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Demands and withdrawal in
newlyweds: Elaborating on the

social structure hypothesis

David L. Vogel
Iowa State University

Benjamin R. Karney
University of Florida

ABSTRACT
Why is it that, when interacting about a marital problem,
wives are more likely to make demands, whereas husbands
are more likely to withdraw? The social structure hypothesis
suggests that wives are more likely to demand because
marital relationships tend to favor husbands, who are accord-
ingly more committed to maintaining the status quo. To
elaborate on this explanation, the current study used obser-
vational data to examine correlates of demand and withdraw
behaviors in 82 newlywed couples. Analyses revealed that: (a)
sex differences in demand/withdraw emerged only during
discussions of problems selected by wives, (b) these differ-
ences were driven by differences in rates of demanding, not
withdrawal, (c) demand and withdraw behaviors were not
significantly associated in newlyweds, and (d) both behaviors
were associated in predicted ways with how important the
topic was to each spouse.

KEY WORDS: demand/withdraw • interpersonal interaction •
marital conflict • newlyweds

A central feature of a successful close relationship is the ability to resolve
conflict (Canary, Cupach, & Messman, 1995). Indeed, research confirms
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that the behaviors partners exchange during problem-solving interactions
account for a variety of important relationship outcomes. In marital
relationships, for example, the quality of couples’ problem-solving behav-
iors accounts for cross-sectional and longitudinal variability in their satis-
faction (for reviews, see Bradbury & Karney, 1993; Weiss & Heyman, 1990).
Furthermore, observations of couples’ interactions have been shown to
predict whether or not a marriage will end in divorce (e.g., Gottman &
Levenson, 1992). Accordingly, patterns of communication behaviors, and
especially problem-solving behaviors, have become a central target for
interventions aimed at alleviating or preventing marital distress (e.g.,
Baucom & Epstein, 1989).

One particularly relevant set of behaviors occurs when one partner
exhibits demanding behavior, (e.g., asking for changes in the relationship)
while the other partner concurrently exhibits withdrawal behavior (e.g.,
attempting to avoid discussing the issue). This demand/withdraw pattern
(Christensen, 1987, 1988; Sullaway & Christensen, 1983), although common
in intimate relationships, is especially likely to be exhibited by distressed or
less satisfied couples (e.g., Christensen, 1988; Christensen & Shenk, 1991;
Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Heavey, Christensen, & Malamuth, 1995; Weiss
& Heyman, 1990). Furthermore, the demand/withdraw pattern is also
related to misunderstanding between partners (e.g., Henley & Kramarae,
1991; Tannen, 1990), and it appears to predict declines in relationship satis-
faction over time (e.g., Baucom & Adams, 1987; Gottman, 1994; Smith,
Vivian, & O’Leary, 1991).

Whereas most specific behaviors that have been shown to have negative
consequences for relationships (e.g., blaming, stonewalling, name-calling)
are demonstrated to similar degrees by men and women (e.g., Cupach &
Canary, 1995; Kluwer, de Dreu, & Buunk, 1998), a distinguishing feature of
the demand/withdraw pattern is that there appear to be reliable sex differ-
ences in the extent to which partners demand or withdraw during problem-
solving discussions. Specifically, numerous studies have shown that, when
interacting about an area of difficulty or attempting to resolve a problem,
women are more likely to express demands and men are more likely to
exhibit withdrawal (e.g., Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Gottman & Krokoff,
1989; Heavey, Layne, & Christensen, 1993; Vogel, Wester, & Heesacker,
1999). Initial attempts to account for this difference suggested that women
and men bring differences in needs and desires (Christensen, 1987, 1988),
biological dispositions (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989), or socialized problem-
solving abilities (Tannen, 1995) to their communication style in a relation-
ship. Christensen and colleagues (Christensen, 1987, 1988; Christensen &
Shenk, 1991), for example, demonstrated that women desire more close-
ness and men desire more autonomy within a relationship and that their
desired level of closeness within a relationship affects their use of demand
and withdraw behaviors. Those individuals that desired greater autonomy
were more likely to withdraw, whereas those individuals that desired
greater closeness were more likely to demand.

In contrast to this early research, however, more recent attempts to
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account for sex differences in demand/withdraw behaviors have focused
less on qualities that may be intrinsic to men and women and more on the
effects of the social structure within which men and women are embedded.
Drawing from the large body of work investigating gender as a context-
dependent phenomenon (e.g., Deaux & Lafrance, 1998; Deaux & Major,
1987), the social structure hypothesis suggests that the demand/withdraw
pattern develops as a result of gender-based power and resource inequali-
ties within contemporary life (e.g., Kluwer, Heesink, & Vliert, 2000;
Sagrestano, Heavey, & Christensen, 1998). Such inequalities (e.g., men’s
control over household income, women’s presumed responsibility for
housework or childcare) lead to problem-solving discussions in which there
is an asymmetrical dependence of one partner on the other for a successful
outcome of the discussion (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Heavey et al.,
1993; Sagrestano, et al., 1998). In contrast to a focus on intrinsic sex differ-
ences, the social structure hypotheses suggests that differences in the
communication styles of men and women reflect strategic responses to this
unequal situation. Those individuals who need their partner’s cooperation
are more likely to employ demand behaviors during the discussion in order
to try and elicit a change in the other. Those individuals who do not need
their partner’s cooperation are more likely to withdraw from the discussion
in order to maintain the status quo. Thus, this perspective suggests that
demand/withdraw patterns are most likely to occur in any situation ‘where
one partner needs the other’s cooperation for resolution of the conflict
[whereas] the [other] partner can achieve satisfaction without the other’
(Sagrestano et al., 1998, p. 293). In this view, women are more likely to be
observed making demands and their husbands are more likely to be
observed withdrawing simply because women happen to be in the subordi-
nate role more often and men in the superior role.

Prior research comparing the two accounts of sex differences in
demand/withdraw offer some support for the social structure hypothesis.
For example, although wives tend to demand more than husbands and
husbands tend to withdraw more than wives across prior studies of marital
interaction, Christensen and colleagues (Christensen & Heavey, 1990;
Heavey et al., 1993; Sagrestano et al., 1998) have found that this difference
emerges only during discussions of topics selected by wives. When couples
are specifically requested to discuss a problem selected by the husband, the
differences disappear. These results are consistent with the idea that the
demand/withdraw pattern is not based on individual or gender-related
characteristics, but on power differences present in the relationship
(Sagrestano, 1992). The discussion of an issue in which the wife desires the
most change is a place where asymmetry is likely to be the greatest and as
such the wife is more likely to pressure for change and the husband is more
likely to withdraw.

Despite the consistency of the prior research, support for the social struc-
ture explanation of the demand/withdraw pattern has nonetheless been
limited in several ways. First, research on demand/withdraw has been
conducted almost exclusively on well-established marriages. Thus, it is not
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clear whether the commonly observed sex differences in demand/withdraw
behaviors are present early in the marriage, or whether they only emerge
as the marriage develops. In support of the latter possibility, a number of
researchers have observed that couples tend to adopt more traditional roles
the longer they are married (e.g., Cowan & Cowan, 1988; Markman,
Silvern, Clements, & Kraft-Hanak, 1993). Furthermore, inequity and
communication difficulties may change over the course of the relationship
(Markman & Kraft, 1989) as repeatedly unsuccessful resolutions of the
same conflict can lead to communication patterns characterized by
increased polarization and asymmetry (Heavey et al., 1993). Thus, the focus
on established marriages leaves open the possibility that changes in a
marriage over time give rise to the demand/withdraw pattern, rather than
the pattern being a causal factor in the development of marital outcomes.
In contrast, establishing the presence of sex differences in demand/
withdraw among younger relatively satisfied couples would support the
idea that these differences are not a product of experience in the
marriage, but arise from enduring factors that exist prior to the marriage,
like gender or social structure. The first goal of the current study was to
address this limitation by examining whether sex differences in
demand/withdraw behaviors could be observed in a sample of newlywed
couples.

A second limitation of prior research is that associations between
demand and withdraw behavior have generally been assumed rather than
demonstrated. Thus, for example, prior studies have examined sex differ-
ences in the demand/withdraw pattern by creating a composite
demand/withdraw score for each spouse, without first examining demand
and withdraw behaviors separately (see Christensen & Heavey, 1990, for
an exception). There are two problems with this approach. First, examin-
ing only the composite demand/withdraw score leaves the precise nature of
any sex differences uncertain. For example, sex differences in a
demand/withdraw composite score may arise from sex differences in
demanding behaviors, withdrawal behaviors, or both. Second, creating a
composite demand/withdraw score assumes that increased levels of demand
in one partner are associated with increased levels of withdrawal in the
other partner. As far as we are aware, there has been no observational
research on marital interactions that has confirmed this assumption, leaving
the meaning of the composite score in doubt. The second goal of the current
study was to evaluate the association between demanding and withdrawing
behaviors in early marriage, by examining both behaviors separately in a
sample of newlywed couples.

A third limitation of prior research on the social structure hypothesis is
that most prior operationalizations of power and social structure have been
indirect (see Sagrestano, Heavey, & Christensen, 1999, for an exception).
For example, to manipulate the power balance in a problem-solving
discussion, most prior research on the social structure hypothesis has asked
couples to discuss two topics, one chosen by the husband and one chosen
by the wife. The assumption of this research has been that partners will each
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choose topics in which they are seeking change, but this may not necess-
arily be the case. Husbands, in particular, may choose topics for which they
know their wives desire change, as a way of pre-empting or alleviating
potential conflict. The fact that prior research on the social structure
hypothesis has obtained no sex differences at all for discussions of
husbands’ topics lends some support to this idea. Evaluating precisely how
imbalances in the desire for change affect the nature of marital interactions
requires that each partner’s power during each topic be measured more
directly. The third goal of this study was to elaborate on the role of power
imbalances in the use of demand/withdraw behaviors by directly assessing
this aspect of power during newlyweds’ problem-solving discussions.

Method

Participants
Newlywed couples were solicited with two methods. First, advertisements were
placed in community newspapers and bridal shops offering up to $300 to
couples willing to participate in a longitudinal study of marriage. Second, appli-
cations for marriage licenses were reviewed and couples eligible to participate
on the basis of the information available on their applications were sent a letter
of invitation. Couples responding to either method were interviewed further
over the phone to determine whether they met the following criteria: this was
the first marriage for each partner; the couple had been married less than three
months; neither partner had children; each partner was at least 18 years of age
and wives were less than 35 years of age (to allow that all couples were capable
of conceiving children over the course of the study); each partner spoke English
and had completed at least 10 years of education (to ensure comprehension of
the questionnaires); and the couple had no immediate plans to move away from
the area. The first 82 eligible couples that arrived for their scheduled interview
comprised the current sample. Analyses revealed no significant differences in
age or years of education between couples recruited through the different types
of solicitations (D’Angelo & Karney, 1999).

On average, husbands were 25.1 (SD = 3.3) years old, and had completed 16.3
(SD = 2.4) years of education. Forty percent were employed full time and 54%
were full-time students. Wives averaged 23.7 (SD = 2.8) years old and had
completed 16.3 (SD = 1.2) years of education. Thirty-nine percent were
employed full time, and 50% were full-time students. Slightly over 70% of the
sample was Christian (over 45% were Protestant) and 83% of husbands and
89% of wives were white. The mean combined income of couples was less than
$20,000 per year.

Procedure
Eligible couples were scheduled to attend a 3-hour laboratory session. Before
the session, they were mailed a packet of questionnaires to complete at home
and bring with them to their appointment. This packet contained the depen-
dent measures as well as a letter instructing the partners to complete all ques-
tionnaires independently of each other.

As part of the laboratory session, each spouse was first interviewed separ-
ately. At the end of the interview, each spouse identified an area of difficulty in
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the marriage, and verbally agreed to spend 10 minutes discussing the issue with
his or her spouse. Spouses subsequently participated in two 10-minute video-
taped discussions in which they were left alone to ‘work towards some resolu-
tion or agreement’ for each topic. The order of the two interactions was
determined through a coin flip. If both spouses chose the same topic, the spouse
who lost the coin flip was asked to choose a second topic. Couples were paid
$50 for participating in this phase of the study.

Measures

Marital satisfaction. As part of the packet of questionnaires that spouses
completed at home, spouses reported on their satisfaction with the quality of
the marriage. The most common measures used to assesses marital satis-
faction ask spouses to report their global sentiments towards the marriage, as
well as their level of agreement about specific problem areas (e.g., the Marital
Adjustment Test; Locke & Wallace, 1959). As several authors (e.g., Fincham
& Bradbury, 1987) have pointed out, however, the use of such omnibus
measures can lead to inflated associations with other unrelated variables that
also address problem-solving abilities. To ensure that these two ideas were
not confounded in the current study, spouses were asked to indicate their
satisfaction with the marriage using an instrument that exclusively assess
spouses’ specific feelings about the marriage. This version of the Semantic
Differential (SMD; Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957) asks spouses to rate
their perceptions of their relationship, using 15 pairs of opposing adjectives
(e.g., Bad–Good, Dissatisfied–Satisfied, Unpleasant–Pleasant) and a 7-point
Likert scale. Scores potentially range from 15 to 105. In the current sample,
the internal consistency of this measure was .91 for husbands and .93 for
wives.

Topic importance. Some authors have suggested that limiting the topics that
spouses may select can diminish spouses’ interest in the discussions they engage
in during laboratory sessions (Klinetob & Smith, 1995). To avoid this potential
problem, we adopted a nonrestrictive topic selection procedure, allowing each
spouse to choose his or her own topic for the problem-solving discussions. Prior
to each discussion, both spouses independently rated how important the topic
of the upcoming discussion was to them on a 7-point Likert scale (from Not at
All Important to Extremely Important).

Demand and withdrawal behaviors. To evaluate the extent to which couples
engaged in the demand/withdraw pattern during their interactions, videotapes
of the interactions were coded using a global rating system adapted from
Klinetob and Smith (1995). This system is based on Christensen’s (1987, 1988;
Sullaway & Christensen, 1983) original definitions of demand/withdraw, and
requires observers to provide overall ratings of each spouse’s behaviors after
watching a complete 10-minute interaction. The system consists of two scales
for each spouse, one measuring the degree of withdrawal and other measuring
the degree of demanding. The withdrawal scale asked coders to place the
spouse’s behavior on a 5-point scale from ‘involved’ to ‘withdrawn.’ The
demand scale asked coders to place the spouse’s behavior on a 5-point scale
from ‘nondemand’ to ‘demand.’ Prior research using this system has shown that
these observational codes correlate with self-report measures of
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demand/withdraw patterns (see Klinetob & Smith, 1995) and are sensitive to
variability in these behaviors even among less established relationships (e.g.,
Vogel, Wester, Heesacker, & Madon, 2001). Additionally, Holtzworth-Munroe,
Smutzler, Bates, and Vogel (1993) found high correspondence between this
coding system and the global coding system used by Christensen and colleagues
(Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Heavey et al., 1993, 1995).

Before ratings of demand and withdrawal behaviors were obtained, six inde-
pendent raters (three male and three female undergraduate research assist-
ants), who were blind to the research hypotheses, received approximately 30
hours of training from the first author in the use of the rating system. Training
consisted of viewing and rating a series of videotapes from a separate study of
couples interacting. Raters were instructed to consider frequency, intensity, and
duration of the participants’ verbal and nonverbal behaviors before making
their ratings.

To ensure that inter-rater reliability remained acceptable throughout the
coding process, each week two random subsets of three raters were assigned
to observe 10 couples (12 couples the final week) with one set of three raters
observing the husband’s discussion topic and one set of three raters observing
the wife’s topic (i.e., all topics were coded by three independent raters) for a
given couple. The mean of the three raters’ scores was used in the final
analyses. Because these ratings involved global judgments rated on a continu-
ous scale rather than a categorical one, the reliability of the coding was
assessed through Pearson correlations between the raters across interactions
(e.g., Tinsley & Weis, 1975). At the end of training, the mean correlation
between any subset of three raters was .81. The subsets of three raters
continued to achieve acceptable reliability throughout the study with an
overall correlation .84 for ratings of withdrawal behavior and .75 for ratings of
demanding behavior.

Results

Descriptive statistics and replication of prior research
Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for all variables examined
in these analyses. As the means in Table 1 reveal, the newlyweds in this sample
were generally satisfied (as expected, given that all were within six months of
their marriage), were generally discussing problems of moderate importance,
and were generally rated as engaging in low levels of demand and withdraw
behavior. However, Table 1 also reveals substantial variability on all of these
variables, justifying further analyses. It is worth noting that, with one exception,
none of the behaviors examined here were significantly associated with either
spouses’ marital satisfaction scores, with the exception that husbands were
more demanding during discussions of wives’ topics when wives were less
satisfied (r = –.28, p < .02).

To evaluate whether the results of prior studies of social structure and
demand/withdraw replicated among newlywed couples, we followed pro-
cedures used by Christensen and his colleagues to assess the conjunction of
demand and withdraw within each interaction (e.g., Christensen & Heavey,
1990; Heavey et al., 1993). Following their precedent, ratings of the wife’s
demanding behavior and the husband’s withdrawal behavior were summed to
generate a score indicating the degree of wife-demand/husband-withdraw in
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each interaction. Similarly, ratings of husband’s demanding behavior and wife’s
withdrawal behavior were summed to generate a score indicating the degree of
husband-demand/wife-withdraw in each interaction.

Differences in the extent to which couples demonstrated each kind of pattern
across topics were evaluated using a 2 � 2 repeated-measures analysis of
variance (ANOVA). The first factor was sex (wife-demand/husband-withdraw
vs. husband-demand/wife-withdraw) and the second factor was whose topic was
being discussed (his topic vs. her topic). The order of the interactions (i.e.,
whose topic was discussed first) was entered as a between-subjects control
variable in all analyses. Results indicated no significant main effect of sex, but
a significant main effect of topic (F(1,80) = 7.7, p > .01), qualified by a signifi-
cant gender by topic interaction (F(1,80) = 4.9, p < .03). To determine the nature
of the interaction, pair-wise comparisons of all four-cell means were performed
using a Bonferroni adjusted p-value of .0125 (.05/4). These means are described
in Figure 1. As the figure suggests, couples demonstrated significantly more
wife-demand/husband-withdraw (M = 3.53, SD = 1.1) than husband-
demand/wife-withdraw (M = 3.0, SD = 1.1) during discussions of wives’ topics
(t(81) = 3.44, p < .001), but this difference was in the opposite direction and not
significant during discussions of husbands’ topics. These results replicate
previous research demonstrating that the tendency for wives to demand and
husbands to withdraw more than vice versa emerges during discussions of issues
selected by wives, but disappears during discussions of issues selected by
husbands (e.g., Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Heavey et al., 1993). However,
also as hypothesized, the effect size of the difference for these couples is smaller
than has been found for more established couples. For example, among the
longer term couples in the Christensen and Heavey (1990) study the effect size,
r was .52, whereas in the current study the effect size r was .13.

Associations between demand and withdraw
Thus far, examining a summary score of ratings of demand and withdraw
behavior demonstrated that the results of prior studies of established marriages
replicate among newlywed couples, such that wife demand/husband withdraw
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TABLE 1
Means and standard deviations for all variables

Husband Wife

M SD M SD

Marital satisfaction 96.3 8.8 97.7 10.7
Husband’s topic

Demand 1.8 .7 1.7 .8
Withdraw 1.4 .8 1.4 .6
Importance of problem 5.4 1.5 5.6 1.2

Wife’s topic
Demand 1.9 .8 2.2 .9
Withdraw 1.4 .6 1.4 .6
Importance of problem 5.4 1.5 5.6 1.3



was more likely than husband demand/wife withdraw, but only during discus-
sions of topics selected by wives. Examining demand and withdraw behaviors
separately allowed us to extend this finding by specifying this difference more
precisely.

Is one spouse’s tendency to demand change associated with a greater
tendency to withdraw in the other spouse? To address this question, we
examined correlations between each spouse’s demanding and withdrawing
behavior during each interaction. These correlations are reported in Table 2.
Contrary to the assumptions of prior research, the correlations in Table 2 reveal
that the tendency of one spouse to make demands was not significantly associ-
ated with the tendency of the other spouse to withdraw. Rather, during discus-
sions of wives’ topics, wives’ tendency to make demands was associated with
significantly less withdrawal on the part of their husbands. This association did
not reach significance for husbands’ topics, nor were husbands’ demands associ-
ated with their wives’ withdrawal during either topic.

In contrast to the expected complementarity between spouses’ demand and
withdraw behaviors, the more prevalent result within the correlations reported
in Table 2 was similarity. Thus, during wives’ topics, each spouse’s tendency to
withdraw was significantly positively correlated with their partner’s withdrawal
behavior and each spouse’s tendency to demand was significantly positively
correlated with their partner’s demanding behavior. During husbands’ topics,
the correlation between each spouse’s tendency to withdraw was again signifi-
cantly positive, but the correlation between their tendency to make demands
did not reach significance. These results suggest that, when demand and
withdraw behaviors do occur in newlywed couples, spouses tend to mirror each
other’s behavior rather than exhibiting complementary behavior.

Sex differences in demand and withdraw
The lack of the predicted association between demand and withdraw behav-
iors raises questions about the sex differences observed in prior research and
replicated here. If demand and withdraw behaviors are not associated, then
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differences in the way husbands and wives engage in the demand/withdraw
pattern may result from differences in demanding, differences in withdrawal,
or both. To clarify the nature of the sex difference, we conducted Bonferroni
corrected (.05/4 = .0125) paired sample t-tests comparing wives and husbands
in their tendency to engage in each kind of behavior during each interaction.
These analyses revealed that, during discussions of wives’ topics, wives were
significantly more demanding than husbands (t(81) = –2.5, p < .01), but
husbands were not significantly more withdrawing than wives. Nor were any
other sex differences statistically significant across the two discussions. Thus,
the elevated levels of the wife-demand/husband-withdraw pattern identified
earlier appears to reflect an increase in wives’ use of demanding behaviors
during discussions of their own issues, rather than any corresponding increase
in husbands’ tendency to withdraw.

Correlates of demand and withdraw: Topic importance
One way to explain how these behaviors may arise in relatively satisfied couples
is to examine correlates of demand and withdraw behaviors. To elaborate on
the social structure hypothesis, the final set of analyses examined spouses’
ratings of the importance of the topics they were discussing. The social struc-
ture explanation of demand/withdraw suggests that, regardless of sex, spouses
ought to make more demands when discussing topics of greater importance to
them, and to withdraw more when discussing topics of less importance to them.
To address this idea directly, we examined the associations between each
spouse’s ratings of the importance of each topic and their behavior during
discussions of that topic.

Spouse’s mean ratings of the importance for the topics selected by wives and
by husbands are presented in Table 1. Paired sample t-tests revealed that, on
average, husbands and wives did not rate their partner’s topic as less important
than their own nor did they rate their partner’s topics as less important than
their partners did. In addition, both spouses’ ratings of each topic were signifi-
cantly positively correlated with each other (for husbands’ topics, r = .36, p <
.01; for wives’ topics, r = .33, p < .01), although the correlations between each
spouse’s ratings of the two topics were not significant.
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TABLE 2
Correlations between spouses’ demand and withdraw behaviors during his

topic and her topic

Husband- Husband- Wife- Wife-
Demand Withdraw Demand Withdraw

Husband-Demand – –.12 .25* –.01
Husband-Withdraw .07 – –.26* .42**
Wife-Demand –.04 –.14 – –.17
Wife-Withdraw .02 .34** –.16 –

Note. Correlations between behaviors during discussions of husbands’ topics are presented
below the diagonal, and correlations between behaviors during discussions of wives’ topics are
presented above the diagonal.
*p < .05; **p < .01 level (all ps 2-tailed).



Table 3 presents the zero-order correlations between each spouse’s ratings of
topic importance and each spouse’s behavior. As shown in Table 3, during
discussions of husbands’ topics, husbands were less likely to withdraw the more
important they or their spouse rated the topic. No other behavior was signifi-
cantly associated with ratings of the importance of husbands’ topics. During
discussions of wives’ topics, husbands’ ratings of topic importance were not
significantly associated with either spouse’s behaviors, but wives’ ratings were
associated with behavior. Specifically, consistent with the social structure
predictions, the more that wives’ perceived the topic being discussed as import-
ant, the more they were rated as making demands and the less they were rated
as withdrawing. In contrast to predictions, wives’ ratings of importance were
positively associated with husbands’ demands, such that husbands were rated
as making significantly more demands during discussions of topics their wives
perceived to be important.

Discussion

Rationale and summary of results

When interacting to resolve a problem or area of disagreement, one
sequence of behavior that appears to place couples at risk for negative
outcomes is the demand/withdraw pattern, in which one partner demands
a change, while the other partner withdraws and attempts to resist change
(e.g., Heavey et al., 1995). Unlike other behaviors that have negative conse-
quences for relationships, the demand/withdraw pattern has been linked to
gender, such that women are more likely to report demanding, whereas
men are more likely to report withdrawing (Christensen & Heavey, 1990).
Observing this difference, some researchers have concluded that males and
females have different languages for communicating in close relationships
(Tannen, 1990). In contrast to this view, however, recent evidence suggests
that sex differences in demand and withdraw behavior may result from
power differences between males and females in the social structure
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TABLE 3
Zero order correlations between ratings of topic importance and interaction

behaviors during his topic and her topic

Husband- Husband- Wife- Wife-
Demand Withdraw Demand Withdraw

Husband’s topic
His rating of importance –.06 –.32** –.03 –.12
Her rating of importance –.01 –.29** –.01 .01

Wife’s topic
His rating of importance .02 –.07 –.09 –.07
Her rating of importance .37** –.16 .22* –.23*

*p < .05 (2-tailed); **p < .01.



(Sagrestano et al., 1998). The overarching goal of the current study was to
elaborate on these explanations by examining observational data on
demand and withdraw behaviors in newlywed couples.

The first specific aim of this study was to determine whether prior tests
of the social structure hypothesis replicate among relatively satisfied
couples in their first weeks of marriage. With respect to this goal, the
current study found that, when the same procedures are used to calculate
composite demand/withdraw scores, the results of prior research on the
social structure hypothesis did replicate among newlyweds. That is, during
discussions of problems selected by wives, the pattern of wife
demand/husband withdraw was more likely than the pattern of husband
demand/wife withdraw, but during discussions of topics selected by
husbands both of these patterns were equally likely. Although the size of
this effect was smaller among the newlyweds examined here, this is
precisely the pattern of results observed by Christensen and Heavey (1990)
among established marriages. Those authors interpreted this finding as
support for the idea that sex differences in demand/withdraw behaviors
arise from differences in the consequences of engaging in problem-solving
discussions for men and women, rather than from intrinsic sex differences
in the way men and women communicate. The current findings extend the
support for this idea by demonstrating that the link between who desires
the change and the presence of the gender difference is observable even
among relatively satisfied newlyweds. Thus, as others have suggested (e.g.,
Huston, 1994; Markman et al., 1993; Noller & Feeney, 1998; Vogel et al.,
1999), the blueprint for marital communication may be established early or
even before the marriage, and may simply be amplified as relationships
develop.

The second aim of this study was to specify the nature of these differ-
ences by examining demand and withdraw behaviors separately. These
analyses extended prior research on demand/withdraw in two ways. First,
these data are the first that we are aware of to examine directly the corre-
lations among observed demand and withdraw behaviors in marital inter-
actions. In contrast to the assumption that one spouse’s demands would be
associated with the partner’s withdrawal, these correlations revealed that
each spouse’s levels of each behavior tended to be positively correlated,
such that spouses demanded more when their partner demanded and
withdrew more when their partner withdrew. Thus, although the spouses in
this study were demanding and withdrawing, there was no evidence for a
demand/withdraw pattern per se in these interactions. How can this result
be reconciled with the observation of clear patterns in more established
relationships? One possibility is that the demand/withdraw pattern, rather
than being a causal factor in the development of marital distress, may
emerge only after marriages become distressed. Among the relatively
satisfied couples studied here, both partners were equally invested in the
problems under discussion. Over time, increased problems, stress, or unre-
solved conflicts may lead to greater power imbalances within the couple,
which may ultimately lead to increased polarity in spouses’ use of demand
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and withdraw behaviors. In support of this possibility, Noller, Feeney,
Bonnell, and Callan (1994) reported that husbands and wives who were less
satisfied as newlyweds were more likely to engage in demand/withdraw
patterns after two years of marriage. Although this study did not examine
the association between demand and withdraw directly, these findings are
consistent with the idea that the association between demand and withdraw
behaviors may only emerge as the quality of the relationship deteriorates
(e.g., Heavey et al., 1995). A second possibility is that demand and
withdraw behaviors are not strongly associated even among established
relationships. This research is the first that we know of to directly examine
the associations among demand and withdraw behaviors. Without similar
analyses of the associations between these two variables within established
or distressed relationships, it may be that conclusions about the existence
of a clear demand/withdraw pattern have been premature.

As a second extension of the prior research, the independence of demand
and withdrawal behaviors in these interactions suggested re-examining the
sex differences in the demand/withdraw pattern. These analyses revealed
that, during interactions in which sex differences emerge, wives were more
likely to demand than husbands, but husbands were no more likely to
withdraw than wives. This finding contrasts with results from studies of
established marriages (e.g., Christensen & Heavey, 1990) that identified sex
differences in both behaviors. Why should a tendency for wives to make
more demands emerge earlier in the marriage than a tendency for men to
withdraw? Even in the most satisfied relationships, societal inequalities are
still likely to be present. Indeed, women continue to be responsible for
more of housework then men (Kluwer et al., 2000), even during the initial
stages of marriage. Furthermore, whereas most spouses today enter a
relationship expecting equality, few couples actually achieve it (Knudson,
1995). Thus, even early in the relationship, women may still be more likely
than men to desire change, or at least to initiate negotiation to establish an
egalitarian relationship. In the early stages of a relationship, husbands may
be committed to resolving their wives’ unmet needs, and so it makes sense
there would be no sex differences in withdrawal even when wives are more
demanding. Indeed, the fact that husbands and wives in the current sample
perceived each other’s topics to be as important as their own topics lends
credence to this idea. Longitudinal research on the development of marital
interaction patterns over time may reveal that, as asymmetries in percep-
tions of importance emerge later in the marriage, sex differences in with-
drawal may follow early sex differences in demand.

The final aim of this study was to examine whether observations of
demand and withdrawal behavior are associated with a direct measure of
each spouse’s desire for change, namely the importance of each topic of
discussion to each spouse. Results indicated that, regardless of who chose
the topic, both spouses’ behaviors were associated with how important they
viewed the topic being discussed, such that spouses generally made more
demands and were less likely to withdraw when the topic being discussed
was perceived as more important. These results provide direct support for
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the social structure hypothesis, showing that behavior during a marital
interaction is a function not of gender but of the investment of each spouse
in the problem being discussed. The sex differences that were observed here
and that have been observed more strongly in established marriages may
therefore be seen as evidence that wives may be more likely to set the
agenda for marital interactions, choosing topics that their husbands do not
perceive as important. When husbands do perceive the topic being
discussed as important, as was the case here, sex differences are greatly
reduced.

Strengths and limitations

Our confidence in the pattern of results obtained here is enhanced by a
number of strengths of this study. First, rather than relying on partners’ self-
reports of their behavior during conflict, the current analyses draw from
observational coding of spouse’s demand and withdrawal behavior. Thus,
these data are free from possible bias due to self-presentation effects.
Second, in contrast to prior research examining these issues among couples
that vary widely in marital duration, the current data were drawn from a
sample of newlywed couples. As a result, the current results are unlikely to
be the result of uncontrolled factors like marital duration, the presence of
children, or remarriage. Finally, the current study benefited from a direct
assessment of each spouse’s investment in the topics discussed, rather than
relying on any implicit assessment of the power dynamics in the relation-
ship.

Despite these strengths, the conclusions that can be drawn from these
results are also limited in several ways. First, although the relatively homo-
geneous sample enhanced the internal validity of these results, generaliza-
tions to other populations should be made with caution. Prior research does
allow us to suggest connections between these findings and those from less
satisfied, more established marriages, but the possibility remains that the
correlates and consequences of demand and withdraw behaviors may differ
in couples who vary in ethnicity, or socio-economic status. Cross-cultural
research, in particular, would strengthen claims about the role of social
structure in intimate relationships, especially if sex differences vary across
cultures that differ in levels of gender equality. Second, given the strictly
cross-sectional nature of these data, any causal statements must be made
with caution. In particular, any strong statements about the way demand
and withdrawal behaviors may develop over time must await longitudinal
tests of the patterns that appear to emerge early in marriage. Finally,
whereas the size of the current sample compares favorably with other
samples used to examine these issues, it is possible that a larger sample
would have had more power to detect sex differences in the use of these
behaviors.
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Conclusion

The broader implications of sex differences in demand and withdrawal
behaviors depend in large part on the source of these differences. If 
sex differences arise from intrinsic differences in the way that men and
women communicate, then the negative outcomes associated with the
demand/withdraw pattern might be prevented if husbands and wives were
taught distinct sets of communication skills. The current findings, however,
support an alternative view. Among relatively satisfied newlyweds, differ-
ences emerged only in rates of demanding, and only during discussions of
topics chosen by wives. Furthermore, both spouses’ behaviors were associ-
ated with their investment in the issues under discussion. These results are
consistent with the idea that sex differences in demand and withdrawal
behaviors may be a result of the different kinds of problems faced by males
and females in close relationships, rather than from any intrinsic differences
in their abilities. Severing the link between demand/withdrawal behaviors
and negative outcomes may therefore require interventions that address
those problems directly. Thus, the current findings speak to the potential
benefits of considering not only the interactions between spouses, but also
the context in which those interactions occur.
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