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ABSTRACT
Although many studies have shown associations between the
amount of time spent together and relationship satisfaction,
none has established the causal direction of the association.
While time spent together may cause increased satisfaction, it
is equally likely that greater satisfaction causes couples to
spend more time together. Recent research that experimen-
tally increased the amount of time couples spent together
found no increase in relationship satisfaction. The present
study looks at relationships that spend less time together —
long-distance relationships (LDRs) — and examines their re-
lationship quality compared to geographically proximal
relationships (PRs). A multivariate analysis of variance com-
pared self-reported levels of relationship satisfaction, inti-
macy, dyadic trust and the degree of relationship progress,
between 194 individuals in premarital LDRs and 190 premari-
tal PRs. The analysis found no significant differences. This
suggests that the amount of time a couple spends together
does not itself play a central role in relationship maintenance.
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Spending time with one’s partner has increasingly been seen as essential to
relationship maintenance. Dindia & Baxter (1987), for example, found
that spending time together constituted the second most frequently used
maintenance strategy for married couples. Therapists, such as Stuart
(1980), have even suggested that increasing the amount of time a couple
spend together can be a primary therapeutic strategy. Reissman et al.
(1993) examined this growing trend toward linking the time a couple
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spends together with relationship quality and found that ‘the main thrust of
this thinking seems to be that time spent together makes companionship
and communication possible. Companionship and communication have
become central elements of the marital role and are thus crucial to satisfac-
tion with that role’ (p. 244).

Yet, the evidence that increased time together causes increased relation-
ship satisfaction is empirically very suspect. While several studies have
shown a correlation between time spent together and relationship satisfac-
tion, the causal direction of the association remains elusive. It is tempting
to believe that spending more time with one’s partner could increase one’s
relationship satisfaction. But the alternative — that one’s satisfaction
determines the amount of time spent with one’s partner — has substantial
merit. Of course, both causal directions may coexist.

To study this issue, four methodological possibilities exist: one could
manipulate the time a couple spend together, either increasing or de-
creasing the amount, and measure satisfaction; or manipulate the relation-
ship satisfaction, again either increasing or decreasing the level, and
measure the time a couple spend together. Manipulating a couple’s re-
lationship satisfaction obviously has many experimental limitations. Ma-
nipulating the time a couple spend together, however, represents a more
realistic design.

Reissman et al. (1993) experimentally increased the amount of time
couples spent together. They randomly assigned 53 married couples to one
of three groups: two groups instructed to do either exciting or pleasant
activities together, and a wait-listed control group. Their results showed
that those couples who reported spending more time together, as
instructed, showed no greater increase in marital satisfaction than the
control group. They concluded that in their study, ‘the direction of
causality is not mainly from time spent together to satisfaction’ (p. 251).

Experimentally reducing the amount of time couples spend together
raises serious ethical questions. However, couples in long-distance re-
lationships (LDRs) naturally spend less time together and thus provide an
opportunity for indirect assessment of the impact of deficits in time
together on relationship qualities.

Although a majority of both lay people and researchers believe that
long-distance relationships (LDRs) usually fail, the available evidence
does not support that conclusion. Six-month and one-year longitudinal
studies of premarital LDRs by Stephen (1984, 1986), Guldner (1992) and
Stafford & Reske (1990) have shown that LDRs have rates of breakup
equal to or less than their proximal counterparts, with substantially less
time spent together. Govaerts & Dixon (1988) studied 55 commuter mar-
riages and 55 non-commuter marriages and found no differences in their
reported martial satisfaction. Similarly, Baxter & Bullis (1986) found no
change in relationship commitment following a geographical separation in
a sample of 40 college students. While some studies of separated military
families have shown increased rates of divorce, Pavalko & Elder (1990)
found that divorce was not related to the duration of family separation.
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Additionally, Woelfel & Savell (1978) found only a small and non-
significant correlation (r = —.10) between separation and marital satisfac-
tion in a military sample. Other factors unique to military marriages appear
to mediate their increased risk of divorce.

Three studies of LDRs, however, support the notion that less time spent
together causes relationship difficulties. Rindfuss & Stephen (1990) used a
retrospective review of census data to compare couples that were living
together in 1976 to couples who indicated they were married (as opposed
to ‘separated’), but did not list their spouse as a member of the household
(thus, presumed to be LDR). The authors concluded that those in LDRs,
compared to normal couples, had a substantially greater chance of being
divorced in 1979. Unfortunately, as the authors point out one cannot
isolate the effect of separation on the marriage from any pre-separation
factors that may have impacted both the decision to physically separate and
the later marital dissolution.

The second study, by Holt & Stone (1988), found that those LDRs that
visited at least once a month reported greater satisfaction than those visit-
ing one another less often. However, they used categories of 0 to 1 mile, 2
to 249 miles and 250 miles or greater in defining their groups. The middle
category certainly will contain many relationships not considered long-
distance.

The third study, by Carpenter & Knox (1986), found an association
between the frequency of visits and relationship stability for men in LDRs
(but not for women). However, they contrasted ‘successful’ and ‘unsuc-
cessful’ LDRs by comparing retrospective accounts of LDRs that had
dissolved to current accounts of ongoing LDRs. One of the many difficul-
ties with such an approach lies in the assumption that those ongoing LDRs
measured by a cross-sectional study are ‘successful’. The probability that
some of those relationships will eventually dissolve suggests that the on-
going LDR group actually consists of some relationships that will eventu-
ally be ‘successful’ and some relationships that will eventually fail, but have
not yet done so at the time of the measurement. Additionally, comparison
of retrospective accounts to current assessments of relationships assumes
that no distortion of recall exists that could confound the results.

Thus, while LDRs provide a naturally occurring reservoir of couples
who spend relatively little time together, serious methodological problems
blur any conclusions one could draw from the empirical evidence.

The study presented here uses a large sample, cross-sectional design and
multivariate analysis of variance to examine differences in relationship
qualities between individuals in premarital LDRs and individuals in pre-
marital non-separated or ‘proximal’ relationships (PRs). In order to assess
the general state of the relationships, we chose standard measurements of
variables that researchers typically report as indicators of general relation-
ship functioning: relationship satisfaction, dyadic trust, intimacy, commit-
ment and the degree of relationship progress. We also tested all of the
scales for internal reliability and 48-hour test—retest stability. If simply
spending time together as a couple is fundamental to a satisfying and stable
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relationship, we predict that those individuals in LDRs will report signifi-
cantly less satisfaction, trust, intimacy, commitment and relationship pro-
gress when compared to those in PRs.

Method

Participants included 384 undergraduate students enrolled in an introductory
psychology class at a major midwest university. All participants were involved
in a premarital romantic relationship. The LDR group consisted of 194 partici-
pants (118 women, 68 men, 8 unreported) who agreed with the statement ‘My
partner lives far enough away from me that it would be very difficult or
impossible for me to see him or her every day’. The PR group consisted of 190
participants (113 women, 73 men, 4 unreported) who agreed with the state-
ment ‘My partner lives close enough to me that I could see him or her every
day if I chose to.’

The median participant in the LDR group was 19 years old, dating a partner
who was 19 years old, had dated one another for a total of 14 months, had been
separated by 128 miles for 112 days, had dated for approximately 8.5 months
prior to being separated, and visited one another once every 23 days. The
median participant in the PR group was 19 years old, dating a partner who was
20 years old, and had dated one another for a total of 11.5 months. The LDR
and PR groups did not differ significantly on age, partner’s age, or relationship
duration when compared by student ¢ tests.

Participants gathered in groups of 15 to 30 to complete anonymous half-hour
self-report questionnaires that included measures of relationship qualities and
demographic questions. Individuals in LDRs and those in PRs completed their
questionnaires simultaneously but in two separate locations. Additionally, to
assess test—retest stability 19 participants in LDRs and 19 in PRs completed the
questionnaires a second time 48 hours after the first session. Participants were
not informed that they would be completing identical questionnaires until
immediately before the retest.

Relationship satisfaction was measured by Hendrick’s (1988) Relationship
Assessment Scale (RAS), a 7-item Likert-type scale with an alpha of .86 and
correlations of .80 with Spanier’s (1976) Dyadic Adjustment Scale. Addition-
ally, using a 4-month longitudinal design the RAS accurately predicted 91
percent of college couples who stayed together and 86 percent of those who
broke up.

Larzelere & Huston’s (1980) 8-item Likert-type Dyadic Trust Scale (DTS)
measured the participants’ trust in their partner. The DTS shows a unidimen-
sional structure, an alpha of .93 and low correlations with social desirability
and generalized trust.

Intimacy was measured by Schaefer & Olson’s (1981) 36-item Personal
Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (PAIR) which assesses five types of
intimacy described by the authors: (1) Emotional intimacy: the experiencing of
closeness of feeling; the ability and freedom to share openly, in a non-
defensive atmosphere when there is supportiveness and genuine understand-
ing. (2) Social intimacy: the experience of having common friends and a similar
social network. (3) Sexual intimacy: the experience of showing general affec-
tion, touching, physical closeness and/or sexual activity. (4) Intellectual inti-
macy: the experience of sharing ideas, talking about events in one’s life, or
discussing job-related issues, current affairs, etc. (5) Recreational intimacy:
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shared experiences of interest in pastimes or hobbies; mutual participation in
sporting events, mutual involvement in any general recreational or leisure
activity.

The scales of the PAIR have alphas greater than .70 and correlate in the
expected direction with cohesion, expressiveness, conflict and relationship
satisfaction. The PAIR also contains a conventionality scale designed to assess
the extent to which the subject is responding in a socially desirable direction.
Typically, the PAIR requires the subject to answer the items twice — once for
their current perceptions and once for their ideal. Because this practice was
designed primarily for clinical intervention we omitted it in the current study;
participants indicated only their current perceptions of the relationship.

King and Christensen’s (1983) 19-item true/false Relationship Events Scale
(RES) measures the relationship’s degree of progress toward marriage and
provides a more objective measure of the amount of involvement than tra-
ditional labels of ‘casual’, ‘serious’ and ‘exclusive’ dating.

Lund’s (1985) 9-item Commitment Scale was added half-way through the
study and therefore only 190 participants completed this scale. The Commit-
ment Scale demonstrates a Cronbach’s alpha of .82, a unidimensional struc-
ture, and can discriminate between relationships that break up over 6 months
and those that remain together.

Results

Before data analysis, univariate and multivariate outliers were detected and
deleted (15 from the LDR group and 12 from the PR group). Within-group
scatter plots indicated that none of the dependent variables showed significant
curvilinearity with any other variable. Homogeneity of variance was assessed
with Box’s M and found to be adequate (M = 37.03, p < 984). Several of the
variables showed significant skewness and were transformed to better approxi-
mate a normal distribution. However, the results of the MANOVA using these
transformed variables were identical to those using the untransformed vari-
ables and thus we will report the original values.

Table 1 shows the internal reliability, estimated with Cronbach’s alpha, and
the 48-hour test—retest stability estimates for the scales. Internal reliability
estimates for the PR group ranged from .69 to .87. Reliability estimates for the
LDR group ranged from .60 to .86. All of the scales had good stability with the
exception of the social and dyadic trust scales which demonstrated coefficients
of .55 and .50 respectively. Thus, one should interpret these scales with cau-
tion.

To examine the differences between those in LDRs and those in PRs, a
multivariate analysis of variance was performed with the dependent variables
of emotional, social, sexual, intellectual and recreational intimacy, conven-
tionality, relationship satisfaction and dyadic trust. Because only half of the
participants completed the commitment scale, it was omitted from the
MANOVA and commitment was compared separately with a student’s ¢ test.

After exclusion of subjects with missing data, 360 participants were included
in the MANOVA. The multivariate effect of the MANOVA was not signifi-
cant (F(9) = 1.17, p < .314), nor were any of the univariate F tests (d.f. = 1,
358) significant. Commitment did not differ significantly between those in
LDRs and those in PRs (¢(189) = 1.15, p < .352). Table 2 shows the means and
standard deviations of the dependent variables for the LDR and PR groups.
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TABLE 1

Internal reliability and 48-hour test—retest stability for relationship quality

scales and reported frequency of visits

Scale Reliability Reliability Stability
Intimacy
Emotional .82 74 .86
Social .69 .60 .55
Sexual 75 .64 .93
Intellectual 77 74 .81
Recreational .76 .76 .89
Conventionality .87 .85 .92
Dyadic trust .93 .92 .50
Satisfaction .86 .85 .90
Commitment .88 84 .82
Frequency of visits — — A

TABLE 2
Means and standard deviations for relationship qualities by group

Scale Mean Mean SD
Emotional intimacy 73.3 74.5 15.0
Social intimacy 60.2 60.9 12.3
Sexual intimacy 76.2 74.3 14.0
Intellectual intimacy 74.5 75.5 14.2
Recreational intimacy 77.2 79.4 12.2
Conventionality 55.6 56.1 16.0
Dyadic trust 48.1 47.8 7.8
Satisfaction 41.4 41.7 6.4
Degree of progress 4.3 4.3 1.1
Commitment 51.6 50.2 9.6

Repeating the analysis on only male participants, and again with only female

participants, revealed identical results.

Discussion

Individuals in LDRs report levels of relationship satisfaction, intimacy,
trust and commitment that are identical to those reported by individuals in

PRs, despite seeing one another on average only once every 23 days.

Given the sample size, and the reliability and stability of the scales, the
lack of significant differences probably does not represent simply a failure
to detect such differences. Conceivably, those in LDRs report levels of
relationship qualities higher than they actually feel in an attempt to com-
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pensate for social bias against LDRs. However, such an attempt would be
unlikely to produce reported levels identical to those of PRs; rather,
slightly higher or lower levels should result from such a scheme.

If one assumes that the results accurately represent the relationships,
this study suggests that the quantity of time spent with a partner is not
central to relationship satisfaction, intimacy, trust or commitment. In fact,
some individuals can apparently maintain perfectly satisfying relationships
with very little face-to-face contact, at least for periods of 3 to 4 months.

While this study cannot assess the causal direction of the association
between time spent together and relationship satisfaction, it does show a
dissociation between deficits in time spent together and relationship satis-
faction. Conversely, the study by Reissman et al. (1993) showed a dis-
sociation between increases in time spent together and relationship
satisfaction. Together, these studies constitute a challenge to the notion
that simply the amount of time spent together affects relationship qualities
in any significant way. Clearly, relationships require some level of contact
and extremely infrequent contact probably does ultimately result in re-
lationship instability. However, that level of infrequent contact does not
occur in the vast majority of relationships.

The study by Reissman et al. (1993) suggests that therapeutic interven-
tions designed to simply increase the amount of time a couple spend
together may not be justified. The current study suggests that attempts to
explain relationship dissatisfaction solely on the basis of too little time
spent together also may not be justified.

However, two caveats must accompany these conclusions. First, both
studies have examined non-clinical relationships. Researchers have yet to
establish the effect of increasing or decreasing the amount of time a dys-
functional couple spend together. Second the present study examined the
relationships of premarital college students. The generalizability of these
results to marital or non-college relationships is unclear. Perhaps the
unique college environment inoculates these relationships against the
impact of deficits in time spent together. Investigation into the specific
factors that accomplish this task could potentially provide insight into
variables that mediate the association between the amount of time spent
together and relationship satisfaction.

In conclusion, the current study suggests that, while spending time
together as a couple may facilitate relationship satisfaction, it is not the
amount of time per se that supports the relationship, but rather some other
factor associated with even small amounts of time spent together.
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