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As individuals age, the likelihood of developing a disability increases (Berlau et al., 2009), often leading to 

functional limitations such as challenges with activities of daily living (ADL) and instrumental activities of daily 

living (IADL). Declining health is associated with decreases in marital quality. For example, the onset of a 

chronic illness in wives (but not husbands) is associated with an elevated risk of divorce ( Karraker & Latham, 

2015; Latham-Mintus et al., 2022; Yorgason et al., 2008). However, less attention has been given to the daily 

struggles associated with aging, which play an important role in determining marital quality (Tracy & Utz, 2020). 

With divorce rates rising among older adults, also known as gray divorce (Brown & Lin, 2012), it i s crucial to 

explore how functional limitations influence relationship quality. Using the 2012 and 2016 waves of the Health 

and Retirement Study (HRS), this family profile examines the linkages between functional limitations on 

relationship quality among individuals aged 50 to 65, distinguishing cohabiting and married relationships and 

the number of functional limitations experienced.  

Functional limitations were measured using a combined/summed scale (0/1/2+) “0- No functional limitation 

issues, 1- One functional limitation issue, 2- Two or more functional limitation issues.” See Figure 1. 

• Married middle-aged adults more often had no ADL/IADL difficulties (77%) compared to those who were 

cohabiting (71%). 

• Cohabiting middle-aged adults more often experienced at least one ADL/IADL difficulty (29%) than those 

who were married (23%). 

Relationship quality was measured using two scales of positive (“How much does your partner really 

understand the way you feel about things?”) and negative (“How much does your partner criticize you?”) 

relationship quality (0-3) (range: 0- Not at All, 1- A little, 2- Some, 3- A lot). See Figure 2. 

• Both married and cohabiting middle-aged adults experienced similar levels of positive and negative 

relationship quality (see Figure 2). 

• Among married middle-aged adults, the average for negative relationship quality was 0.95, whereas the 

average for positive relationship quality was 2.52. 

• Among cohabiting middle-aged adults, the average for negative relationship quality was 0.96, whereas the 

average for positive relationship quality was 2.46. 

Figure 1. Share of Middle-Aged Adults with None, One, or 2+ 

ADL/IADL Difficulties by Marital Status 

 

Figure 2. Mean Positive and Negative Relationship Quality for 

Married and Cohabiting Adults 

Source: NCFMR analyses of the Health and Retirement Study, 2012 & 2016 
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• Average reports of positive relationship quality 

were similar across levels of functional 

limitations for married and cohabiting middle-

aged adults (see Figure 3).   

• Married middle-aged adults had slightly higher 

average positive relationship quality than those 

cohabiting when experiencing no functional 

limitations (2.53 versus 2.45). Cohabiting middle-

aged adults had slightly higher average positive 

relationship quality when only experiencing one 

functional limitation (2.58 versus 2.51) or two or 

more functional limitations (2.46 versus 2.39). 

Figure 3. Mean Positive Relationship Quality by Number of 

ADL/IADL Difficulties for Married and Cohabiting Middle-Aged 

Adults 

 
Source: NCFMR analyses of the Health and Retirement Study, 

2012 & 2016

Figure 4. Mean Negative Relationship Quality by Number of 

ADL/IADL Difficulties for Married and Cohabiting Middle-Aged 

Adults 

 
Source: NCFMR analyses of the Health and Retirement Study, 

2012 & 2016 

• Average reports of negative relationship quality 

varied only slightly across levels of functional 

limitations for both married and cohabiting 

middle-aged adults (see Figure 4). 

• Married middle-aged adults had higher average 

negative relationship quality when experiencing 

only one functional limitation issue (1.03 versus 

0.87).  

• Cohabiting middle-aged adults had higher 

average negative relationship quality when 

experiencing no functional limitations (0.97 

versus 0.92) and two or more functional 

limitations (1.03 versus 1.02). 
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