between DoS scores at time 1 and

time 2 is much stronger in the U.S. sample than in the Spanish sample (see Tables 1 and 2).

This might be due to a larger U.S. sample (342 couples) than Spanish sample (137 couples),

enabling a more sensitive analytical approach, but we could not identify a theoretical explana-

tion as to why one culture might show more or less stability in DoS than another. Both samples

were similar in age (Spain Mage = 43.19; U.S. Mage = 43.95), ruling out the possibility of greater

susceptibility of a younger sample to change because their DoS levels have not solidified yet.

Cross-sectional and longitudinal associations between DoS and outcome

variables

Our second research question examined whether cross-sectional and longitudinal associations

between DoS and the various outcome variables existed.

Cross-sectional model. DoS was significantly associated with outcome variables within

each wave. DoS was found to be negatively associated with anxious and avoidant attachment

among women and men in both cultural groups. These findings coincide with other studies

showing that increased DoS is inversely related to anxious and avoidant attachment [21, 22],

and are coherent with our study hypothesis, BFST theory, and prior empirical findings. From

an attachment perspective [19], individuals who know how to more effectively regulate their

own emotions and avoid emotional flooding are less likely to perceive threats to their signifi-

cant attachments, thereby displaying more secure attachment in their relationships.

Consistent with previous literature [12, 24, 34, 36, 46], DoS was positively associated with

relationship quality for both Spanish and U.S. women and men. Moreover, DoS was signifi-

cantly associated with a better perception of relationship stability in all groups (genders and

cultures).

According with family systems theory, DoS could be central to long-term mutuality and

intimacy in romantic couple relationships [14]. DoS is related to the capacity to maintain flexi-

ble interpersonal and intrapersonal self-regulation strategies, even under stress, keeping a con-

nection with significant others (in particular with a partner and other close family relatives),

and this capacity is linked with the family of origin patterns and experiences [9, 14, 37]. These

results lend support to the Bowen’s notion that levels of DoS in the couple system have a signif-

icant role on the couple relationship functioning.

Longitudinal model. The central research question and most valuable contribution to the

literature lies within the longitudinal impact of combined couple differentiation on the out-

come variables. A recent scoping review, conducted by Calatrava and colleagues [46], pointed

out more longitudinal studies in the field of DoS are needed. Specifically, among the 56 empir-

ical studies reviewed that tested the potential positive effect of higher levels of DoS on the
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couple relationship, only two of them presented longitudinal data with a sample of more than

300 participants [10, 31, 47]. This is the first study where a comparison between two different

cultures has been conducted, and with a sample size near 1,000 participants (N = 958). Addi-

tionally, this is the first study, to our knowledge, to analyze the longitudinal effects of DoS on

anxious and avoidant attachment.

Our results indicate that higher levels of differentiation in a couple imply a greater percep-

tion of relationship quality and lower anxious attachment in both genders and countries. In

other words, DoS has some long-term impact on different aspects of the couple relationship

and attachment. While a large body of literature exists focusing on the cross-cultural effects of

DoS on relationship quality, longitudinal studies remain scarce [46]. Our longitudinal results

are consistent with the majority of the previous studies where this positive relationship was

found.

In addition, longitudinal analyses offer us other results that vary according to culture. Spe-

cifically, in the U.S. participants but not the Spanish ones, higher levels of differentiation were

related to lower avoidant attachment levels and higher perception of relationship stability.

Beginning with the attachment outcomes, higher levels of differentiation predicted lower

avoidant attachment among U.S. women and men, but not among Spanish women and men.

This difference in the results between the samples from Spain and the U.S. could be due,

perhaps, to the smaller sample size of the Spanish group. Future studies with larger sample

sizes may seek to replicate this result. However, despite the smaller size of the Spanish sample,

the relationship between DoS and anxious attachment is robust. That is, there could be some

reason why the impact of the levels of differentiation on attachment was greater in the anxious

dimension than in the avoidant one. This finding is consistent with some previous studies con-

ducted with Italian and U.S. participants [17, 18]. Researchers in those studies used the same

attachment measurement instrument as in the present study. In our results, we observed one

of two things: either (a) the association between anxious attachment and differentiation

remains significant when the avoidant attachment ceases to be so, or (b) the statistical indices

of this association are higher when we link differentiation and anxious attachment than when

we link avoidant attachment. This tendency is present also in general in the current study,

both in the cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses. With the exception of U.S. women, the

relationship between differentiation and anxious attachment presents more robust links than

that with avoidant attachment.

The data offered by previous studies led us to consider that the difference found may not

actually be a manifestation of a cultural difference between U.S. and Spain in the way in which

the level of differentiation effects avoidant attachment, but rather the relationship between

avoidant attachment and differentiation level more universally. As suggested by Lampis and

Cataudella [17], it could be that components of differentiation, such as a lower ability to take

an I-position in relationships and more challenges in maintaining emotional closeness in dis-

agreement or under stress, may be more closely linked with attachment avoidance. Perhaps

this relationship between differentiation and attachment avoidance is further minimized in

collectivistic cultures where closeness is of even greater cultural importance, such as Spain and

Italy. Future studies should continue to explore the subscale of differentiation in relation to

different attachment styles to further understand how differentiation is useful toward healthy

and secure adult attachment.

Finally, in terms of the longitudinal effects of DoS on relationship stability, higher levels of

combined couple differentiation were linked with more stability in relationships for U.S. men

and women with a lower possibility of ruptures over time. These results were not found

among Spanish men and women. There are several possible explanations for these findings.

First, it is notable that the Spanish sample size is smaller than the U.S. sample. This is notable
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because rates of divorce are also higher in Spain relative to the U.S. (61% versus 53% respec-

tively) [48]. Further, rates of divorce among Spanish couples are the highest when members of

the couple relationship are in their 40’s and the mean age of the Spanish sample in this study is

43 years [48]. Together, these statistics point to the potential of relationship stability being

overall lower for the Spanish sample versus the U.S. sample. Second, the time lag between T1

and T2 is also different across the two samples, with the Spanish time to follow-up being, on

average, three years longer (almost double the follow up time for the U.S. sample). It could be

that following couples for a longer period of time also gives more room for couple relationship

instability to occur; we note this as a potential confound and limitation of the current study. A

second potential reason may relate to the differences among the samples in the percent of mar-

ried versus unmarried (although involved in a couple relationship) participants (see S1 Table).

The U.S. sample has a lower percentage (around 1%) of unmarried couples than the Spanish

sample (approximately 14%). This could cause differences in the perception of relationship sta-

bility across samples from the two countries.

The findings that combined couple differentiation is not linked with avoidant attachment

and relationship stability for Spanish couples could be further explained by cultural differ-

ences. Spain is a country with stronger collectivistic and familistic culture than U.S. [49].

While the underlying reasons for these differences are unclear, perhaps the unique influence

of DoS is less distinct among members of a more collectivist culture characterized by more

connection and interdependence [50, 51].

Differences in the effects of DoS on outcome variables between groups

In response to the third and final research question, it should be noted that most of the results

were similar between the Spanish and U.S. men and women, however, there were some notice-

able differences. We found similar patterns between Spanish and U.S. men in the current

study; however, we found significant difference between Spanish and U.S. women regarding

the effects of combined differentiation at time 1 on avoidant attachment at time 2 (see

Table 5). The other significant difference between these two groups of women emerged in the

longitudinal effect of differentiation on relationship stability. In both of these cases, U.S.

women were more prone to positive effects of differentiation on attachment and relationship

outcomes than the Spanish women.

The fact that higher DoS at time 1 was not related to lower avoidant attachment at time 2 in

women could be explained by a cross-interaction between sex/gender and culture. In Spanish

culture, women have gained a power space and autonomy more recently than have U.S.

women, and perhaps this increases a tendency toward independence from the partner. The

samples in the current study are comprised of middle-aged women (our samples from both

countries have a mean age of 43 years), with couple relationship satisfaction levels lower

among Spanish women. This may occur due to evolving Spanish culture and gender roles

wherein Spanish women seek to preserve an autonomous position from their partners,

whereas, over the last decade, Spanish men have sought enhanced connection with their

partners.

Regarding stability, as mentioned prior, Spain may present a cultural context where couples

have a heightened awareness of divorce. Research has shown two important aspects that influ-

ence divorce. First, women are more likely to initiate divorce [52]. Second, the financial contri-

bution of men and women in marriage has a relevant impact on satisfaction and divorce,

where financial dependency of either partner could decrease divorce ideation [53, 54]. Addi-

tionally, in the current study, 14% (approximately) of the Spanish couples have no legal recog-

nition of their relationship, and 16.8% of Spanish women reported themselves as homemakers
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compared to 26% of U.S. women (see S1 Table). Perhaps these two variables create a difference

of the perception of the couple relationship, to which women may be particularly responsive.

Limitations

This study it is not without limitations, despite offering a significant contribution to the litera-

ture by disentangling the effects of DoS on couple relationship outcomes and exploring differ-

ences between Spanish and U.S. couples. First, there is a difference in the time (years) in which

the data was collected between the two samples along with differences in the time between

each wave (Spanish sample = 7 years, U.S. sample = 4 years). In terms of psychometrics, there

were slight differences between the S-DSI (26 items) and DSI (23 items), which were used to

measure DoS for each group. This eliminated the option to perform a group comparison anal-

ysis testing constrained and unconstrained models to find differences at the measurement

level [54]. Although this study included a longitudinal component, there were only two time

points available in both samples, making it difficult to predict outcomes using a growth curve

analysis (requiring three or more time points). Studies that involve more time points would be

valuable, as they would permit researchers to better understand more complex changes in DoS

and relational outcomes over time (e.g., inclines and declines or curvilinear changes in rela-

tionship quality). It is also important to note that all participants were collected as a study of

non-clinical and (presumably) healthier relationships, a probable bias in regard to some find-

ings (e.g., greater variabilities in DoS and outcome scores would be likely across a sample of

clinical couples).

Finally, all variables in our study were self-reported, leading to the potential for bias intro-

duced by mono-method limitations. In particular, we used a shared reality method informed

by that of Busby et al., but lacked female reports of her partner’s DoS, and vice versa [13]. Self-

and other-reports of DoS may help further elucidate a shared reality of the couple’s emotional

system as Bowen postulated. Our analysis is a step in that direction. Researchers may utilize

other methods to analyze dyadic data including the APIM approach, which provides research-

ers a method to account for the interdependence of dyadic data. Additionally, although at time

2 correlations for Spanish couples were low, we posited that differing views of their own DoS

can still combine to create a shared reality within the relationship.

Future research and therapeutic implications

Research directions. This study aligns with previous findings suggesting that DoS is rele-

vant for relationship functioning [12, 24, 34, 46] and adds the most consistent contribution to

date confirming this positive relationship between differentiation and higher relationship

quality. Although previous studies, which almost exclusively use cross-sectional data and omit

dyadic data, generally indicate that DoS has an influence on relationship functioning regard-

less of culture, our study contributes with a larger sample and consistent results across cross-

sectional and longitudinal data, Spanish and U.S. couples, and men and women.

Future studies should continue this direction and pay particular attention to the mecha-

nism behind the confirmed relationship between DoS and relationship functioning and con-

sider two key points: the need for longitudinal designs and the measurement of DoS. In

regards to the first point, while there are dozens of cross-sectional studies on DoS and relation-

ship functioning, longitudinal studies remain scarce. To our knowledge, only two samples con-

tain longitudinal data, one from the U.S. and the other Spain. Both of these have been used in

the current study. This limits any potential interpretations, as no other longitudinal data exists

for comparison. The longitudinal data about DoS from the U.S. comes from the Flourishing

Families Project (FFP), which has been used in three prior and relevant published studies [10,
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26, 31]. This clearly underscores the need to develop new projects regarding DoS and relation-

ship functioning using longitudinal designs.

Regarding the second point, the results obtained in this study are conditioned by a self-

reported measure of DoS. Some researchers, both experts on DoS and on relationship func-

tioning [55, 56], have raised the need to advance the study of relational processes, not only

towards longitudinal designs, but also towards the use of more complex and complete mea-

sures, such as the combination of psychophysiological measures of differentiation, semi-struc-

tured interviews, or standardized observational elements to assess relationship adjustment.

Although Bowen posited couples have similar DoS levels, this remains an empirical question

needing continued investigation. Future studies might directly test the shared reality hypothe-

sis of couple differentiation and the best way to obtain such a score. This study provides a step

forward in understanding and hypothesizing about a shared reality of differentiation between

a couple and its predictive power in relationship functioning. Future studies should also focus

on the development of new, non-self-reported measures of DoS that complement the self-

reported questionnaire method.

Clinical implications. Considering the empirical results from this study, we identified

important therapeutic implications for professionals who conduct couples therapy. We found

numerous significant associations between DoS and relevant variables for relationship func-

tioning in the two cultures and for men and women. Considering that Bowen already stated

that the levels of differentiation can be modified through psychotherapy [14], we propose that

clinical intervention can improve the levels of differentiation and, with it, the relationship

adjustment. Therapeutic interventions aimed at promoting DoS, that is, enhancing the couples

´s capacity to self-regulate and balance connectedness and separateness, will enhance their

relationship satisfaction. Our results also indicate that psychotherapeutic techniques that pro-

mote a higher level of DoS can reduce anxious attachment patterns and improve the couple’s

capacity to diminish the use of hyperactivating behaviors aimed to force partners to give more

support and attention when facing relational conflicts.

Therefore, we urge clinicians and psychotherapists who work with couples to consider the

relevance of DoS and the Bowen Family Systems Theory to their theoretical frameworks, and

to enhance their clinical evaluations and interventions.

In conclusion, our work is the first longitudinal study, to our knowledge, that includes

dyadic data from two countries. The results provide greater clarity on how differentiation of

self relates to important relational variables in two cultures and over time. We anticipate rela-

tionship and intervention researchers will benefit by integrating these results into their study

and practice.
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50. Lampis J, Rodrı́guez-González M, Cataudella S, Relvas AP, Neophytou K, Agus M. Cross-cultural

validity of Bowen theory in southern European countries. Aust N Z J Fam. [Internet]. 2019 [cited 2022

Sep 12]; 40(4): 457–82. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1002/anzf.1394

51. Chung H, Gale J. Comparing self-differentiation and psychological well-being between Korean and

European American students. Contemp Fam Ther. [Internet]. 2006 [cited 2022 Sep 10]; 28: 367–381.

Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-006-9013-z

52. Rosenfeld MJ. Who wants the breakup? Gender and breakup in heterosexual couples. In: Alwin DF,

Felmlee DH, Kreager DA, editors. Social networks and the life course: Integrating the development of

human lives and social relational networks [Internet]. Cham: Springer International Publishing; 2018

[cited 2022 Sep 10]. p. 221–43. (Frontiers in sociology and social research; Vol 2; vol. 2).

53. Hopcroft RL. High income men have high value as long-term mates in the US: Personal income and the

probability of marriage, divorce, and childbearing in the US. Evol Hum Behav [Internet]. 2021 Mar 23 [cited

2022 Sep 10]; 42(5): 409–417. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2021.03.004

54. Parker G, Durante KM, Hill SE, Haselton MG. Why women choose divorce: An evolutionary perspec-

tive. Curr Opin Psychol. [Internet]. 2022 Feb [cited 2022 Sep 10]; 43: 300–6. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

copsyc.2021.07.020 PMID: 34509971

PLOS ONE Couple relationship and differentiation in us and Spain

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482 March 2, 2023 20 / 21

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-6427.12073
https://doi.org/10.1080/01926187.2015.1099415
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2001.4020100211.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2001.4020100211.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11444058
https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-48082015000100005
https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-48082015000100005
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016709
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.78.2.350
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.78.2.350
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10707340
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2006.00141.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2006.00141.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2001.00308.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2001.00308.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102101
https://doi.org/10.1080/0092623X.2020.1800541
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32821026
https://www.ine.es/prensa/ensd_2021.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224540309598430
https://doi.org/10.1002/anzf.1394
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-006-9013-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2021.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.07.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.07.020
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34509971
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482


55. Skowron EA, Van Epps JJ, Cipriano-Essel EA, Woehrle PL. Teorı́a de Bowen e investigación empı́rica:

El papel de la TFSB para guiar intervenciones efectivas y una investigación translacional e interdiscipli-

nar: Desarrollos actuales y lı́neas de futuro. In Rodrı́guez-González M, Martı́nez Berlanga M, editors.
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