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Abstract
Mindfulness has been associated with relationship satisfaction among older and younger individuals across long-term and 
early-stage relationships (Khaddouma et al. in Couple Fam Psychol Res Pract 4:1–13, 2015a; Lenger et al. in Mindfulness 
8:171–180, 2017). However, it remains unclear whether age or relationship length are relevant factors in the benefits couples 
may expect from mindfulness. The present study sought to examine age and relationship length as potential moderators of 
the association between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction. Data were collected from older and younger individuals 
in well-established and early stages of relationship formation. Results revealed that age moderates the association between 
mindfulness and relationship satisfaction whereas relationship length does not. Probing the age × mindfulness interaction 
indicated that mindfulness is more relevant to relationship satisfaction for older individuals than younger individuals, even 
when controlling for relationship length. This suggests that age may be an important factor to consider in the development 
of new mindfulness based relationship models.
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Introduction

Mindfulness is characterized as “the awareness that emerges 
through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, 
and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment 
by moment” (Kabat-Zinn 2003, p. 145). Thus, mindfulness 
is a practice that aims to increase one’s ability to see things 
more objectively as they are, while being less susceptible 
to perceptions that are distorted by preconceived notions, 
cognitive biases, emotions, and other forms of attachment. 
Researchers studying mindfulness have found it to be posi-
tively related to numerous well-being indicators such as 

positive affectivity, life satisfaction, self-esteem, and opti-
mism, as well as inversely related to deleterious variables 
such as negative affectivity, anxiety, and depression, among 
others (Brown and Ryan 2003; Cash and Whittingham 
2010).

Mindfulness has been shown to have a variety of impli-
cations for family functioning. Specifically, mindfulness 
has been associated with more effective parenting (Bögels 
et al. 2014; Duncan et al. 2009), and greater child well-being 
(see Roeser and Eccles 2015). Furthermore, mindfulness has 
been associated with a number of relationship processes as 
well. In addition to evidencing associations with relation-
ship satisfaction (Carson et al. 2004; Gambrel and Keel-
ing 2010; Khaddouma et al. 2015a; Lenger et al. 2017), 
mindfulness has also been associated with sexual satisfac-
tion (Khaddouma et al. 2015b), and relationship stability 
(Khaddouma and Gordon 2018). Mindful couples also tend 
to engage in more constructive conflict than their less mind-
ful counterparts (Barnes et al. 2007; Wachs and Cordova 
2007). Specifically, more mindful couples tend to display 
more relationally adaptive responses to conflict such as less 
reactivity (Gillespie et al. 2015; Lenger et al. 2017; Pruitt & 
McCullum 2010), lower levels of negative emotions, greater 
identification and communication of emotions, higher levels 
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of distress tolerance, greater self-control, and more posi-
tive perceptions of their partner following a disagreement 
(Barnes et al. 2007).

The association between mindfulness and relationship 
satisfaction has been identified across adults of varying rela-
tionship stages and ages (Khaddouma et al. 2015a; Lenger 
et al. 2017). In fact, the combined research examining mind-
fulness and relationship satisfaction includes relationship 
lengths ranging from 3 months to 50 years with individu-
als ranging in age from 18 to 78 years. Interestingly, aging 
research suggests that individuals become more mindful 
with age (Raes et al. 2013); whereas romantic relationship 
research argues that, at least in a relationship context, part-
ners become more mindless over time (i.e., greater relation-
ship length) and tend to develop habitual ways of respond-
ing with spouses as the relationship progresses (Burpee 
and Langer 2005). Despite these opposing points of view, 
research has yet to directly examine whether age or relation-
ship length play a role in the association between mindful-
ness and relationship satisfaction. In the present study, the 
researchers sought to examine age and relationship length as 
potential moderators of the association between mindfulness 
and relationship satisfaction.

Mindfulness, Age, and Relationship Length

Although mindfulness research has been examined among 
virtually all age groups, from young children (see Roeser 
and Eccles 2015) through late adulthood (Morone and Greco 
2007), the unique role of age (as a developmental process) 
is only just beginning to be examined. Raes and colleagues 
(2013) examined the association between age and mind-
fulness and found that older individuals are more mindful 
than younger individuals. The authors suggest that older 
adults could evidence greater mindfulness due to either a 
change in responsibilities that result in less role overload 
or an awareness of the limited nature of life that sparks a 
desire to remain present. Further, they explain this trend 
based on a theory of mindfulness as a developmental process 
(Shapiro et al. 2006). More specifically, Shapiro and col-
leagues argue that one’s ability to objectively perceive his 
or her internal experience (e.g., thoughts, feelings, etc.) in 
the present moment (an ability they termed reperceiving), 
is analogous to the increase in self-awareness that develop-
mental psychologists consider to accompany development 
across the lifespan. That is, with age, one transitions from 
a more self-centered perspective to a more decentered per-
spective. Thus, the increase in mindfulness with age is part 
of an organic developmental process in which one adopts a 
more decentered perspective to his or her present moment 
experience (Shapiro et al. 2006).

Conversely, Burpee and Langer (2005) propose an 
opposing view in which they suggest mindlessness is likely 

to become more prominent over time, at least in a rela-
tional context. With time, one may become accustomed to 
approaching and responding to situations in a particular way 
and become less likely to consider other ways to approach 
the matter at hand. Burpee and Langer (2005) acknowledge 
that being mindful can be exceptionally difficult in the con-
text of a relationship if a partner has developed a way that 
he or she responds to recurring conflicts or even habitual 
positive expressions (e.g., gratitude; Gordon et al. 2011). 
However, Burpee and Langer (2005) propose that mindful-
ness may enable one to examine and reevaluate one’s own 
perceptions of his or her partner and in turn generate more 
flexible ways of interacting and responding to his or her part-
ner. Furthermore, mindfulness may reduce automaticity, or 
mindlessness, and encourage a careful consideration of how 
to engage in the present situation, thereby creating more 
relationally healthy interactions (Wachs and Cordova 2007; 
Barnes et al. 2007). Notably, research has yet to determine 
whether mindfulness decreases with relationship length.

Mindfulness and Relationship Satisfaction: Age 
and Relationship Length

Given that mindfulness abilities appear to differ across the 
lifespan (Raes et al. 2013), it is important to understand 
whether mindfulness is more or less relevant to various 
outcomes among different age groups or, in the context of 
romantic relationships, different relationship stages. For 
example, regarding age, although research has documented 
that mindfulness is significantly related to romantic relation-
ships among both younger (Khaddouma et al. 2015a) and 
more mature populations (Lenger et al. 2017), it remains 
unclear whether mindfulness relates more strongly to rela-
tionship satisfaction for older individuals compared to 
younger individuals. Similarly, research has yet to determine 
whether mindfulness relates more strongly to relationship 
satisfaction for longer-term relationships compared to early-
stage relationships. Gaining clarity on how crucial mind-
fulness may be to earlier and to more established couples, 
respectively, represents an important step toward being able 
to flexibly prioritize intervention targets in ways that will 
maximize their efficacy for a diverse range of clients. For 
example, researchers and clinicians alike may wish to be 
particularly attentive to mindfulness processes when work-
ing with individuals representing a specific age group or 
relationship stage.

Present Study

The discrepancies in the literature regarding age, mind-
fulness, and its potential relevance to couples across the 
lifespan (e.g., Burpee and Langer 2005; Raes et al. 2013; 
Shapiro et al. 2006) underscores the importance of directly 
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examining whether mindfulness is more or less prevalent 
among different ages and relationship lengths. Furthermore, 
given the wide applicability that mindfulness has to a variety 
of life experiences, undertaking a more nuanced examina-
tion of potential moderators that could influence associa-
tions between mindfulness and other variables of interest is 
also very important. Thus, in the present study, we sought 
to determine not only whether mindfulness is more preva-
lent among a particular age or relationship stage, but also 
whether mindfulness is more relevant to relationship satis-
faction among a particular age or relationship stage. This 
examination can serve as a foundation for motivating more 
nuanced models that include greater appreciation of devel-
opmental trajectories relevant to researchers interested in 
mindfulness or relationship flourishing. Additionally, gain-
ing a clearer understanding of the role age and relationship 
length may play when considering mindfulness in romantic 
relationships may benefit researchers attempting to develop 
new mindfulness-based interventions aimed at reducing rela-
tionship distress and promoting relationship well-being. Spe-
cifically, future research may seek to understand why mind-
fulness may be more or less relevant to varying age groups 
and/or relationship lengths which could clarify relationship 
processes unique to particular populations. This could help 
with development of more specific interventions tailored 
to meet the unique needs of those respective groups (e.g., 
interventions specifically designed for older-age/longer-term 
relationships navigating the transition to retirement or age-
related declines in physical abilities, etc.; or younger-age/
earlier-stage couples managing various transitions such as 
marriage, buying a home, having children, etc.).

In the present study four research questions were 
explored. Given the exploratory nature of the present study, 
different possible patterns of results for these questions are 
considered. First, we sought to identify whether mindfulness 
is more prevalent among older or younger individuals (i.e., 
age) and early- or late-stage relationships (i.e., relationship 
length).

RQ1: Is mindfulness more prevalent among younger or 
older couples?
RQ2: Is mindfulness more prevalent among early-stage 
or long-term relationships?

Secondly, we sought to determine whether age or rela-
tionship length are more relevant to relationship satisfaction. 
Regarding age, three possibilities exist. First, mindfulness 
may be more relevant to relationship satisfaction for older 
individuals, relative to younger individuals. Specifically, 
having a decentered, or curious and nonjudgmental, con-
cept of oneself (rather than critical and judgmental), could 
be an especially relevant skill that helps one to be more open 
to and accepting of limitations that often occur with age 

(e.g., inhibited energy, mobility, sexual desire/functioning). 
Second, mindfulness could be more relevant to relationship 
satisfaction for younger individuals, relative to older indi-
viduals. Specifically, this curious, nonjudgmental approach 
to life may be especially relevant for younger individuals 
who are beginning to shape and define their sense of self 
in a romantic relationship context. Being mindfully open to 
learning about who they are as a relationship partner may 
be particularly relevant to relationship satisfaction in these 
younger years of life. Third, mindfulness could be equally 
relevant for older and younger populations as a broadly 
applicable life skill. This possibility would mean that age 
does not moderate the association between mindfulness and 
relationship satisfaction.

RQ3: Does age moderate the association between mind-
fulness and relationship satisfaction, when controlling for 
relationship length?

Three possibilities regarding relationship length also 
deserve consideration. First, mindfulness could be more rele-
vant to relationship satisfaction among longer-term relation-
ships (i.e., couples who have been together for many years) 
where habitual patterns of interacting may be more likely to 
have developed and mindfulness could help to interrupt this 
process. Second, mindfulness may relate more strongly to 
early-stage relationships (i.e., dating couples or relatively 
new relationships) because this ability to decenter could be a 
valuable way for partners to establish a less reactive conflict 
style together, to minimize worry about the ups and downs 
that accompany growing relationships, and to thoughtfully 
construct complementary roles in the relationship that will 
promote the couple’s well-being. Third, mindfulness could 
be equally relevant for early-stage and long-term relation-
ships. This possibility would mean that relationship length 
does not moderate the association between mindfulness and 
relationship satisfaction.

RQ4: Does relationship length moderate the association 
between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction, when 
controlling for age?

Method

Participants

As part of a larger study, data were collected from 320 par-
ticipants representing younger and older individuals in early-
stage and long-term romantic relationships. In an effort to 
maximize age diversity, data were collected from two sam-
ples targeting younger and older participants, respectively. 
This necessitated the use of different recruitment methods, 
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which are described in the following section. It is important 
to note, however, that there is some age overlap among the 
samples (i.e., participants in the “younger” sample range 
in age from 18 to 37 and participants in the “older” sample 
range in age from 22 to 68 years). Given that the design 
sought to maximize age diversity rather than compare two 
separate groups, the samples were ultimately combined and 
age was examined as a continuous variable in the regression 
models.

The younger individuals were represented by 180 under-
graduates in committed romantic relationships (95 male, 
85 female; Mrelationship length = 1.39 years; SD = 1.59 years, 
range 0.08–16 years), with ages ranging from 18 to 37 years 
(Mage = 19.30 years; SD = 2.5 years). The undergraduates 
were recruited to participate in order to complete partial 
fulfillment of a course requirement. The eligibility criteria 
for participating specified that all participants must currently 
be in a committed, monogamous, relationship for at least 
1-month. These undergraduate participants were not in a 
relationship with one another, nor related to the older indi-
viduals that participated in the study, thus these data are 
independent. See Table 1 for sample demographics.

The older participants consisted of 140 married 
individuals, not married to one another, (71 male, 69 
female; Mrelationship length = 24.20  years; SD = 8.48 years, 
range 3–40  years), ranging in age from 22 to 68  years 
(Mage = 49.67 years; SD = 8.55 years). The married indi-
viduals were randomly selected from a randomized list of 
students’ parent contact information, provided by a univer-
sity in the southeastern United States. Although we sought 
to oversample older/long-term married couples, all couples 
interested in participating were included regardless of their 
age and relationship length. The study’s eligibility criteria 
specified that all participants must be married. However, 
the identified participant’s partner was not recruited to par-
ticipate in the study, thus these data are independent. See 
Table 1 for sample demographics.

Procedure

The undergraduates who registered to participate completed 
their surveys in a research lab at their designated appoint-
ment time. Upon their arrival, a research assistant obtained 
informed consent from each participant and then directed 
them to a private room where they completed the online 
survey on a lab computer. Upon completion, participants 
were thanked for their time and granted course credit for 
their participation.

Married couples were randomly selected from the list of 
students’ parent contact information and were sent a letter 
informing them about the study, and that a research assistant 
would be calling them to ask if they would be interested 
in participating. When contacted, the research assistant 

reviewed the study with the potential participant and asked 
if he or she would be willing to participate in the study by 
taking an online survey. If interested, the participant gave 
their personal email address to the research assistant who 
then sent a unique link to the online survey for the partici-
pant to complete when they had ample time and attention to 
do so. The participant was asked to take the survey when his 
or her spouse (who was not participating in the study) was 
not present to reduce influenced responding. Upon open-
ing the survey, a statement was provided that informed the 
participant that their participation was completely volun-
tary and that all responses would be kept confidential. Upon 
completing the survey, the participant’s name was entered 
into a drawing to win one of three $50.00 Amazon gift cards 
as well as a gift basket sent to their child (a student at the 
university) from a local bakery.

Measures

Demographics

Participants reported their gender, age, race, level of educa-
tion, and income. See Table 1 for sample demographics.

Mindfulness Dispositional mindfulness was assessed 
using the 15-item Mindful Attention and Awareness Scale 
(MAAS; Brown and Ryan 2003). Example items from this 
measure include: I find myself doing things without pay-
ing attention and It seems I am ‘running on automatic,’ 
without much awareness of what I am doing. Responses 
are recorded using a six-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (almost always) to 6 (almost never). Total dispositional 
mindfulness scores can range from 15 to 90, with higher 
scores indicating greater trait mindfulness. This measure 
has demonstrated good reliability among college student 
and adult samples, with Cronbach’s alphas of 0.82 and 0.87, 
respectively (Brown and Ryan 2003). The internal consist-
ency in the present sample was good, 0.85 for the younger 
individuals and 0.87 for the older individuals. Descriptive 
statistics for this measure can be found in Table 1.

Relationship Satisfaction Relationship satisfaction was 
assessed using the 16-item Couple Satisfaction Index 
(CSI-16; Funk and Rogge 2007). This measure is consid-
ered a more precise and sensitive measure than other com-
monly used relationship satisfaction measures (Funk and 
Rogge 2007). The measure assesses one’s overall satisfac-
tion with their relationship using a Likert scale. One item 
uses a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (extremely 
unhappy) to 6 (perfect) while the remaining 15 items use 
a six-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (e.g., never) to 5 
(e.g., all the time). Total relationship satisfaction scores 
can range from 0 to 81, with higher values representing 
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greater levels of relationship satisfaction. Example items 
from this measure include: Our relationship is strong 
and I have a warm and comfortable relationship with my 
partner. This measure has demonstrated good reliability 
among both dating and married couples, with a Cron-
bach’s alpha of 0.98 (Funk and Rogge 2007). The internal 
consistency in the present sample was excellent, 0.96 for 
the younger individuals and 0.98 for the older individu-
als. Descriptive statistics for this measure can be found 
in Table 1.

Analytic Strategy

Since the participants in the sample were not married to 
or dating one another the data were treated as independ-
ent. All main and interaction variables were mean centered 
to account for multicollinearity of the variables (Aiken 
and West 1991). Additionally, it is important to note that 
although we have described the varying age/relationship 
length groups separately here to improve clarity, age and 
relationship length were treated as continuous variables in 
the analyses and were not analyzed in group formats.

The first aim of our study was to determine whether mind-
fulness is more or less prevalent among (1) older or younger 
populations and (2) individuals in early-stage or long-term 
relationships. To examine this, we conducted three multi-
ple linear regressions. The first regression had mindfulness 
as the outcome variable and age as the predictor variable. 
For the second regression we replaced age with relationship 
length, and thus had mindfulness as the outcome variable 
and relationship length as the predictor variable. Lastly, to 
control for the interdependence between age and relation-
ship length, we conducted a regression with mindfulness as 
the outcome variable and age and relationship length as the 
predictor variables.

The second aim of our study sought to determine whether 
mindfulness was more or less relevant to relationship sat-
isfaction based upon age or relationship length. Thus, to 
examine whether age moderated the association between 
mindfulness and relationship satisfaction when control-
ling for relationship length, we conducted a multiple lin-
ear regression with relationship satisfaction as the outcome 
variable and relationship length, age, mindfulness, and the 
age × mindfulness interaction as the predictor variables. 
Next, to determine whether relationship length moderated 
the association between mindfulness and relationship sat-
isfaction when controlling for age we conducted a multiple 
linear regression with relationship satisfaction as the out-
come variable and age, relationship length, mindfulness, 
and the relationship length × mindfulness interaction as the 
predictor variables.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for each variable of 
interest: relationship length, age, mindfulness, and relation-
ship satisfaction, and the Pearson correlations among these 
variables.

Prevalence of Mindfulness

The first aim of our study was to determine whether mindful-
ness is more prevalent among (1) older or younger popula-
tions and (2) individuals in early-stage or long-term relation-
ships. First, we examined whether age predicted mindfulness. 
The overall model was significant, R2 = 0.08, R2

adjusted = 0.07, 
F(1, 295) = 24.27, p < .001, and results revealed that age pos-
itively predicted mindfulness [B (SE) = 0.01(0.00), β = 0.28, 
p < .001], indicating that older populations report greater 
mindfulness. Next, we examined whether relationship length 
predicted mindfulness. The overall model was significant, 
R2 = 0.07, R2

adjusted = 0.06, F(1, 291) = 20.10, p < .001 and 
results revealed that relationship length positively predicted 
mindfulness [B (SE) = − 0.00(0.00), β = 0.25, p < .001]. 
Lastly, to control for the interdependence between age and 
relationship length, we included both constructs in the 
same model predicting mindfulness. The overall model was 
significant, R2 = 0.08, R2

adjusted = 0.07, F(2, 290) = 12.15, 
p < .001. Results revealed that age was a unique predictor of 
mindfulness [B (SE) = 0.01(0.01), β = 0.32, p = .05], whereas 
relationship length was not [B (SE) = 0.00(0.00), β = − 0.04, 
p = .79].

Relevance of Mindfulness

Next, we sought to determine whether mindfulness was more 
or less relevant to relationship satisfaction based upon age or 
relationship length. First, we examined whether age moder-
ated the association between mindfulness and relationship 
satisfaction when controlling for relationship length. Results 
indicated that a significant age × mindfulness interaction 
predicted relationship satisfaction (see Table 2). A simple 
slopes analysis revealed that for younger individuals (1 SD 
below the mean), mindfulness was not associated with rela-
tionship satisfaction (b = 2.64, p = .12). However, mindful-
ness was positively, and increasingly, related to relationship 
satisfaction with age (mean age: b = 5.13, p < .001; 1 SD 
above mean age: b = 7.61, p < .001). The nonsignificant asso-
ciation between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction for 
one standard deviation below the mean age should be inter-
preted with caution. Given that our sample only consisted 
of participants 18 years old and older, we do not have any 
direct observations to compare with this statistical trajectory. 
Further, post-hoc analyses revealed that mindfulness was 
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positively correlated with relationship satisfaction among 
the college-age sample in the present study (r = .16, p = .04). 
Thus, the trend of this simple slope analysis indicates that, 
with age, the relationship between mindfulness and relation-
ship satisfaction increases.

Next, we examined whether relationship length moder-
ated the association between mindfulness and relationship 
satisfaction when controlling for age. This interaction was 
nonsignificant (see Table 2).

Follow‑Up Analyses

Because there is a high correlation between age and relation-
ship length in the present sample, a more conservative test 
of our results can be conducted by allowing each variable to 
capitalize on shared variance (i.e., by removing relationship 
length as a statistical control in our examination of age as 
a moderator and vice versa). In other words, if relationship 
length becomes a significant moderator when removing age 
as a control variable from the equation (or if, conversely, age 
becomes nonsignificant when removing relationship length as 
a control variable), then it would appear that both variables are 
behaving similarly and we can less confidently assert that age 
is a moderator whereas relationship length is not. If the pattern 
of results reported above, however, is maintained even when 
the variables are able to capitalize on shared variance, then this 
would lend additional credence to the interpretation that age is 
a significant moderator of the association between mindfulness 
and relationship satisfaction whereas relationship length is not.

To test this possibility, we constructed two regression 
equations identical to the two tested above, however we 

removed the control variables (i.e., relationship length and 
age respectively). Thus, the first regression, which examined 
age as a moderator, had relationship satisfaction as the out-
come variable and age, mindfulness, and the age × mindful-
ness interaction as the predictor variables. Results indicated 
that a significant age × mindfulness interaction predicted 
relationship satisfaction (see Table 2). A simple slopes anal-
ysis revealed that, analogous to the significant age × mindful-
ness moderation described above, mindfulness was not asso-
ciated with relationship satisfaction for younger individuals 
(1 SD below the mean; b = 2.68, p = .12) but was positively 
and increasingly related to relationship satisfaction among 
individuals within the mean age (b = 5.11, p < .001) and one 
standard deviation above the mean age (b = 7.54, p < .001). 
Once again, the nonsignificant association between mind-
fulness and relationship satisfaction among individuals one 
standard deviation below the mean age should be interpreted 
to reflect a trend suggesting that, with age, the relationship 
between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction increases.

When examining relationship length as a moderator with-
out controlling for age, the interaction remained nonsignifi-
cant (see Table 2). These analyses provide further support 
to our finding that age appears to be a relevant moderator 
between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction, whereas 
relationship length is not.

Table 2  Multiple regressions predicting relationship satisfaction from mindfulness, age, age × mindfulness, and relationship length × mindful-
ness, with and without control variables

Outcome variable is relationship satisfaction
Model 1: R2 = 0.08, R2

adjusted = 0.07, F(4, 283) = 5.99, p < .001
Model 2: R2 = 0.07, R2

adjusted = 0.06, F(4, 283) = 5.23, p < .001
Model 3: R2 = 0.08, R2

adjusted = 0.07, F(3, 288) = 7.76, p < .001
Model 4: R2 = 0.06, R2

adjusted = 0.05, F(4, 283) = 6.21, p < .001
–: indicate not included in model
*p < .05; **p < .01

Model 1: age (control for 
relationship length)

Model 2: relationship length 
(control for age)

Model 3: age (no control) Model 4: relationship length 
(no control)

B (SE) β p B (SE) β p B (SE) β p B (SE) β p

Age − 0.25 (0.15) − 0.27 .10 − 0.22 (0.15) − 0.24 .14 − 0.14 (0.06)* − 0.15 .02 – – –
Relationship length 0.01 (0.02) 0.12 .45 0.01 (0.02) 0.10 .53 – – – − 0.01 (0.01)* − 0.12 .05
Mindfulness 5.04 (1.22)** 0.25 .00 5.09 (1.23)** 0.25 .00 5.05 (1.22)** 0.25 .00 4.88 (1.22)** 0.24 .00
Age × mindfulness 0.15 (0.07)* 0.12 .04 – – – 0.15 (0.07)* 0.12 .04 – – –
Relationship 

length × mindful-
ness

– – – 0.01 (0.01) 0.07 .23 – – – 0.01 (0.01) 0.07 .22
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Discussion

In this study, the data indicated that mindfulness was more 
prevalent among older individuals, relative to younger indi-
viduals. This is consistent with previous age and mindful-
ness research indicating that older individuals appear to be 
more mindful than younger individuals (Raes et al. 2013). 
Furthermore, mindfulness was more prevalent among 
longer-term relationships relative to early-stage relation-
ships, contrary to the theoretical process proposed by Burpee 
and Langer (2005).

Regarding relevance, these data indicate that mindfulness 
may be more strongly associated with relationship satisfac-
tion for older individuals, compared to younger individu-
als, even when controlling for relationship length. Interest-
ingly, relationship length did not moderate this association. 
Thus, it appears that the age of the individuals within the 
dyad, rather than the age of the relationship itself, may be 
an important factor to take into account when consider-
ing the association between mindfulness and relationship 
satisfaction.

It is important to comment on the nonsignificant asso-
ciation between mindfulness and relationship satisfaction 
for individuals one standard deviation below the mean age 
(16 years). Research has consistently documented that mind-
fulness is associated with relationship satisfaction among 
college-age samples (see Khaddouma and Gordon 2018; 
Khaddouma et al. 2015a, b). Thus, we believe the nonsig-
nificant finding should be interpreted with caution given that 
our sample only consisted of participants 18 years old and 
older and therefore do not have any direct observations to 
compare with this statistical trajectory. This was further sup-
ported by a positive correlation between mindfulness and 
relationship satisfaction among our college-age sample.

Perhaps with age, individuals tend to become more mind-
ful (Raes et al. 2013; Shapiro et al. 2006) and these age-
related gains in mindfulness bring with them skills that are 
more relationally healthy. For example, older adults tend to 
report greater well-being and emotion regulation (Kessler 
and Staudinger 2009), as well as greater problem-solving 
skills (Blanchard-Fields et al. 2007) in addition to notable 
reductions in negative affect (Stone et al. 2010). Previous 
research has theorized that older adults may benefit from 
mindfulness as it will enhance and strengthen emotional 
regulation skills (Prakash et al. 2014). Furthermore, research 
has identified that age-related reductions in negative affect 
are attributable to age-related gains in mindfulness skills 
(Raes et al. 2013). Taken together, it could be that with age, 
older individuals become more mindful and adopt more 
relationally healthy ways of interacting (e.g., greater emo-
tion regulation and problem-solving skills). Whereas these 
mindfulness skills are certainly useful to couples of all ages, 

they may be particularly relevant to older couples who are 
beginning to cope with age-related declines in health, limita-
tions (e.g., physical, financial, etc.) in the freedom to pursue 
unfulfilled life goals, and other challenging life transitions 
that younger couples do not yet face which may tax a cou-
ple’s relational well-being.

Follow-up studies will be necessary to definitively iden-
tify the mechanisms underlying our present finding that 
mindfulness is more strongly related to relationship satis-
faction among older individuals. Nonetheless, the presence 
of this interaction already highlights the importance of not 
only considering age when developing models of mind-
fulness in romantic relationships specifically, but also the 
importance of creating a more nuanced understanding of 
moderating factors that may advance models of mindfulness 
more broadly. We believe that a more precise examination 
of factors that may moderate the way mindfulness operates 
in individuals, dyads, and systems will enhance the value of 
this rapidly growing literature.

Implications

These data offer valuable insight into the importance of 
considering age and developmental trajectories in general 
when considering associations between mindfulness and 
relationship functioning. Additionally, these data caution 
researchers studying mindfulness to consider the age of the 
individuals within the samples being studied, especially 
when determining the generalizability of their results since, 
as these data suggest, results pertaining to mindfulness may 
vary at different stages of life. For example, perhaps mind-
fulness is more strongly associated to other outcomes (e.g., 
depression, anxiety) among older populations relative to 
younger populations. Moving forward, it could be useful 
for mindfulness research to consider the age of the sam-
ple, as well as examine whether mindfulness may evidence 
a stronger relationship for specific age groups. Gaining a 
more nuanced understanding of how mindfulness relates to 
outcomes across the lifespan can aid in the development or 
improved application of mindfulness-based approaches to 
reducing distress and improving well-being among children, 
adults, and families.

Based on the extant literature, it appears that mindfulness 
may be beneficial to relationship well-being for individuals 
of all ages (Khaddouma et al. 2015a; Lenger et al. 2017). 
Nonetheless, the present data suggest that mindfulness may 
be especially relevant to relationship satisfaction for older 
individuals, regardless of their relationship length. Thus, it 
may be useful to consider one’s stage in life when develop-
ing or applying mindfulness-based interventions with cou-
ples (e.g., Mindfulness-Based Relationship Enhancement; 
Carson et  al. 2004; Dialectical Behavior Therapy; see; 
Gambrel and Keeling 2010). Indeed, the present data can 
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be used to inform the design of mindfulness interventions 
offered to couples representing different age groups, espe-
cially older adults. Testing the efficacy of such mindfulness 
interventions may help create a more complete understand-
ing of relationship processes among individuals of different 
ages that could aid in the development or improved appli-
cation of couple-interventions (e.g., Integrative Behavio-
ral Couple Therapy [IBCT], Christensen and Doss 2017; 
Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy [CBCT]; Epstein and 
Zheng 2017; Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy [EFCT]; 
Johnson 2008, etc.) as well as relationship education and 
enhancement programs (e.g., Marriage Checkup [MC]; Cor-
dova et al. 2014; Prevention and Relationship Enhancement 
Program [PREP]; Markman et al. 2010; Relationship Rx, 
Gordon et al., in press, etc.) tailored to meet changing needs 
encountered across the lifespan.

Limitations and Future Directions

Having data on early-stage and long-term relationships 
allows us to examine and compare how constructs manifest 
within these various stages. Although we consider our two 
samples to be a strength of this paper, age and relationship 
length were highly correlated in the present sample. This 
is an inherent reality when examining age differences in 
romantic relationships (Carstensen et al. 1995). Although 
measures were taken to rule out alternative hypotheses 
through our secondary analyses, future research may benefit 
from collecting data among individuals representing a more 
complete range of ages and relationship lengths (e.g., mid-
dle-age adults in mid-stage relationship or older-adults in 
early-stage relationships) for a more comprehensive exami-
nation. Additionally, it is important to note that among our 
younger/earlier-stage relationship sample, the course credit 
granted in exchange for their participation should be con-
sidered a limitation.

These data are cross-sectional, thus causality cannot be 
inferred. Future research may benefit from a longitudinal 
examination of age and relationship length in the context of 
mindfulness and relationship satisfaction (see also Gambrel 
et al. 2016). Similarly, these data are not dyadic thus collect-
ing partner data could enrich this study by examining cross-
partner associations between mindfulness, age, and each 
partner’s relationship satisfaction. Additionally, the present 
sample was collected from a predominantly white, middle-
class, well-educated sample, thus future research examining 
the associations between age, mindfulness, and relationship 
satisfaction among a more diverse sample is warranted.

In future research, it could be useful to examine whether 
efficacy of mindful parenting interventions (see Duncan 
et al. 2009) vary as a function of parental or child age. Addi-
tionally, it will be important for future research to examine 
whether age moderates associations between mindfulness 

and variables other than relationship satisfaction. For 
instance, perhaps age moderates the association between 
mindfulness and other related variables such as an indi-
vidual’s well-being, depression, anxiety, or self-esteem. We 
hope that this research encourages not only further research 
on mindfulness among romantic relationships, but also 
a more nuanced approach to studying variables that may 
moderate the effects of mindfulness in order to optimize its 
application within a variety of contexts and with a variety 
of populations.

In conclusion, the present data suggest that although 
mindfulness may be beneficial to relationship well-being 
throughout the lifespan, it appears that mindfulness may be 
especially relevant to relationship satisfaction for older indi-
viduals, regardless of relationship length. Research of this 
nature advances theoretical models of both mindfulness and 
relationship well-being and contributes to our understanding 
of ways that mindfulness may assist individuals in achieving 
and maintaining flourishing levels of relationship well-being 
across the life-span.
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