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Love Relationships

Relaciones de pareja

Relaces de casal

Luciana Polizzi

ABSTRACT: Love is for people one of the most complex and important emotions. Its
analysis regarding the relationships in youngsters and middle-aged adults has been widely
discussed, but with little exploration in the elderly. Among the theories that have addressed
the love relationship, one of the most important is the triangular theory of love, which will be
the focus of this article. This theory considers that the course of the relationship depends on
the fluctuation of the three components that make up love: intimacy, passion and
commitment. These components can together be plotted out as points of a triangle. On each
of them, a different aspect of love is presented. Considering the importance of the love
experience on old people's well-being and based on the study of the components of the
relationship, this article contributes to the knowledge about intimacy, passion and
decision/commitment in this stage of life. This research is performed from their analytical
study, comparing other age groups, differentiating long term and short term couples and the
satisfaction such relationships provide.
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RESUMEN: El amor es una de las emociones mas complejas e importantes para las
personas. Su analisis respecto a las relaciones de pareja ha sido ampliamente abordado en
adultos jovenes y de mediana edad, siendo escasa su exploracion en personas mayores. Entre
las teorias que han abordado la relacién amorosa, una de las mas destacadas y en la que
nos centraremos en el desarrollo del articulo es la teoria triangular del amor. La misma
considera que el curso de la relacion de pareja depende de la fluctuacion de los tres
componentes que integran el amor: intimidad, pasion y compromiso. Estos componentes
juntos, pueden graficarse como los vértices de un triangulo. En cada uno se manifiesta un
aspecto diferente del amor. Considerando la importancia que la experiencia amorosa posee
sobre el bienestar en la vejez y basandose en el estudio de los componentes de la relacion
amorosa, el presente articulo hace un aporte respecto al conocimiento de los mismos
(intimidad, pasién y decision /compromiso) en esta etapa de la vida a partir del su estudio
analitico, comparacion respecto de la a otros grupos de edad, diferenciacion en parejas de
cortay larga duracion y la satisfaccién que proporcionan dichas relaciones.

Palabras clave: Adultos mayores; Relacién de pareja; Amor.

RESUMO: O amor, para as pessoas, ¢ uma das mais complexas e importantes emogdes. A
analise sobre os relacionamentos tem sido amplamente abordada em adultos com idades
entre 0s mais jovens e os de meia-idade, com pouca exploracédo em idosos. Entre as teorias
que tém abordado a relacdo, uma das mais importantes e que vamos nos concentrar no
desenvolvimento deste artigo é a teoria triangular do amor. Ela considera que o curso da
relacdo depende da flutuacdo dos trés componentes que fazem amor: a intimidade, a paixao
e 0 compromisso. Estes componentes em conjunto podem ser representados graficamente
como os veértices de um triangulo. Em cada um, expressa-se um aspecto diferente do amor.
Considerando-se a importancia da experiéncia do amor, tem o bem-estar na velhice e com
base no estudo dos componentes do relacionamento, este artigo faz uma contribuicdo ao
conhecimento sobre o mesmo (paixdo, intimidade e decisdo / compromisso) neste fase da
vida de seu estudo analitico, em relagdo a comparacdo com outros grupos etarios,
diferenciacéo em pares de curto e longo prazo, e a satisfacado que fornecem essas relagoes.

Palavras-chave: Idoso; Relacionamento; Amor.
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Introduction

Love and sexuality are issues that have generated interest in multi-disciplinary fields.
Love, noted Hendrick (1995), is the most powerful and important element in a love
relationship. It implies a feeling for the other, it is an unconditional commitment and mutual
caring that contributes to the well-being and development of the two partners (Sternberg,
1996). Most individuals spend much of their adult life as a couple, and it is assumed that love
is the construct that allows continuity in the life cycle.

First, this paper deals with the theoretical framework, emphasizing Sternberg's
triangular theory of love, which gives us a context for an interesting interpretation of a love

relationship's cycle. Then, several research results on the subject will be shared.

Triangular theory of love

Among the theories that have addressed the love relationship, one of the most
remarkable is Sternberg's triangular theory of love (1986, 2000). This theory considers that
the course of a relationship depends on the fluctuation of the three components that make up
love: intimacy, passion and commitment. These components together, pictorially labeled on
the points of a triangle. On each corner of the triangle, a different aspect of love is
manifested.

Intimacy (top triangle's point) encompasses the close bonds in a love relationship,
help when one is in need, unconditional support, communication, affective bonds and mutual
approach in the relationship, represented by the sharing action. The intensity of intimacy will
be related to the marital satisfaction or dissatisfaction, depending on the difference between
the love triangle that person hoped to build with his/her partner, depending on their
expectations of the relationship (ideal triangle) and the love triangle which represents reality
(real triangle).

Intimacy is also lived in the present, and is gradually built through cumulative
intimacy (intimacy developed in past love experiences), which directly influences the ability
to learn from previous relationships. Moreover, Passion (left point of the triangle), is linked
to romance, physical attraction, sexual fulfillment, devotion needs, self-esteem, belonging,

submission, desire and sexual satisfaction.
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Its expression can, sometimes be motivated by physiological and psychological aspects that
show what happen in the dynamics of the couple.

In this sense, Sternberg (1997) suggests that this component may have a fast progress
at the beginning of the emotional relationship and go skyrocketing up to a peak, then
gradually start decreasing to reach a level of stability. It will all depend on the type of love,
the moment lived and the people involved. Just as with intimacy, the intensity of this
component can vary over time, both in the same relationship and in different ones.

The last component (right point of the triangle) refers to the decision to love the other
person and establish a commitment to maintain that love. If the relationship evolves in a
rewarding way, decision and commitment can gradually increase to reach a balance that will
be crucial in maintaining a long-term relationship. If the relationship deteriorates or becomes
meaningless, the commitment may disappear.

The three components of love interact with each other and their importance can differ
from one relationship to another, or over time in the same relationship (Sternberg, 1997). In
addition, intimacy, passion and decision/commitment may exist independently. Sternberg
(1988) proposed that loving relationships could change over time and that the time course of
each component may be different. Although in the early stages of the relationship, the
component of passion tends to be the most important one, it diminishes significantly as time
goes by. Contrastively, the components of intimacy and commitment tend to grow in the
early years and then remain at high levels for the length of the relationship. These differences
in the components based on the permanence in a relationship have been confirmed by a study
conducted in Spain by Yela (1997), but according to his data, the passionate love dimension
somehow deviates from what Sternberg initially proposed. According to Yela, passionate
love grows less steeply at first and then descends more smoothly than expected, up to
reaching certain stability. It is important to highlight that the sample of the study was
performed with individuals under 25 years old, with an average duration in their relationship

of 2.9 years.
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The importance of love relationships

Romantic relationships have been widely explored and research has focused on
identifying the aspects that influence mate choice (Valdez Gonzalez, Arce, & Lopez, 2007);
communication between members of the relationship (Diaz Loving, & S&nchez Aragon,
2000; Julien Chartrand, Simard, Bouthillier, & Bégin, 2003; Nina Estella, 1991; Sanchez
Aragon, 2002; Sanders, Halfor, & Behrens, 1999); how conflicts are handled and solved
(Bolger, & Zuckerman, 1995; Creasey, 2002; Lopez, Gover, Leskeld, Sauer, Schirmer, &
Wyssmann, 1997; Noller, 2000; Rivera Aragon, Loving, & Sanchez Diaz Aragon, 2002) and
the levels of satisfaction that they provide (Chavez, 1994; Dunn, Croft, & Hackett, 2000;
Johnson, & Bradbuty, 1999; Lomas, 1983; Mufioz, 1978; Ojeda Garcia Diaz Aragon Loving,
& Rivera, 1997). Studies that have researched love relationships from a gender perspective
have identified that women show less passion and emotional closeness to their partners than
men do (Villar, & L6pez Chivrall Villamizar, 2005).

More specifically, love relationships in elderly people have been identified within the
main affective bonds and among those that provide the highest levels of satisfaction. Such
relationships, which are part of the network, provide various forms of support and influence
greatly on the seniors' overall well-being (Arias, 2004, 2005; Arias, & Polizzi, 2011; Bishop,
Martin, & Poon, 2006; Chou, & Chi 2001; Peirce, Frone, Russell, Cooper, & Mudar, 2000;
Phillips, Sui, Yeh, & Cheng, 2008; Polizzi, 2011, Prince-Paul, 2008; Vanderhorst, &
McLaren, 2005; Warren, Stein, & Grella, 2007; Zinbarg, Lee, & Yoon, 2007).

More recently, the interest in the process of formation and dissolution of romantic
relationships and their changes have increased considerably. A study in Mexico showed that
these processes have been changed from what used to be standard. In this way, an early and
long-lasting marriage becomes less important in its regular course as there is evidence of
greater variability within marital situations and trajectories (Solis, & Puga, 2009). Likewise,
there is an important increase in the number of studies that explore love relationships and gay
and lesbian marriages (Soft, 2001; Buffie, 2011; Deevey, 1990, Fingerhut, & Maicel, 2010;
Oswald, & Kuvalanka 2008; Quam, & Whitford, 1992; Wienke, & Hill, 2009).

As regards the importance of the couple in old age, Arias, and Polizzi (2011) found
that almost all of the elderly interviewed, included their partner within their social support

network.
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This relationship performed multiple functions. Both men and women believed that
their partners mainly contributed with emotional support, showing that this bond has
characteristics of closeness and confidentiality. In all cases, the assessment of this
relationship as extremely intimate or very intimate and the high reciprocity in most of them
reinforces the importance that these bonds have at this stage of life.

Research in this field, shows gender differences: while men reported receiving more
support from their partners (Arias, & Polizzi, 2013; Polizzi, 2011; Reyes, Camacho,
Eschbach, & Markides, 2006), women tend to prioritize the children as providers of support
(Melendez Moran, Thomas, & Navarro Miguel Pardo, 2007; Polizzi, 2011; Polizzi, 2012).
Villar, et al. (2005) consider that satisfaction in the marital relationship has a "U" shape
pattern. This would indicate that the relationship has priority for both members at the
beginning, when they just meet; it decreases in midlife and then again becomes important in
old age. In addition, these same authors have found that males achieve significantly higher
scores on marital satisfaction than women.

Considering the love experience importance for the elderly's well-being and based on
the study of the components of the relationships (intimacy, passion and decision /
commitment), this paper contributes to their knowledge in this stage of life. This is an
analytical study, which compares other age groups, differentiates short and long-term couples

and evaluates the satisfaction provided by such relationships.

Differences and similarities by age group

While research on the love relationships has focused more on samples of young and
middle-aged adults, some studies have focused on comparing them with seniors, thus the
findings provide insight about the importance and characteristics of this relationship in old
age. In this way, a study performed in the city of Mar del Plata (Polizzi, 2013) revealed that
the components of love showed a similar distribution in the elderly and middle-aged adults.
Both groups hierarchically prioritized commitment, intimacy and passion. However,
comparison by age group showed interesting differences. The commitment component
emphasizes more cognitive than emotional aspects and represents the most rational and

conscious characteristic of the relationship.
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Within the latter component, people aged 65 to 75 showed higher levels of
commitment compared to middle-aged adults. The intimacy component also revealed
statistically significant differences in this direction. Thus, seniors reveal greater feelings of
closeness, support, unconditionality, communication and mutual rapprochement in their love
relationships than middle-aged adults do.

Other studies have shown that, in comparison with earlier stages of life, older people
express more affection for their partners and fewer negative emotions in conflicts within their
relationships (Carstensen, Gottman, & Levenson, 1995). They also had less conflict and more
predisposition to pleasure in several areas, demonstrating a positive view of marriage in old
age (Levenson, Carstensen, & Gottman, 1993). Meanwhile, lacub (2006) mentions that love
in young people relates more to the speed, arrogance and pretense, while in senior citizens
love manifests in a less narcissistic way. There is greater acceptance of others and less
omnipotence to be associated with scarcity, loneliness, difficulty and less idealized
expectations. Meanwhile, Carstensen, Fung, and Charles (2003) found that the elderly give
much importance to intimacy and emotional and affective processes. They also have a more
consolidated capacity to regulate emotions than other age groups, allowing them to live their

loving commitment as an opportunity for enhancing quality of life.

Differences and similarities between women and men

In the study of the components of the relationship, more specifically in relation to
gender differences, the results are controversial. While Villar et al (2005) found that women
had a lower level than men in the components of intimacy and passion; in other studies, the
differences were not seen in the same way (Cassepp-Borges, Leoni, & Martins, 2009; Polizzi,
2012, 2013; Sternberg, 1988; Yela, 1997). In another study (Polizzi, 2013) women and men
showed a similar composition in the components of the love relationship: apart from
obtaining similar results, participants ordered components from greater to lesser ones placing
commitment in the first place, intimacy in the second one and passion in the third and last
one. Likewise, the item analysis of the triangular love scale did not show significant

differences between the two groups either.
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Short and long-term couples

Marriage and especially the long-term one has been extensively researched
demonstrating that old age is positively associated with mental and physical health as well as
economic well-being (Sweeney & Replogle, 2002). Villar, et al. (2005) examined the
structure of loving experience in long-term relationships (46.6 years on average) in a sample
of 144 participants over 65 years old. From this study, they concluded that the structure of the
loving experience in older people with long-term partners is similar, but not identical, to that
found in young people with newer relationships. High levels of commitment, sense of
responsibility and support toward the partner, plus less passion, seem to be the most
characteristic aspects of these relationships.

Meanwhile, Polizzi (2013) made a comparison of the components of the loving
relationship between people with long-term (x: 34.6) and short-term relationships (x: 3.5) and
the results show no differences among the three components. They were hierarchically
ordered in the same way for both groups prioritizing commitment, then intimacy and finally
passion. These findings show contradictions and consistencies with the theory proposed by
Sternberg (1986), namely: this theory states that at the beginning of a relationship, passion is
the most prioritized component but over time, commitment and intimacy components prevail.
In the present study, results corroborated these last aspects, but not the former one.

The same study deepened its analysis on this aspect conducting a scale review item by
item showing some significant differences in certain statements that endorse the principles of
the author. The short-term partner group had items that revealed the dimension of passion,
while those items that showed differences in favor of the long-term partner group;
corresponded mainly to the components of commitment and intimacy. For example, people
with short-term partner scored higher on items such as "I fantasize about my partner” or "I
especially enjoy physical contact with my partner.” While the long-term relationships people
scored higher on items such as: "I cannot imagine life without my partner”, "I'm sure about
my love for my partner" or "l really appreciate my partner is in my life". The study
mentioned (Polizzi, 2013) may have been affected by the sample surveyed. This study
included people who had short-term partners, who were mostly in relationships of 4 and 5
years, therefore time may have influenced negatively in the passion component compared to

the other two.
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Meanwhile, Arias, and Polizzi (2013) evaluated qualitatively changes that occurred in
couples in old age compared to other stages. Most people thought that a love relationship was
enriched with greater understanding and mutual acceptance, more sympathy and confidence.

The need for the other became more important not only for the emotional and
instrumental support they received, but also for the feeling of being loved, valued and
desired. Passion had a high priority in the young people's relationships whereas company

scored higher in old age, and primarily among women.

Partner Satisfaction

Regarding satisfaction in the relationship there are currently few studies. Polizzi
(2013) found that the major differences in marital satisfaction were found in the comparison
between elderly and middle-aged adults, the former being those who got the highest scores.
These results point in the same direction of another study (Villar, et al., 2005) already
mentioned, which states that the relationship has a "U" shape pattern. The analysis of partner
satisfaction, according to the duration of the relationship and gender, has not yielded

significant differences (Polizzi, 2013).

Aspects that provide higher and lower satisfaction in couples

With regard to gender analysis, studies in the city of Mar del Plata, show that women
emphasized issues related to sharing time, "being together" - chatting, laughing, hugging,
being loved and wanted (Arias, & Polizzi, 2013; Polizzi, 2013), while men highlighted
women's way of being (Polizzi, 2013). Men also expressed in a more general way, that their
partners gave them satisfaction, happiness and enjoyment, although this was not often
associated with company as it was for women (Arias, & Polizzi, 2013).

The partner's personality seems to be the most mentioned aspect that provides less
satisfaction. Women also mentioned the failure to share moments together and having
communication problems. Conversely, men more often state there are not any aspects which

provide them less satisfaction (Polizzi, 2013).
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When comparing middle-aged adults, the differences were mainly when evaluating
the partner's aspects that gave them less satisfaction. In this sense, the elderly referred more
to their partner's way of being as something that caused them distress and also to the times
when their partner were unhealthy. Middle-aged adults mentioned more frequently not being
able to share moments together and having communication problems as aspects that give
them less satisfaction (Polizzi, 2013).

Depending on the duration of the relationship, people who had been less than five
years together, refer to passion and their partner's way of being as the most satisfactory aspect
of all. Instead, people whose relationship lasted for over 25 years, valued sharing moments
with each other and also the emotional support and affection they receive from their
relationship (Polizzi, 2013).

Conclusions

This paper provides new data that backs up the research findings which are part of the
positive psychology. It represents, following this line, an attempt to overcome one-
dimensional and static conceptions of development that poses a growth-decline dichotomy,
recognizing that there can be gains and losses at any point in life. Taking into account the
studies presented, we highlight the importance of the relationship in old age and its level of
satisfaction. It is also important the existence of love within the experience and the
importance of the most valued components such as communication, mutual support and
company.

We can also see that although the three components of love are present throughout the
entire life cycle of couples, they experience some evolutionary change. Considering the
research reports of the article, we could say that from middle age the love relationship
components and the level of satisfaction with the partner change and increase mainly with
age. Contributions emphasizes in the importance of going further in new lines of research,
considering, for example, the comparison with other younger age groups or with people in
shorter term relationships than the ones reported in this article.
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